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PROLOGUE




The wine was good—smooth and velvety, leaving the faintest warmth on my tongue—but it couldn’t compare to the way Sam looked at me as she licked the rim of her glass, her eyes heavy with unspoken desire.

She was stretched out on her cream-colored couch in a thin red tank top and black panties, her golden hair loose and cascading over her shoulders like molten silk. The curve of her hip peeked out with every lazy shift, her long legs crossed in a way that teased me mercilessly. The flicker of candlelight painted soft shadows across her fair skin.

“You always stare at me like that,” she murmured, voice low and playful.

“I’m a man. I stare when I see art.”

Her lips curled into a smirk as she sipped her wine. “So you’re saying I’m a masterpiece?”

“I’m saying you’re dangerous,” I replied, setting my glass down. “And I want to risk it all.”

She set her glass next to mine with a soft clink. “Then risk it.”

That was all the permission I needed.

I leaned over, gripping her thighs and spreading them apart as I came down between them. She gasped, but didn’t resist—not even when I shoved her tank top up over her breasts to reveal two full, creamy globes with flushed pink nipples already standing stiff with anticipation.

“Damn,” I muttered, mouth watering as I lowered my head.

I latched onto one nipple, my tongue swirling, teeth grazing lightly. She arched beneath me, moaning, her back pressing into the couch.

“Mark…”

Her voice trembled, needy. I flicked her nipple one more time before trailing kisses down her stomach, watching her squirm as I teased the waistband of her panties with my thumbs.

“You been thinking about this?” I asked.

She bit her lip. “Every day.”

I hooked her panties and dragged them down her legs, revealing that sweet, wet little pussy glistening with arousal. She’d trimmed her hair into a neat blond patch, the rest of her slick and pink and ready for me.

I spread her legs wide, admiring the way her folds glistened under the flickering light.

“Gorgeous,” I whispered. “You smell so damn good.”

And then I buried my face between her thighs.

She cried out instantly, her hips jerking as I licked a slow, wet stripe from her entrance to her clit. I flattened my tongue, savoring the taste of her—sweet, musky, and addictive. I slid one hand beneath her ass, lifting her slightly, and wrapped my lips around her clit.

“Fuck, Mark!” she gasped, fingers tangling in my hair.

I worked her over like I was starving—devouring every drop, teasing her opening with my tongue before pushing it in, curling it just right. Her thighs clamped around my head, but I didn’t stop. I sucked harder, flicking her clit in quick, relentless strokes.

She was a mess in minutes. Whimpering. Grinding her hips against my face. Legs shaking.

“Oh my God—yes—don’t stop—don’t fucking stop—”

I didn’t. I licked her through her first orgasm, feeling her walls flutter against my tongue as she came with a helpless scream.

Only then did I sit back, wiping my mouth and grinning as I watched her chest heave.

She was panting, glowing, dazed.

“I wasn’t done,” she said, voice breathy.

“Oh, I know.”

I stood and dropped my sweats. My cock sprang free—hard, thick, and dripping with precum. Her eyes widened as she stared at it, licking her lips.

“You’re gonna break me,” she said.

I chuckled. “You’ll beg me to.”

She reached out and wrapped her hand around my shaft, stroking slowly. Her grip was firm, her palm soft. “It’s so damn big…”

“Lay back,” I told her. “Open those legs again.”

She obeyed, positioning herself against the cushions, legs spread, ready.

I climbed on top of her, guiding the thick head of my cock to her soaked entrance. She moaned as I teased her folds with it, rubbing up and down before pressing just the tip in.

Her breath hitched. “Mark…”

I pushed deeper, feeling her stretch around me inch by inch. She clung to me, nails digging into my back.

“Fucking hell,” I growled. “You’re tight as fuck.”

“Don’t stop,” she whimpered. “Give me all of it.”

I bottomed out with a groan, her wet heat gripping every inch of me. We paused, both panting, our bodies trembling with need.

And then I began to move.

Slow at first. Deep, steady strokes. Her pussy sucked me in each time I pulled out, desperate to keep me inside. Her moans filled the room, echoing off the walls like a chorus of sin.

Then I sped up.

Slapping into her, hard and deep, her tits bouncing with every thrust. She wrapped her legs around my waist, heels digging into my back, urging me deeper, faster.

“Fuck—yes—yes, Mark! Harder!”

I gave it to her. Fucked her like I owned her. Like she was mine.

Her eyes rolled back as I reached down and thumbed her clit, my pace brutal now, every thrust hitting her right in that perfect spot. Her entire body shook as she came again, screaming my name, her pussy clenching around me so tight I saw stars.

I flipped her over, grabbing her by the hips and slamming into her from behind. Her ass rippled with every thrust. I leaned over, gripping her hair, whispering filthy promises into her ear.

“You love this dick, don’t you?” I growled.

“Yes—fuck—I love it—I love it—don’t stop!”

Her walls tightened again. She came a third time, crying out, collapsing into the cushions. I held her hips and pounded into her until I couldn’t hold it anymore.

I roared as I spilled inside her, cock twitching, balls emptying in deep, hot spurts. She gasped, her body trembling as she felt me pulse inside her.

We collapsed together on the couch, a sweaty, tangled mess.

Silence fell, heavy and intimate, broken only by our ragged breaths.

I looked down at her, brushing a strand of hair from her face.

“You okay?” I asked.

She grinned. “I’m wrecked.”

“You’re beautiful.”

She flushed. “That was… wow.”

I kissed her shoulder. “That was only the beginning.”

She laughed softly, turning into me, her leg draped over mine.

“Stay?” she asked.

I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. “Try and make me leave.”


CHAPTER 1

The wine was good—rich and velvety on the tongue—but the way Sam looked at me over the rim of her glass? That was intoxicating.

She licked a stray drop from her bottom lip, a slow, deliberate motion that made my cock twitch against the seam of my jeans. Her eyes—those endless, ocean-blue eyes—held mine with a magnetic intensity. No more playing coy. No more gym banter or teasing flirtation. We were in her apartment, alone, the air between us practically crackling with unspoken hunger.

“I’m glad you came,” she said softly, setting her wine down and shifting her body to face me more fully.

I mirrored the movement, placing my glass next to hers on the table. “You sure about that?” I asked, voice low, husky. “Because right now, all I can think about is what you’d taste like more than that wine.”

Sam didn’t flinch. She didn’t look away. Her lips parted slightly, breath catching, but there was no fear—only heat, slow and steady and building by the second.

“Then taste me,” she said, barely above a whisper.

That was all the invitation I needed.

I closed the space between us in a heartbeat, one hand sliding around the back of her neck, the other cupping her jaw. Her skin was warm, soft, her breath sweet with Cabernet as I crushed my mouth to hers. The kiss was immediate and carnal, a messy tangle of tongues and lips and want. She moaned into me, her fingers tangling in the collar of my shirt, pulling me closer, deeper.

Her thighs parted instinctively as I pushed her back against the couch, nestling between them. I could feel the heat radiating from her pussy through those jeans, the friction of our grinding hips drawing another helpless gasp from her throat. I broke the kiss, trailing my lips along her jaw, down her neck, stopping to suck gently at the tender hollow beneath her ear.

“Mark…” she breathed, her voice shaky with need.

I slid a hand beneath her shirt, my fingers brushing the warm, bare skin of her stomach. Her muscles clenched beneath my touch. I pushed the soft cotton fabric higher, exposing the under-curve of her breasts—no bra. Jesus.

“Take it off,” I said.

Without a word, she sat up just long enough to yank the shirt over her head and toss it aside. My breath caught.

Sam’s tits were fucking perfect—full, natural, with dusky pink nipples already hard from anticipation. I groaned and latched onto one, sucking greedily, my tongue circling the tight bud while my hand palmed the other breast, kneading it with reverence and hunger.

She arched against me, her fingers buried in my short-cropped hair, gasping every time my teeth grazed her skin. “God, that feels so good…”

I pulled back just long enough to yank my own shirt over my head. Her eyes dropped to my chest, drinking in every ridge and plane of muscle, the tattoos inked across my pecs and biceps. She reached out and ran her hands across my abs, down to my belt buckle.

“Your turn,” she said, a devilish glint in her eyes.

She unfastened my belt, popped the button on my jeans, and slowly dragged the zipper down. My cock sprang free—thick, veined, and already leaking precum.

“Oh my God…” Sam exhaled, eyes widening as she stared at the length of it. “Mark, you’re…”

“Big?” I said, smirking.

She nodded, biting her lip. “Fucking huge.”

“Still want me to taste you?” I asked, brushing my thumb across her parted lips.

Her response was to stand up, undo the button of her jeans, and peel them down her hips. No panties.

Her pussy was already glistening, the blond patch of trimmed curls above it damp from how wet she was. The sight of her—naked except for her socks, her hair wild, her nipples flushed from my mouth, her thighs trembling—hit me like a freight train.

“Lay back,” I commanded.

She obeyed instantly, reclining against the couch cushions, legs falling open. I dropped to my knees between them, gripping her thighs and spreading them wider. Her slick folds glistened under the warm lamplight, swollen and ready.

I lowered my head and took a slow, deliberate lick from her entrance to her clit. Her whole body jolted.

“Fuck—Mark!”

I devoured her, tongue plunging into her slit, drinking her down like I’d been starved. She tasted like heaven—sweet, earthy, all woman. I moaned against her, gripping her thighs to keep her still as I flicked her clit with my tongue in quick, relentless strokes.

She thrashed beneath me, crying out my name. “Oh my God, yes—don’t stop, please don’t stop—”

I didn’t.

I licked and sucked and teased until her thighs locked around my head and she came with a scream, trembling violently as waves of pleasure ripped through her body.

I climbed up her body, licking my lips, letting her taste herself on my mouth as I kissed her again. She was shaking, dazed, wrecked—and I wasn’t even inside her yet.

“I need you,” she whispered against my lips. “Now.”

I stood, peeled the rest of my jeans off, and watched her eyes track every inch of my cock as it sprang free again, thick and pulsing.

“Turn around,” I growled.

Sam scrambled to her hands and knees on the couch, ass in the air, looking over her shoulder with wide, hungry eyes. “You want me like this?”

“Fuck yes.”

I gripped her wide hips, lined myself up with her soaked entrance, and slowly pushed the head of my cock inside.

She cried out—part pleasure, part shock. I was thick, and her pussy was tight, wrapping around me like a velvet vice. I pushed deeper, inch by inch, her moans turning into breathless whimpers.

“Mark… you’re so big… so fucking big…”

I leaned over her, pressing kisses to the back of her neck as I bottomed out, my entire cock buried inside her. “You feel like heaven, Sam.”

Then I started to move.

Slow at first—long, deep strokes that made her moan into the couch cushions. Then faster, harder. The wet, filthy sound of our bodies colliding filled the room. I slapped her ass and she yelped, then pushed back against me, greedy for more.

“God, you’re so deep… so fucking deep…”

“Take it, baby,” I growled, gripping her hair, pulling her head back. “Take this dick. You wanted it.”

“Yes—yes—don’t stop—fuck me harder—”

I obliged, slamming into her with a brutal rhythm, my balls slapping against her soaked pussy. Her moans became screams. Her legs trembled. Her nails clawed at the cushions. She came again, harder than before, her pussy clenching around me like a fist.

I flipped her onto her back, hooked her legs over my shoulders, and drove into her again. This time I could see her face—her eyes rolling back, her mouth open in a silent scream as I fucked her raw.

“I’m gonna cum,” I groaned, the pressure in my balls building fast.

“Do it—cum inside me—fill me up—”

I couldn’t hold back anymore. With a guttural roar, I erupted inside her, my cock twitching as I pumped her full of cum. She moaned, wrapping her legs around me, keeping me inside her as her own orgasm rocked through her again.

We collapsed together, sweaty and breathless, tangled in limbs and sheets and the lingering scent of sex and red wine.

Minutes passed in silence, the only sound our labored breathing.

Then Sam laughed softly, running her fingers over my chest. “That was… a lot.”

I grinned. “You’re welcome.”

She smacked my chest playfully. “Don’t get cocky.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Too late for that.”

She rolled her eyes, but her smile lingered. “Stay the night?”

I kissed her shoulder. “Try and make me leave.”


CHAPTER 2

The morning sun filtered in through the sheer curtains, spilling gold across the tangled sheets and bare skin. I stirred slightly, the heat of Sam’s body nestled against mine grounding me in the soft silence of dawn. Her back was to my chest, her golden hair a tangled halo over the pillow, and I watched the gentle rise and fall of her shoulders as she breathed.

My arm was still draped across her waist. Her hand had found mine in the middle of the night, fingers laced, and now they rested together just beneath her navel—still, warm, intimate.

It was the kind of stillness that dared not be broken.

But she broke it.

“I used to hate mornings,” she said suddenly, her voice husky and quiet, like she hadn’t spoken in years.

I looked down at her. “Why?”

She didn’t answer right away. Her thumb brushed the inside of my wrist, slowly, like she was weighing the risk of telling me what lingered behind her eyes. When she finally spoke again, her voice had changed. It carried something heavier now. Something deeper.

“Because mornings used to mean waking up next to someone who made me feel like nothing.”

I blinked, caught off guard by the sharpness of that confession.

Her body tensed slightly under my touch, but she didn’t pull away.

“I used to think sex could fix things,” she continued, her tone more bitter now, more raw. “Make the silence bearable. Make the bruises… feel like they meant something.”

“Sam—”

“I’m not telling you this so you’ll pity me,” she said quickly, turning around to face me. Her eyes were wide, blue, unflinching. “I’m telling you because I don’t want to lie to you. Not with my body. Not with my silence. You deserve the whole truth, not just the parts that feel good.”

I propped myself up on my elbow, studying her face. The same mouth I had kissed senseless the night before was trembling now, holding back the rest of what she’d been too scared to say.

“What happened?” I asked gently.

She hesitated.

Then she spoke.

“I was married once. To a man who liked to break things. Dishes. Doors. Me.”

The words dropped like stones between us.

She swallowed, looking away. “He was charming. Funny. The kind of guy who could walk into a room and have everyone laughing within minutes. But behind closed doors, he was a monster. And I let him destroy me in pieces because I thought that was what love looked like. I thought pain meant passion. I thought… maybe if I gave more, he’d stop hurting me.”

My chest tightened. I reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She leaned into the touch, but her expression didn’t soften.

“He told me I was lucky to have him. That no one else would want me. And after a while, I believed him. I stopped looking in mirrors. I stopped speaking unless spoken to. I disappeared, even while I was alive.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and she turned her head to stare at the ceiling.

“One night, he slammed my head into the wall. I blacked out. Woke up on the kitchen floor hours later, blood drying in my hair. That was the moment I knew—if I didn’t leave, I’d die there.”

I pulled her close, wrapping both arms around her, burying my face in her hair. She let out a shaky breath and clung to me like I was her only anchor.

“I don’t know why I’m telling you this,” she whispered. “You probably think I’m damaged. Weak.”

“No,” I said firmly. “I think you’re strong as hell. You left. That takes more courage than staying ever did.”

She didn’t reply right away, but her grip on me tightened.

“I still have nightmares,” she admitted. “Sometimes I flinch when someone moves too fast. Sometimes I can’t breathe when a door slams too hard. And sex…” Her voice cracked. “Sex is complicated. I want to feel good, I want to feel alive, but sometimes… sometimes I feel like I’m performing. Like I’m not really there.”

I leaned back just enough to look into her face. “You were here last night.”

“I was,” she said softly. “For the first time in a long time.”

I brushed my thumb along her cheek. “You never have to perform with me. If you’re not in it, we don’t do it. If you say stop, I stop. If you need space, I give it. You set the pace, Sam. Always.”

A tear slipped down her cheek. “Thank you.”

I kissed her forehead, then her nose, then her mouth—soft, slow, reverent.

“I’m not here for just the good parts,” I told her. “I want all of you. The past, the scars, the silence, the fire. Every damn bit.”

A beat passed, then two.

She cupped my face in her hands, searching my expression, her blue eyes shimmering.

“Make love to me again,” she whispered. “But this time… slower. I want to feel everything.”

God, I’d never been asked for anything more intimate.

I kissed her—tenderly, thoroughly. Our lips met with no urgency, no lustful rush. Just heat. Honesty. Longing.

She lay back against the pillows, and I followed, letting my body press against hers with aching care. Her skin was warm beneath my touch, her breath catching as I kissed along her jawline, down the graceful column of her neck, and to the swell of her breasts.

I took my time worshipping her.

My mouth closed over her nipple, sucking gently, feeling her body arch in response. I slid my hand down her side, mapping every curve, until my fingers found her center.

She was already wet. Already open. Already trusting.

I slid one finger into her slowly, then another. Her back arched, a soft cry escaping her lips.

“You’re so perfect,” I murmured. “So damn beautiful.”

I kissed down her stomach, spreading her thighs wider. She didn’t tense—she opened.

I took her in my mouth, slow and sensual, teasing her clit with my tongue in slow, deliberate circles. Her fingers tangled in my hair as her hips rocked gently, surrendering to the rhythm.

She gasped my name again and again, and when she came—softly, beautifully—her body trembled like a violin string, strummed just right.

I moved up, positioning myself between her legs.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I eased into her slowly, inch by inch. Her eyes locked on mine the entire time, like she needed to see that I was really here. That I wasn’t going to vanish like all the others.

Her legs wrapped around me. Her nails dug into my back—not to hurt, but to hold. To stay.

I moved inside her slowly, rhythmically. Every thrust was a promise.

You are safe. You are cherished. You are free.

She moaned softly beneath me, her eyes fluttering shut, mouth parted in ecstasy.

I kissed her neck, her shoulder, the hollow beneath her ear. I whispered her name like a prayer. She whispered mine like salvation.

And when we came—together—it wasn’t wild or loud or frantic.

It was sacred.

Afterward, we stayed tangled in each other, our bodies still joined, our breaths synced. Her fingers trailed lazy patterns across my back.

“I needed that,” she said softly.

“I know,” I replied. “So did I.”

She smiled faintly. “I feel like I can breathe again.”

I kissed her temple. “You can.”

The room was warm with morning light and healing silence.

We didn’t speak again for a while. We didn’t need to.

Because for the first time in years, Sam wasn’t haunted.

She was held.


CHAPTER 3




A Week Later…

The hum of fluorescent lights overhead, the rhythmic beeping at checkout lanes, and the soft shuffle of carts made the local WholeHarvest grocery store feel innocuous—mundane, even. Sam moved through the aisles with a subtle bounce in her step, a delicate smile touching her lips. She wore a soft, cropped white blouse and a pair of high-rise denim jeans that hugged her hips, her hair twisted into a loose bun that let a few tendrils curl against her neck.

She looked like a woman at peace. And she was—until aisle seven.

Mark had dropped her off, offering to pick up some car detailing products at the hardware store nearby while she grabbed ingredients for dinner. They’d been cooking together lately, laughing between glasses of red wine and spontaneous kisses by the stovetop. For the first time in years, Sam had started to believe she deserved happiness. Real happiness.

Then she turned the corner into the cereal aisle.

And everything shattered.

There he was.

Derek.

He stood beside a display of granola, reaching for a box of oats, looking almost indistinguishable from the man she’d left behind… except older. Rougher. His once-polished image was now weathered, his jaw peppered with stubble and his leather jacket wrinkled with age. But the glint in his eyes—the venomous glint she’d come to fear—was unmistakable.

Sam froze.

Her breath caught in her throat. Her body stiffened. For a split second, she was back in that dark kitchen, the sound of glass shattering around her, the taste of iron in her mouth.

He saw her.

His gaze flicked upward, and for a brief moment, confusion danced across his features—like seeing a ghost. Then recognition hit him like a bolt of lightning.

“Well, well, well,” Derek said, his voice smooth, mocking. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

Sam didn’t answer. She gripped the cart tighter, her knuckles whitening.

He stepped closer.

“You gonna pretend you don’t see me, Sam?”

Her pulse pounded in her ears.

“Back away,” she said, her voice low, but steady.

Derek chuckled—a cruel, arrogant sound. “Damn, still got that mouth on you. You look good, baby. Didn’t expect to see you around here.”

“This isn’t your city,” she replied, trying to keep her tone even, detached. “You don’t belong here.”

He grinned, and it made her stomach turn.

“I go where I want. You forget who I am?”

“I remember exactly who you are,” she said, stepping backward. “You’re the reason I stopped trusting the man I saw in the mirror.”

“Don’t be dramatic.” He shrugged. “You were always so goddamn sensitive. Maybe that’s why things didn’t work. You couldn’t handle a real man.”

Sam blinked rapidly, fighting the burning behind her eyes. Her hands trembled on the cart handle.

“You mean I couldn’t survive a monster,” she corrected.

That smirk vanished.

For a moment, his eyes narrowed. A storm gathering.

“I’m not here for a confrontation,” she said. “Just walk away, Derek.”

He took another step forward.

And then she felt it.

The prickling sensation on her neck, the visceral alarm in her chest. The tension in her spine that screamed: danger.

“I said back off—”

He grabbed her wrist.

Instantly, she jerked back, but he yanked harder, pulling her toward him.

“You think you can walk around here like some queen now?” he hissed. “You think I forgot how you begged for me? How you needed me?”

A voice boomed behind them.

“Let her go.”

Sam’s head snapped up just as Derek turned.

Mark.

All six-foot-five inches of Black fury and muscle stormed down the aisle, his hands clenched, his chest rising and falling like a war drum. His eyes—usually warm and patient—were lethal now. Ice-cold.

Derek didn’t move. But his hand loosened slightly.

“You her new boy toy?” Derek sneered, his lips curling. “The help?”

Mark didn’t blink. “Let. Her. Go.”

Sam stumbled back as Derek finally released her. Mark stepped between them, standing so tall, so fierce, the fluorescent lights seemed to bend around him.

“I don’t care who you think you are,” Mark said, voice low and controlled. “You touch her again, and I’ll make sure you won’t be able to walk out of here under your own weight.”

Derek laughed, but it was uneasy. He hadn’t expected Sam to have backup—much less a man like Mark. He circled slightly, like a wolf trying to sniff out weakness.

“You gonna fight me in a damn grocery store, big man?”

Mark didn’t flinch. “Try me.”

A small crowd began to gather at the edges of the aisle, phones already out, whispers spreading like wildfire.

“Y’all see this?” Derek shouted, suddenly animated. “This thug threatening me for saying hi to my ex!”

“That’s not what happened,” Sam said loudly. Her voice trembled, but her spine straightened. “You assaulted me. You grabbed me.”

“Lies,” Derek snapped.

Mark’s fists clenched tighter.

“You can scream, you can lie, you can try to play the victim like you always did,” Derek spat. “But don’t forget, I made you. Without me, you’re nothing but some used-up whore.”

The slap rang out so loud, the entire aisle went still.

Sam’s hand hung in the air. Derek’s cheek was bright red.

She was shaking—but not with fear. With fury. With years of buried rage clawing its way to the surface.

“You don’t get to define me anymore,” she said, her voice trembling but powerful. “I escaped you. I survived you. And you can’t take that away.”

Derek lunged—but before he could reach her, Mark’s fist connected with his jaw.

Derek stumbled back, dazed, crashing into a shelf full of cereal boxes. They tumbled like dominos, scattering Rice Flakes and granola bars across the floor. Someone gasped. Someone else cheered.

Mark stood over him, fists ready, eyes dark with fury.

“Get up again,” he growled. “I dare you.”

Derek tried to rise, but slipped in the mess of boxes. His pride was broken more than his body. He spat blood onto the floor, glaring between them like a wounded animal.

“She ain’t worth it,” he muttered.

“You’re right,” Mark said coolly. “She’s worth a hell of a lot more than you ever deserved.”

Security rushed down the aisle, followed by a middle-aged manager and a woman holding a walkie-talkie. Within minutes, Derek was surrounded, cuffed with zip ties, and being dragged toward the exit as Sam stood frozen.

Only when he was gone did the adrenaline crash over her.

She swayed, knees buckling slightly.

Mark caught her, arms locking around her waist, cradling her like porcelain. “I got you,” he whispered, his lips against her temple. “I’m here.”

Sam clung to him, sobbing into his chest.

People stood around, murmuring. Some took videos. But Sam didn’t care. She couldn’t even see them. All she saw was Mark’s eyes. All she felt was his heartbeat against her cheek.

They didn’t stay to finish the groceries.

Mark led her to the car, helped her into the passenger seat, and drove them back in silence.

Once inside his condo, he helped her out of her shoes, wrapped her in one of his oversized sweatshirts, and made her tea with trembling hands. He looked more shaken than she’d ever seen him.

But when she reached for him, when she pulled him down onto the couch beside her and pressed her lips softly to his, something inside both of them clicked.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” she whispered.

“Don’t be,” Mark said. “You stood your ground. You didn’t run. You faced him.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Yes, you could’ve. You’re stronger than you know.”

Their kiss deepened. Her fingers slid beneath his shirt, craving his warmth, his strength. Not for escape—but for connection. For love.

He paused. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

She pulled him onto her, straddling his lap on the couch, her thighs wrapped around his waist. Their kiss was slow, sensual, a reclamation of everything Derek had once stolen from her. Every moan, every touch, every gasp was hers now. And Mark—he honored that.

He moved with intention. With reverence.

As he lifted her sweatshirt and kissed down her bare torso, Sam finally—finally—felt whole.

The ghost had been exorcised.

And she was done being haunted.


CHAPTER 4




Three Days Later…

The scent of rosemary chicken filled the condo, mingling with the rich warmth of red wine and the soft hum of Ella Mai playing low in the background. Sam had her bare feet curled under her on the couch, wearing one of Mark’s oversized shirts—black, crisp, and draping off her shoulder like it belonged there. She’d just pulled her curls into a loose bun, her cheeks still flushed from the hour-long makeout session that had almost derailed dinner prep.

It was the first evening in days she felt... light.

Safe.

Loved.

Mark was in the kitchen, shirtless, his tattooed arms flexing as he stirred something on the stove, occasionally throwing her a smirk that made her thighs warm.

“This man,” she muttered under her breath with a grin, sipping her wine. “Gonna be the death of me.”

Just as she stood to head over and wrap her arms around him from behind, there was a sharp knock at the door.

Mark looked up. “You expecting someone?”

Sam blinked. “Me? No.”

He wiped his hands on a towel and walked toward the front door. Sam remained a few steps behind, her wineglass still in hand, her smile lingering.

The moment he opened the door, it dropped.

Standing there was a woman. Not just any woman. She was stunning. No, dangerous. Built like a damn trophy wife—long legs in skintight jeans, a black designer blouse hugging her hourglass curves, and bone-straight jet-black hair that fell over her shoulders like silk. Her skin was honey-bronze perfection, lips glossy and plump, and she wore a perfume so rich and floral it drifted into the condo like an expensive curse.

“Mark,” the woman purred, her voice wrapped in false sweetness. “Wow. You really moved up in the world.”

Sam’s heart skipped.

Mark’s jaw tightened.

“Tiffany,” he said, flat. “What are you doing here?”

Tiffany. That name already sounded like a problem.

She brushed past him like she belonged, gliding into the condo on four-inch Louboutins, tossing her purse on the granite counter with an entitled air.

Sam stood there, stiff, unsure if she was supposed to speak. But Tiffany was already assessing her, from her bare feet to the slight wine stain on her oversized shirt. She smirked.

“This her?” Tiffany said, like Sam was some kitten Mark had picked up on the street.

Sam straightened. “Yes, I’m her. Who the hell are you?”

Mark moved quickly. “She’s an ex-coworker from the firm. Tiffany used to model—now she does contracts for tech clients.”

Tiffany smiled, venomous and slow. “And Mark and I... well, let’s just say we had a lot of late nights in the office. Didn’t we, baby?”

Sam's blood ran cold.

Mark tensed. “That was years ago. And it wasn’t anything worth bringing up.”

Tiffany sauntered closer, her eyes locked on Sam like a cat about to pounce. “So you’re the one he’s been posting now? That’s cute. Mark always did like to save strays.”

Sam set her wineglass down—hard. “I’m gonna need you to get out of my man’s house before I forget how classy I’m trying to be.”

“Oh?” Tiffany laughed, one perfectly manicured brow arched. “Sweetheart, you really think he stopped fucking other women just because you batted your lashes? Mark is a man, not a monk.”

Sam looked at Mark, throat dry. “Tell me she’s lying.”

His eyes darted between them, muscles tensing beneath his skin. “She’s stirring up shit. Trying to start drama. Don’t fall for it.”

“Oh, come on,” Tiffany cooed. “You were with me for what, nine months? And you’re trying to act like this little romance is deeper?”

“I told you to leave, Tiffany,” Mark snapped, stepping between them. “You came here to make trouble. You made your point. Now go.”

But Sam had already taken a step back. Something in her stomach twisted.

“Tiffany,” Sam said, crossing her arms. “What exactly are you implying?”

Tiffany’s lips curled. “I’m implying that your ‘man’ has a habit of getting bored. Fast. And last month? Let’s just say he didn’t look so committed when he called me at 2 a.m. asking if I ‘missed his touch.’”

Sam’s breath caught.

She turned to Mark. “Tell me. Right now. Did you call her?”

Mark’s face darkened with pain. “I swear, I haven’t touched her. Not since before I met you. She’s twisting shit—”

“But did you call her?” Sam’s voice cracked.

Mark hesitated.

That moment—that single flicker of silence—felt like betrayal.

Sam stepped back as if slapped. “You did.”

“It wasn’t like that,” he said, his voice rising, desperate now. “I was drunk, I was in my feelings. You hadn’t returned my call that day, and I—I panicked. I made a mistake. But I never went to her. I never touched her. I was thinking about you the whole time.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Tiffany cut in, rolling her eyes. “He called because he wanted what I always gave him. And don’t act surprised. Men like him don’t change, sugar.”

“You bitch,” Sam snapped, her eyes blazing.

Mark grabbed Sam’s hand before she could move toward Tiffany. “She’s trying to bait you.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” Sam whispered to him, yanking her hand free. “You looked me in my eyes, told me I was different. Told me you were all in. And all this time you were calling her?”

“I never cheated,” he growled.

“But you lied!” Sam shouted, her voice trembling with heartbreak. “You made me feel like I was crazy for being scared. But you fed my fears behind my back.”

Tears swelled in her eyes. She turned toward the door.

“Sam, wait—”

“No,” she said, grabbing her purse. “Let your ex-coworker comfort you tonight.”

And with that, she was gone.

***

Sam sat in her car, hands shaking on the wheel. She didn’t know how long she sat there, the windows fogging with her ragged breath, her thoughts spiraling.

She’d trusted him. Opened herself up like she hadn’t in years. Let herself believe she was safe. Wanted.

And now? Now she felt like a fool.

Back in the condo, Mark stared at the closed door, his heart pounding like war drums.

“You really know how to fuck up a good thing,” he muttered, turning to Tiffany.

She shrugged, flipping her hair. “She’s not cut out for you, Mark. She’s soft. Weak. The kind of girl who cries when things get real.”

“You think that makes you better?”

“I think it makes me smarter.”

Mark stepped forward, towering over her. “You’re not smarter. You’re just bitter. And I’d rather lose Sam than spend another damn second entertaining you.”

Tiffany’s face darkened.

Mark pointed toward the door. “Get the fuck out. And don’t ever come back.”

When she finally left, slamming the door behind her, silence settled over the condo like a weight. Mark sank to the couch, burying his face in his hands.

He’d messed up. Not by cheating—but by hiding. And with someone like Sam—someone who’d been wounded by love before—lies, even small ones, were knives.

***

The next morning, Sam opened her phone to see twenty unread texts and six missed calls from Mark. She ignored them.

But what she couldn’t ignore was the knock at her apartment door two hours later.

She opened it slowly.

Mark stood there, holding a bouquet of sunflowers. No roses, no cliché. Just her favorite. The kind that made her smile in summer.

“Sam,” he said, voice raw. “Can I talk?”

She looked at him for a long moment. Then stepped aside.

He set the flowers down and turned to her, his eyes bloodshot, his expression weary.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I was scared. Scared of how much I felt for you. Scared that it was too good. And I made a stupid choice calling her that night. But I swear, Sam—there’s no one but you.”

She swallowed. “I don’t need you to be perfect, Mark. I just need you to be honest.”

“I know. And I will be. From now on.”

There was silence. Then Sam walked forward and wrapped her arms around him, pressing her face into his chest.

“I wanted to believe in us so bad,” she whispered.

“Then believe in me now,” he murmured, holding her like she might disappear. “Let me make it right.”

Their kiss was slow. Healing. Not rushed. Not lustful. Just love.


CHAPTER 5

The glass atrium of the Aventura Mall gleamed like a cathedral under the South Florida sun, casting golden light on polished marble floors and designer storefronts. The air buzzed with laughter, perfume, and the rustling of shopping bags. It was the kind of place meant for indulgence.

Sam clutched a boutique bag from Victoria’s Secret in one hand and a Tiffany-blue shopping bag in the other. Her curls bounced with every confident step, and a slight smile played on her lips. Mark had told her to “pack sexy and dangerous.” She took that challenge personally.

She’d already picked out a midnight-black lace teddy that dipped scandalously low in front and left little to the imagination in the back. Paired with silk thigh-highs and a satin robe trimmed in white feathers, it was pure seduction in fabric form.

Their romantic weekend in Key Largo was two days away, and after everything they’d just been through—the lies, the storm of jealousy, the fight that nearly ended it all—this was their fresh start.

Sam had forgiven him, but she hadn’t forgotten.

Trust needed action. And Mark was delivering—booking a luxury suite with a private terrace, planning candlelit dinners, and promising long, uninterrupted nights.

Her phone buzzed in her purse. A text from him.

Mark: “Don’t forget to pack that green thing I like. Also… I’m counting the hours. 😏”

She giggled, texting back as she walked toward Nordstrom.

Then she heard it.

That voice.

That laugh.

Like nails on a designer chalkboard.

“Oh my God, look who it is. Little Miss Charity Case.”

Sam froze mid-step.

Tiffany.

She turned slowly, already feeling the storm cloud form over her bright day.

There she was. Dressed like she was walking a private runway—form-fitting mocha jumpsuit, waist snatched, hair in a slick high ponytail that probably cost more than Sam’s rent. On either side of her stood two equally flashy women, the type that carried tiny dogs in their purses and never paid for their own cocktails.

Sam raised a brow, plastering on a sarcastic smile. “Didn’t realize the devil shopped in daylight.”

Tiffany sauntered closer, dragging her posse behind her like perfume. “Aw, that’s cute. You out here playing Pretty Woman, huh? Shopping on your man’s dime?”

Sam squared her shoulders. “I pay my own bills. But thanks for the concern. Don’t you have another woman’s relationship to ruin?”

The girl to Tiffany’s left, a caramel-skinned beauty with hazel eyes and an attitude to match, chuckled. “Oop. She got a little bark.”

Tiffany didn’t flinch. “Sweetheart, I’m not here to ruin anything. I’m just concerned. I mean, after all… I was the one Mark called when he needed a real woman.”

Sam's jaw tightened. “You mean when he was drunk, stupid, and clearly out of his damn mind? That one night? That mistake he regrets?”

Tiffany's smirk widened, her next move carefully calculated. “So you believe he only called once?”

Sam narrowed her eyes. “You said once.”

“I did,” Tiffany replied with a faux-innocent shrug. “But now that I think about it… there were a few messages. Maybe even a voicemail or two. You know how it gets—old habits, late nights, craving something familiar.”

Sam’s stomach flipped.

“Liar.”

Tiffany stepped closer, lowering her voice to a venomous whisper. “Check his call log, sweetheart. Or better yet… ask him who he was with the night he said he was at that business dinner last week.”

Sam's eyes searched her face. “He was with his mentor. He showed me the photos.”

Tiffany smiled like a predator. “You sure those photos weren’t taken before he came to see me?”

The world tilted. Sam felt her pulse quicken, her mouth suddenly dry.

“No. You’re lying.”

Tiffany stepped back, victorious. “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m not. But if you’re already doubting him… maybe it’s your gut telling you something.”

Sam stared at her, her vision blurring from heat and rage.

The other girls snickered, flipping their hair and exchanging smug glances as if they’d won a prize.

But Sam wasn’t going to crumble.

Not here.

Not in front of them.

She straightened her spine. “You know what, Tiffany? Keep talking. Because the louder you get, the more insecure you sound. You lost. He chose me. And no amount of toxic energy is going to change that.”

Tiffany blinked, thrown off by Sam’s sudden calm.

Sam stepped forward, chin high. “And if he did lie again, I’ll find out. I won’t need your trashy little gossip. I’ll go straight to him. Because that’s what grown women do.”

“You think he’ll tell you the truth?” Tiffany shot back.

Sam smirked. “If he doesn’t… then he’s not the man I thought he was. And baby, I leave. You don’t need to destroy me. I know when to walk.”

Tiffany's facade cracked just for a moment.

Sam turned, fire in her step, her bags swinging at her side as she walked away without looking back.

***

Back at her condo, Sam paced the kitchen like a woman on the edge.

Tiffany’s words echoed in her skull like a ghost.

“Maybe even a voicemail or two.”

She knew Tiffany was manipulative. Petty. But she also knew jealousy didn’t create smoke out of nowhere.

Mark had been trying. He’d opened up more in the last two weeks than he probably had in years.

Still… something about Tiffany’s smirk haunted her.

She sat on the couch, opened her phone, and stared at their messages.

She couldn’t ask him outright—not yet. Not like that. She needed to think.

Her phone rang. Mark.

She hesitated. Picked up.

“Hey, babe,” he said, voice warm. “Missed you today.”

Sam forced a smile. “Hey. Just got home.”

“You good?”

“Yeah… just tired. Did some shopping.”

“Oh yeah? Got something scandalous for me?”

She paused. “You’ll see.”

He laughed. “Well, now I’m counting seconds instead of hours.”

Silence stretched between them.

“Sam,” he said gently. “What’s on your mind?”

She hesitated. “You didn’t… reach out to her again, did you?”

He exhaled. “No. I haven’t. I swear.”

She nodded, slowly. “And that business dinner last week… it was real?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Mentor invited me. We did drinks and talked expansion. You don’t believe me?”

She closed her eyes. “I want to.”

“But?”

“I ran into Tiffany.”

Silence.

He cursed under his breath. “What did she say?”

“She tried to twist things. Told me to check your call log. Claimed you saw her that night.”

“She’s lying. I can prove it.”

“I want to believe you, Mark. But... lying by omission is still lying. If there’s anything I should know, now’s the time.”

A beat passed.

“I didn’t see her,” he said firmly. “I went to dinner, came home, and crashed. If you want, I’ll show you my GPS history. My texts. My damn receipts. I’m not losing you over someone who’s miserable and bitter.”

Sam’s heart eased—but not fully. Not yet.

“Okay,” she whispered.

He softened. “We’ll talk more tonight, yeah? Let me take care of dinner. Just rest, baby.”

“Okay.”

That night, Mark came over with takeout, her favorite red wine, and a handwritten letter. Not a text. A damn letter.

She read it in silence, her throat tightening with every word. He spoke about fear. About pain. About learning how to love someone the right way after years of doing it wrong.

She looked up at him, tears threatening.

“I believe you,” she said.

And when she kissed him, it wasn’t just forgiveness—it was surrender.

To growth.

To the mess.

To the beautiful chaos of loving a man who was still figuring it out—but willing to try.


CHAPTER 6

The coastal air was laced with salt and jasmine, drifting lazily through the open balcony doors of the Key Largo suite. The waves outside crashed in soft rhythm against the shore, nature’s lullaby cradling the secluded resort in a cocoon of peace.

Inside the room, Sam exhaled slowly, her gaze lingering on the champagne flutes glistening by the candlelight. Everything felt surreal—the soft music playing from the Bluetooth speaker, the freshly drawn bubble bath waiting in the marble tub, the silken lingerie clinging to her curves like a second skin.

Mark stood a few feet away, leaning against the doorframe of the bedroom, shirtless, his jeans hanging low on his hips. His dark skin shimmered under the ambient light, muscles cut deep like Michelangelo had sculpted him out of obsidian. His eyes, warm and unwavering, trailed down her body with unspoken hunger.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmured, his voice low and reverent. “I can’t stop looking at you.”

Sam felt her breath hitch. It wasn’t just the compliment—it was the way he said it. Like she was sacred. Like he didn’t believe she was real.

She took a step forward, closing the distance between them. Her hands touched his chest, fingertips tracing the line between his pecs, feeling the steady beat of his heart.

“I needed this,” she whispered.

“I know,” he said, bending to kiss her shoulder. “Me too.”

When their lips finally met, it wasn’t frantic—it was slow, molten, the kind of kiss that burned deeper with every second. He cupped her face, his thumb caressing her cheek as if memorizing every angle, every contour. She melted into him, all hesitation dissolving in the heat they created.

Mark scooped her into his arms effortlessly, carrying her toward the bed like a prize he refused to drop. Sam giggled against his mouth, burying her face into his neck as he gently laid her on the downy mattress.

“You always sweep me off my feet,” she whispered.

“That’s because you belong above the ground,” he replied, lips brushing hers.

Their clothes became memories on the floor. Lingerie fell like petals. Denim was peeled away. And when their bare bodies finally aligned, it felt like coming home.

He slid inside her with a groan, deep and slow, stretching her inch by delicious inch. She gasped, arching, legs wrapping around him instinctively.

“God… Mark…”

“Say it again,” he whispered.

“Mark…”

He moved like he had all the time in the world, hips grinding with deep, purposeful thrusts that hit every nerve ending with divine precision. His mouth found her breasts, suckling one nipple while his hand teased the other. She clutched the sheets, her moans growing louder with each stroke.

Their rhythm built like a symphony, sweat slicking their skin, the headboard thudding gently against the wall. She watched him—eyes closed, jaw clenched, muscles flexing as he gave her everything.

When her climax crested, it hit like a wave crashing over a dam. She cried out, body trembling beneath him as the pleasure tore through her.

Mark wasn’t far behind. With a growl, he thrust deeper, harder, spilling inside her with a shudder as their bodies fused in finality.

He collapsed beside her, chest heaving, arm pulling her against him like a protective barrier against the world.

They lay there in silence, tangled in sweat-soaked sheets, her head resting on his chest.

For a long time, neither of them spoke.

But the peace was short-lived.

Mark’s fingers stroked her hair absentmindedly. Then, almost inaudibly, he said, “There’s something I need to tell you.”

Sam tensed.

He felt it. “Please don’t pull away. I want to be honest with you. Completely.”

She remained quiet, her heart beating faster against his ribs.

“I haven’t been fair to you,” he continued. “I kept pieces of my past locked up because I thought burying it was the same as healing it.”

Sam shifted slightly to look at him.

Mark’s gaze was distant, his jaw tight.

“Tiffany… wasn’t just a fling. We were together on and off for almost a year. It wasn’t love—not really—but it was convenient. We were toxic, but we made each other feel something. At least for a while.”

Sam swallowed hard. Her lips parted, but no words came.

“I told myself I had control,” he continued. “That I wasn’t emotionally invested. That it was just sex and distraction. But the truth is… I was broken. I didn’t want commitment. I didn’t trust anyone. She liked the game. I needed the distraction.”

His eyes finally met hers.

“And then I met you.”

Sam’s throat tightened.

“At first, I thought you’d be another beautiful face I’d mess up with. But then… you were kind. Smart. Strong. You saw right through the show. And that scared me.”

“So you kept her around,” Sam said, her voice trembling.

“Not exactly,” he said quickly. “When I met you, I cut things off. But Tiffany… she didn’t take rejection well. She tried calling. Showing up places. Saying we weren’t finished.”

“Were you tempted?”

He hesitated.

“Yes,” he admitted. “For a second. Not because I wanted her, but because it was familiar. Easy. You… you’re not easy, Sam. You challenge me. You make me face my shit. That’s terrifying.”

Tears welled in her eyes.

“I hated her for trying to ruin us,” Sam whispered. “And now I wonder if you gave her the ammo.”

“I probably did,” he admitted, guilt thick in his voice. “I let the line blur too long. I answered a call I shouldn’t have. I said things that kept the door cracked open. But I never touched her. Not since you and I got serious.”

She searched his face.

“I need to know, Mark. Are you still lying to me now?”

“No,” he said firmly. “I’m laying it all out. I’m not proud of who I was, Sam. But I’m fighting like hell to be a better man now.”

She sat up, wrapping the sheet around herself.

“I love you, Mark,” she said, her voice raw. “But love doesn’t survive lies. If you ever betray me again… we’re done. No talking. No apologies. Just done.”

“I hear you,” he said, sitting up. “And I won’t. I swear.”

He reached for her hand.

She let him take it.

And when their fingers laced together, something shifted.

Forgiveness wasn’t immediate. But trust… it began to mend.

Slowly. Carefully.

Like all beautiful things do.


CHAPTER 7

The drive back to the city was quiet but comfortable. Mark’s hand rested lightly on Sam’s thigh, his thumb lazily drawing circles as if reassuring himself that she was still there. That she’d stayed.

Outside the window, palm trees blurred past as the sun dipped lower into the afternoon sky, casting golden streaks over their windshield. Sam leaned back against the leather headrest, watching the horizon, still emotionally tangled from the night before.

His confession had torn something inside her—but his honesty had stitched something else in its place. Trust wasn’t whole, but it was trying.

“I’m thinking Thai tonight,” Mark said softly. “Your favorite. Or I can cook. You name it.”

Sam smirked faintly. “You just want me to forgive you with food.”

“Guilty,” he said, flashing a dimpled grin.

She rolled her eyes, but her smile lingered.

They reached the gated apartment complex just as the sky blushed lavender. Mark parked in his reserved spot, killing the engine with a low sigh.

“Home sweet home,” he murmured.

But something felt… off.

As they stepped out of the car, the tension in the air thickened. Sam noticed it first—a black Maserati parked two spaces down. Sleek. Foreign. With license plates from Georgia.

“Do you know whose car that is?” she asked.

Mark’s jaw tightened.

“Yeah,” he said. “I do.”

Before Sam could respond, a tall, caramel-skinned woman stepped out from behind the vehicle. Her heels clicked against the concrete with slow, deliberate steps. She wore an emerald-green pantsuit that hugged her curves like silk on sculpture. Her long jet-black hair cascaded in loose curls down her back, and her face—flawless, fierce—was locked in a neutral expression that barely concealed the fire behind her eyes.

Mark’s entire body went rigid. “Arielle…”

Sam’s head snapped toward him. “Arielle?”

He nodded once, grimly.

“The ex before Tiffany,” he muttered under his breath.

Arielle stopped a few feet away, her eyes scanning Sam with open appraisal.

“Well, well, well,” she drawled, voice smooth and cool like aged cognac. “Didn’t think I’d find you playing house so…domestically.”

Mark stepped protectively closer to Sam. “What are you doing here, Arielle?”

“I came to settle something,” she said, folding her arms. “And before you ask—no, this isn’t some crazy jealous ex stunt. I just want answers.”

Sam raised an eyebrow. “Answers to what?”

“To why the man I once loved disappeared like a ghost,” Arielle replied, eyes flashing. “To why you blocked me, vanished, and left me wondering if I ever mattered. I deserve closure.”

Mark exhaled slowly, rubbing the back of his neck. “You and I were already falling apart, Arielle. We both knew that. I didn’t ghost you—I walked away from something that was breaking us both.”

“You never gave me a goodbye,” she hissed, her voice suddenly trembling. “You gave me silence. Do you know what silence does to someone who still loves you?”

Sam’s breath caught.

Mark opened his mouth, but no words came.

Then suddenly, a voice cut through the parking lot.

“Wow. Isn’t this a damn soap opera.”

Sam turned, and her blood ran cold.

Tiffany.

Dressed in a tight burgundy bodycon dress, heels clicking in sync with the arrogance in her hips, she approached like a villain stepping into her final scene. Two other women flanked her, equally overdressed and oozing petty energy.

“What the hell is this, Mark?” Sam snapped, stepping between him and the two women now glaring at each other.

“I didn’t invite either of them,” Mark growled. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“Of course it wasn’t,” Tiffany sneered. “But here we are.”

“You need to leave, Tiffany,” Sam said, her voice low and deadly.

Tiffany smirked, walking up close enough for Sam to smell her citrusy perfume.

“Aw, Sam. You still think you’re the winner, don’t you?” she said sweetly. “You think a few orgasms and a weekend getaway mean he’s yours for keeps?”

“Don’t do this,” Mark said, stepping forward. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”

Tiffany’s expression hardened. “You embarrassed me when you tossed me aside for this basic blonde.”

Sam narrowed her eyes. “Say that again.”

“Sam—” Mark warned, but it was too late.

Sam stepped forward, toe-to-toe with Tiffany now.

“I don’t care what lies you tell yourself to sleep at night, but I’m not basic, and you don’t get to waltz into our life like this,” she snapped. “It’s pathetic.”

Tiffany laughed bitterly. “You want to talk pathetic? Check your man’s DMs, sweetheart.”

Sam blinked.

Tiffany pulled out her phone and, with theatrical flair, opened a message thread.

She held it up for Sam to see.

A message from Mark. One line.

“You deserved better than what we had. I wish things were different.”

Dated two weeks after he’d started seeing Sam.

Sam’s world tilted.

She turned to Mark, her chest tight, eyes flooding. “Is this real?”

Mark’s face fell. “Yes—but I didn’t mean it like that. It wasn’t a love letter. It was closure.”

“Closure?” Tiffany barked a laugh. “You called me at midnight. Said you missed the old days.”

“That’s a lie,” Mark snapped.

“She’s lying,” Arielle chimed in. “She always twisted everything.”

Sam stared at both of them—at all of them—her heart pounding.

“I can’t believe this,” she whispered. “All of this. The women. The lies. The drama.”

“Sam,” Mark said, stepping closer, reaching for her. “Please. Don’t let this ruin what we have.”

But she stepped back.

“I need air,” she said, voice cracking. “I need to think.”

She turned and walked.

No one followed.

Not even Mark.

Not this time.

***

Sam sat on the steps near the pool for over an hour. The sun was fully set now, the water glowing blue under the lights, rippling softly like the ache in her chest.

She heard footsteps. Slow. Cautious.

Mark.

“Can I sit?” he asked.

She didn’t reply, but he did anyway.

“I don’t know what to say that’ll make this right.”

“Then don’t say anything,” she said flatly.

He sat in silence beside her.

After a long pause, he spoke again. “I sent her that message to end the cycle. I didn’t want lingering what-ifs poisoning what we had. But I should’ve told you. I was wrong.”

Sam stared at the water, voice hoarse. “I trusted you, Mark.”

“I know.”

She looked at him now, eyes glistening.

“I still love you. That’s the problem.”

He reached out, brushing a tear from her cheek.

“I love you too. And I’ll do whatever it takes to earn back your trust. Even if it means starting from scratch.”

They sat in silence again.

This time, she leaned against him.

Just slightly.

A sign.

A maybe.

A beginning.


CHAPTER 8

The morning sunlight spilled through the sheer curtains of Sam’s bedroom like liquid gold, warm and gentle against her bare skin. She stirred beneath the white linen sheets, the scent of Mark still lingering on the pillow beside her—cedarwood, skin, and something infinitely safe.

He was in the kitchen humming, the soft clinks of dishes and the low murmur of jazz filling the quiet air. For a moment, she let herself pause in the stillness, feeling everything she had nearly lost… and everything she was still afraid to claim completely.

Last night, he hadn’t tried to fix it with sex. He hadn’t tried to rewrite the story with charm. He had simply held her, whispered that she didn’t have to forgive him yet—but he’d be right there when she was ready.

And that changed everything.

She rose, throwing on one of his oversized T-shirts, and padded barefoot down the hall. Mark stood at the stove, shirtless, in gray sweatpants that hung low on his hips, flipping blueberry pancakes like a man on a mission.

“Morning,” he said softly when he noticed her.

She smiled, leaning against the doorway. “You’re cooking again. That’s twice this week. Is this your version of penance?”

He shrugged with a sheepish grin. “That, and I know your stomach forgives faster than your heart.”

She laughed. Really laughed. And for the first time in weeks, the laughter didn’t feel like a mask.

As they ate at the counter, their conversation drifted to an event they’d been invited to weeks ago but never responded to—Mark’s firm was hosting an elegant charity gala downtown, a red-carpet affair designed to benefit mental health advocacy in the city. It was prestigious, press-heavy, and everyone who mattered would be there.

Including the exes.

Including the doubters.

Sam sipped her coffee, eyeing him. “Are you really sure about this gala?”

Mark looked her squarely in the eye. “Only if you’re by my side.”

She studied his face—no bravado, no performative charm. Just sincerity. Just a man who wanted to be seen, with her, out loud.

She nodded. “Then let’s show up and show out.”

***

The gala was held at the Coral Bay Art Museum, its marbled foyer aglow with crystal chandeliers and candlelit tables. Guests filtered in dressed to the nines, tuxedos crisp, gowns sweeping, champagne flutes already half full.

Sam stepped out of the town car in a floor-length emerald silk gown that hugged every curve with the grace of a goddess. Her hair was swept into a soft updo, curls cascading against the nape of her neck, diamond earrings glinting like fireflies. On her arm, Mark looked every bit the modern-day Adonis in his black tuxedo, tailored to perfection.

As they entered, every head turned.

And the whispers began.

“That’s her...”

“Isn’t that the one Tiffany posted about?”

“She came anyway? Damn…”

But Sam didn’t flinch. She didn’t hide. She held Mark’s hand tighter and lifted her chin higher.

They moved through the crowd like royalty, polite nods exchanged with colleagues, executives, socialites. A few gave forced smiles. Fewer still gave genuine warmth. But none of it mattered. Because every time she looked up at Mark, he was already looking at her.

They were bulletproof.

That is, until Tiffany appeared.

Dressed in black sequins that clung like desperation, she slinked toward them like a predator who hadn't learned her lesson. Her lips curved in mock sweetness, but her eyes were blades.

“Well, isn’t this cozy,” she purred. “I’m surprised you showed your face, Sam.”

Sam sipped her champagne, utterly unbothered. “And miss the chance to show you how little you matter? Never.”

Tiffany’s smile faltered. “You always did talk a big game. Let’s see how long you can keep it up.”

Mark stepped forward, voice calm but cutting. “Tiffany, let me make this clear—whatever this is, it’s over. You’ve thrown every tantrum, played every card. And none of it worked.”

He took Sam’s hand again, lifting it to his lips.

“This woman—this incredible, resilient woman—is mine. And nothing you say or do will change that.”

A hush fell over the surrounding guests.

Tiffany blinked, visibly shaken. “You’re making a fool of yourself.”

“No,” Sam said smoothly. “You already did that for us.”

With a gentle turn, she and Mark walked away, leaving Tiffany standing there like a statue of bitterness and broken ego.

The applause came a second later. Not loud. But enough. A few supportive hands clapped in quiet admiration, some smiles nodded in approval, even the snobbiest of socialites gave appreciative glances.

But none of it mattered more than what came next.

As the gala reached its midpoint, the host called for a special tribute—couples who had overcome public scandal, private struggles, and still stood strong.

“To love in its most honest form,” the speaker said, “not perfect—but fearless.”

He invited Mark and Sam to the floor.

Sam’s eyes widened. “Was this…?”

“I may have pulled a string or two,” Mark murmured, his lips brushing her ear.

A soft instrumental melody swelled through the museum speakers as Mark offered his hand and led Sam onto the floor. The spotlight found them as they moved slowly, gently, dancing not just for the crowd, but for each other.

As they turned and swayed, his voice dropped low.

“I know I hurt you. I’ll never stop trying to make it right.”

Her voice trembled. “You already are. This… tonight… it means more than I can say.”

“I’m all in, Sam. No more secrets. No more apologies. Just us. Raw and real.”

Tears glistened in her eyes, but they didn’t fall. Not this time.

“Then I’m all in, too.”

He kissed her.

Right there, under the chandelier, in front of every doubter, hater, and ex, Mark kissed her with the fullness of love rebuilt, not reborn. With the raw intensity of a man who had lost and learned and finally chosen.

And Sam—God, she kissed him back like a woman who had survived the storm and now basked in the sunlight of her own choosing.

The applause that followed was thunderous.

But to them, the world had disappeared.

There was no Tiffany.

No Arielle.

No past.

Just now.

Just them.

Later that night, back home, Mark lit candles across the room and pulled Sam into his lap as they sank into the couch, laughter soft, kisses softer. No words needed. No performances left to play.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For fighting for me.”

Mark looked into her eyes.

“No,” he said. “Thank you—for letting me.”

Their fingers intertwined.

And for the first time, there was no fear.

Only love.

The kind that doesn’t hide.

The kind that shines.

The kind that wins.
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