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PROLOGUE




The air inside the historic Ebenezer Baptist Church in downtown Baltimore was thick—not just with the humid, mid-summer Maryland heat that always seemed to find a way past the industrial AC units, but with the weight of expectations. It smelled of expensive Tom Ford cologne, lilies, and the faint, unmistakable scent of old wood and hymnals.

Naomi Good didn't just walk down the aisle; she commanded the space, floating toward the altar like she owned every square inch of the sanctuary. Her arm was hooked firmly through her father’s—Mayor Reginald Good—who was beaming with a look of predatory triumph, the kind he usually reserved for closing a multi-million dollar redevelopment deal in the Inner Harbor.

Nathan Brooks, posted up in the third row, felt his pulse spike. He shifted his weight, his custom-tailored charcoal suit feeling a little tighter than it had ten minutes ago. His lips curved into a slow, wide-ass grin. His heart did that erratic, heavy-thumping flip it always did when Naomi hit him with that look—the one that suggested she was thinking about something entirely unholy in the house of God.

"Damn," Nathan muttered, the word barely a vibration in the air. "She a fine-ass bride."

Beside him, Dakota—Naomi’s cousin and Nathan's current "it’s complicated" situation—nudged him with a sharp elbow to the ribs. She leaned in, her perfume—something fruity and aggressive—cutting through the church musk. "Keep your tongue in your mouth, Nate. You’re in a church, not The Spot on a Friday night."

Nathan didn't look away. He couldn't. Naomi’s eyes locked onto his for a fleeting, electric second. She didn't flinch. Instead, she shot him that secret, devastating smile. It was the smile of a woman who knew exactly what he was thinking, what he was remembering, and she wasn't mad at it one bit.

Flash.

A slick sister with a camera slung around her neck and locs pulled back in a silver filigree clip caught the moment. That look—the bridge between the "Good Girl" image and the woman Nathan knew behind closed doors—was frozen in digital amber forever.

***

Reggie Good didn't do anything small. The pews were a "Who's Who" of the DMV. You had the Baltimore political elite rubbing shoulders with Harlem royalty, real estate moguls from DC, and a few "entrepreneurs" from the West Side who cleaned up well but still carried that "don't-fuck-with-me" aura in their eyes.

But Naomi had been the one to set the boundaries. She’d told her father, “Daddy, if you turn my wedding into a campaign rally, I’m eloping to Vegas with a bottle of tequila and a bad attitude.” She’d kept it real. The flowers were local, the choir was from her childhood neighborhood, and the vibe was elegant but grounded. As she glided closer to the altar, Nathan’s gaze drifted to the man of the hour: Troy Jackson.

Troy stood there looking like he’d just hit the Powerball and the Mega Millions on the same ticket. He was glassy-eyed, his smile almost painful in its intensity. And why the hell wouldn't he be? He was about to lock down the baddest woman from New York to the Chesapeake Bay. Naomi was the ultimate "It-Girl." She had curves that made a man want to drive off a cliff just to see the view, skin like smooth, warmed caramel, and a vibe that screamed "untouchable" while simultaneously being the most tempting thing on two legs.

Nathan shouldn't even have been there. The only reason he had an invite was because Dakota had played the "plus-one" card. Word on the street—via the family grapevine that moved faster than a Twitter thread—was that Alicia Good, Naomi’s mother, had cornered Dakota during the rehearsal dinner.

"Girl, what you thinkin' bringin' him?" Alicia had hissed, her eyes darting to Nathan who was busy charm-talking a group of bridesmaids. "You know he and Naomi got history. You’re bringing a fox into the hen house, Dakota."

But Naomi had shut that down with a laugh that was more "hood" than "high society" when Dakota spilled the tea. "Auntie Alicia, weddings got me feelin' some type of way," Naomi had told her mother, her voice low and playful. "All hot and bothered, thinkin' 'bout what comes after. Who better to keep things interesting than Nathan? He knows how to scratch that itch right."

So, here Nathan was. Posted up, eyes glued to the way that timeless white silk gown hugged Naomi’s hips as she finally reached Troy. The ceremony was a blur of "I dos" and traditional vows, but Nathan wasn't listening to the words. He was watching the way Naomi’s fingers trembled slightly when Troy took her hand—not out of nerves for the marriage, but because Naomi Good was a creature of fire, and she was currently trapped in a cold, stone building playing a role.

If the church was the performance, the reception was the afterparty.

They’d moved the celebration to an upscale, converted warehouse in Harlem. Naomi wanted that New York energy—that raw, unapologetic pulse that Baltimore shared but Harlem perfected.

"I told y'all," Dakota whispered as they entered the space. The walls were exposed brick, the lighting was a moody amber, and the DJ—a legend from the Brooklyn underground—was already warming up the room with some classic Donny Hathaway to keep the old heads happy. "Naomi told her pops straight up: 'This is my wedding, not a networking mixer for City Hall bullshit.'"

Reggie had grumbled, sure. He’d wanted a ballroom at the Hilton with white tablecloths and stiff-necked servers. Instead, he got an open bar serving top-shelf Henny and Moët, a soul food spread that had people lining up for thirds on the mac and cheese, and a dance floor that was destined to see some sins committed before midnight.

Nathan watched the formalities with a detached, appreciative eye. He watched Naomi do the traditional father-daughter dance—a sweet, sentimental moment where Reggie actually looked human for a second, wiping a stray tear from his cheek. Then came the dance with Troy. It was stiff. Safe. Troy held her like she was made of fine china, swaying slowly to an Usher ballad.

Then, the beat dropped.

The DJ transitioned into a Megan Thee Stallion joint, the bass rattling the champagne flutes. Naomi didn't hesitate. She kicked off her heels, tossed her bouquet to a bridesmaid, and reclaimed the floor.

She wasn't a "bride" anymore; she was a force of nature. Her hips rolled with a rhythmic, practiced precision; her ass popped in that fitted gown with a gravity-defying energy. Every dude in the room—married, single, or otherwise—suddenly found their collar a little too tight.

"I swear to God," Dakota leaned in, her breath hot and smelling of elderflower liqueur against Nathan’s ear. "If that dress splits at the seams, it’s gon' be a riot. That’s Auntie Alicia’s old gown. They had a tailor working on it until 3 AM last night because Naomi’s curves don't play by the rules of physics."

Nathan chuckled, his hand sliding down to Dakota’s waist, pulling her flush against him. "Half the brothers in here are praying for that malfunction, 'Kota. Don't act like you don't see them lurking."

The dress held, but the tension didn't.

During a slow jam—Usher’s Confessions Part II—the energy in the room shifted. It was a "cousin telepathy" thing. Without a word, Troy and Dakota drifted toward each other, and Nathan found himself standing face-to-face with the bride.

Naomi slid into his arms like she had been born to be there. Her scent—vanilla bean, a hint of sandalwood, and the faint, spicy musk of sweat—hit him like a physical blow to the chest.

"Appreciate you comin' through, Nathan," she whispered, her voice a low vibration against his collarbone. "You always been that solid dude. Keeping it real when everybody else is playing a part."

Nathan smirked, his hand dropping low on her back, feeling the searing heat of her skin through the delicate silk of the gown. "You the one who let the secret slip, baby girl. I knew you told Dakota, but I didn't think your moms had the play-by-play."

Naomi laughed—a soft, throaty sound that made Nathan’s grip tighten. "I spilled to Dakota one night after three too many shots of Henny. She swore she’d keep it locked, and I trust her ass... mostly. And look at you—benefiting from my loose lips. As soon as I got engaged to Troy, Dakota was on you like white on rice, trying to get that work."

Nathan’s grin widened. "What about Auntie Alicia? How she peep game? She’s been looking at me like I’m a high-level federal indictment all night."

Naomi pulled back just enough to lock eyes with him. Her brown eyes were framed by lashes that could cut glass. "She caught me creeping in one morning at 6 AM after we linked up last summer. I couldn't front on her. She knows my 'I just got laid' walk. But she zipped her lips. She wants me happy, and she knows Troy is the 'forever' guy, even if you were the 'right now' guy."

Nathan glanced toward the head table. Alicia Good was indeed staring him down, a "mama bear" gaze that promised violence if he stepped out of line. He nodded her way with a respectful, charming smile.

"Troy in the dark?" Nathan asked, nodding toward the groom who was currently laughing with some fraternity brothers.

"We don't dig up old dirt," Naomi said, her tone turning slightly more serious. "Neither of us wants to hear about exes. It’s funny, though—he probably thinks I’m out here wilding because I flirt heavy. He’d flip if he knew I’ve only been with three dudes total, including him."

She leaned in closer, her lips brushing Nathan's ear. "Lucky for him, one of them was you. You taught me the ropes, Nathan. You showed me how fire sex could actually be. Troy is out here reppin' the benefits of your lessons every single night."

The song began to fade, the final notes of the piano lingering in the air. Naomi squeezed his hand, her expression softening into something genuine.

"One favor, though, Nathan. Troy... he grew up soft in the suburbs. He feels lost in this city grind sometimes. He wants to be a 'real one,' but he’s embarrassed about not knowing the ropes. He mentioned wanting to learn how to fish in the harbor, maybe get some street smarts without getting his head cracked. Think on it? Be a mentor to him?"

She gave him a playful, devastating wink and sauntered back to her husband, leaving Nathan standing there with a head full of memories and a body full of heat.

***

Nathan hadn't always been the polished, suit-wearing man at the wedding. Three years ago, he was a different animal.

He’d just bounced from a four-year bid in the Marines. He didn't talk much about the deployments—the dust of Marjah, the grinding monotony of the barracks, or the brothers he’d watched get sent home in boxes draped in stars and stripes. He’d come back whole, at least physically, with his honor intact and a drive to rebuild in the Baltimore streets that had raised him.

The day he touched down at BWI, he expected his parents and maybe his sister. Instead, he walked into a wall of noise. Aunts, uncles, old heads from the corner, and guys he’d played ball with in high school were all there with handmade signs. He’d had to blink hard, maintaining that "Hardened Marine" exterior while his insides felt like mush.

On his second night back, his boys Marcus and Jamal rolled up to his folks' crib in West Baltimore.

"Yo, Nate, get your ass up," Marcus shouted from the sidewalk. "We hitting The Spot. Drinks, vibes, and zero IEDs. Let’s go."

His mother, Ms. Evelyn, hugged him tight before he left. "You stay safe, Nathan. Don't let these fools have you out there acting up."

"I got him, Ms. E," Jamal laughed. "He’s family."

The Spot was a legend in B-More. It was a gritty, dimly lit club where the bass was tuned so low you felt it in your kidneys and the air was a permanent mix of expensive perfume and high-grade Mary Jane.

Nathan was nursing a drink at the bar when he saw her.

She was in the center of the floor, twirling with a partner who looked like he was struggling to keep up. She was killing it—hips snaking, feet moving with a frantic, rhythmic grace that left her partner looking like a fool. When the song ended, she tipped up on her toes, gave the guy a pity peck on the cheek, and bounced back to her girls' table, laughing.

"Who that?" Nathan asked, nodding toward her.

Jamal smirked. "You don't recognize her? That’s Reggie Good’s daughter. Naomi. Remember the little pest who used to try and crash our cyphers back in the day? Reggie used to have to call his moms to come scoop her up."

Nathan did a double-take. "That little girl? Damn. Time did her a favor. She filled out nice."

"Age gap feels big when you’re teens," Jamal noted, "but now? Twenty-one to twenty-five? That’s nothing. She just got back from some fancy college down south. She’s in here a couple nights a week, dancing like a demon but staying classy. Dudes call her a tease because she curves everybody, but they keep shooting their shot anyway."

Nathan watched her for the rest of the night. She was fire—pure, unadulterated erotic energy, even fully clothed. He realized then that if he wanted a woman like that, he had to level up. He needed a job, his own spot, and he needed to learn how to move.

He landed a gig as a mechanic in East Baltimore, using the skills he’d honed on Humvees to fix high-end imports. He enrolled in community college for business, and—on a whim—signed up for a dance class in the PE department to polish his footwork.

It was in that fourth dance class that he met Sasha Faye.

Sasha was a whole different vibe. She was 5'10" in heels, with a body stacked like a video vixen and skin the color of rich, dark mocha. When they were paired up for the two-step, her hand gripped his firm, her eyes locking onto his with a predatory intensity.

"I'm Nathan Brooks," he told her after class, his heart racing. "Coffee?"

"Bet," she’d said, her smile lighting up the room.

Sasha was a New Yorker visiting family, taking a few credits while her father—a chemical engineer—recovered from a health scare. She was brilliant, aiming for vet school at Howard, and she was the most sexually assertive woman Nathan had ever met.

Their second date didn't end with coffee. It ended at Nathan’s small, meticulously clean apartment.

The door had barely latched before Sasha’s arms were around his neck. She tasted like wine and ambition. She broke the kiss, her eyes smoldering.

"Skip the movie, Nathan. I want to eat in bed."

She walked into his bedroom, shedding her top and bra in one fluid motion. When Nathan followed, he found her standing by the window, the moonlight catching the curves of her full D-cups and the toned, endless length of her legs.

"Your turn," she whispered.

Nathan stripped, his blood roaring in his ears. When he pulled her close, the sensation of her hard nipples poking his chest and his own growing heat against her belly was almost too much.

"I’ve been wanting this since the first time we danced," Sasha breathed, her hand reaching down to guide him. "Make love to me, Nathan. Don't be gentle."

He laid her down, worshipping her body with a Marine’s discipline and a lover’s hunger. He kissed every inch—her neck, the valley between her breasts, the soft skin of her inner thighs. When his tongue found her core, she arched off the bed, her fingers tangling in his locs, her moans filling the room.

"Oh God, Nathan! Yes! Right there... don't you dare stop!"

He didn't. He tasted her, savoring the sweetness, until her body quaked with a violent, toe-curling climax.

When he finally sheathed himself and entered her, the wet heat was overwhelming. He moved slow at first, building the rhythm, watching her face as she took all of him. She clutched his arms, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

"Harder," she hissed. "Give it to me, Nate."

He obliged, his thrusts becoming powerful and rhythmic. The room was filled with the sounds of skin on skin, the frantic gasps of two people lost in the friction. They came together—an explosive, bone-deep release that left them both tangled in sweat-soaked sheets, gasping for air.

But Sasha was a temporary fire. She moved back to DC for Howard, and the distance, combined with the pressures of her senior year, eventually cooled the flames. They stayed friends, but the "it" factor was gone.

***

Back to the Present: The After-After Party

The wedding reception was winding down, but the energy was just shifting.

Dakota pulled Nathan toward the exit. "Naomi and Troy are heading to the hotel, but the rest of us are hitting the penthouse suite. You coming, or you gonna keep staring at the bride's empty chair?"

Nathan laughed, shaking off the ghosts of Sasha and the "what ifs" of Naomi. "I’m coming, 'Kota. Relax."

They ended up at a luxury hotel overlooking Central Park. The room was packed with the younger crowd—the cousins, the bridesmaids, and the "real ones." The music was lower, the drinks were stronger, and the tension was thick.

Nathan found himself on a balcony with Dakota. She was leaning against the railing, the city lights reflecting in her eyes.

"You and Naomi," Dakota said, not looking at him. "It was more than just a 'link,' wasn't it?"

Nathan joined her at the rail. "It was what it was. We were both in a transition. She’s where she needs to be now."

Dakota turned to him, her eyes searching his. "And where do you need to be, Nathan?"

He didn't answer with words. He reached out, cupping her face, and pulled her into a kiss that tasted like the Henny they’d been sipping and the raw, urban heat of the night. Dakota didn't hesitate; she climbed him like a tree, her legs wrapping around his waist.

"My place," she whispered against his lips. "Now."

As they walked through the penthouse to leave, Nathan caught one last glimpse of the "Good" family. Alicia was watching him, but this time, she didn't look angry. She looked... satisfied. Like she knew that the cycle had completed itself.

Nathan and Dakota made it to his car—a blacked-out Dodge Charger that growled through the Harlem streets. By the time they reached her apartment, the clothes were already half-off.

The night ended in a blur of passion that rivaled anything Nathan had ever experienced. Dakota was vocal, bold, and seemingly bottomless in her desire. They went three rounds, moving from the bed to the shower to the kitchen counter, their bodies a map of Baltimore grit and New York ambition.

As the sun began to peek over the skyline, Nathan lay in the quiet, Dakota asleep on his chest. His phone buzzed on the nightstand.

A text from an unknown number.

“Troy wants to go to the harbor next Saturday. He needs a real one. Don’t let me down, Nate. – N.”

Nathan stared at the screen. The bride was on her honeymoon, but she was still pulling the strings. He smirked, turned off the phone, and pulled Dakota closer.

The game in Baltimore never ended; it just changed players.


CHAPTER 1




The city of Baltimore doesn’t sleep; it just holds its breath, waiting for the next catastrophe or the next miracle to break the silence of the row houses.

Two weeks had passed since Sasha Faye had packed her life into a series of cardboard boxes, kissed me with a finality that tasted like copper and tears, and headed back to the hallowed halls of Howard University. Two weeks of me acting like a damn ghost in my own apartment. I was moping, let’s keep it a stack. I was staring at the walls of my one-bedroom off North Avenue like the paint was going to offer me a roadmap back to her heart. I was "Marine Strong" on the outside, but inside? I was a hollow point shell—fired and spent.

Marcus and Jamal, the two biggest idiots I had the privilege of calling brothers, had finally reached their limit.

"Yo, Nate, if I see you look at that phone one more time, I’m flushing it," Marcus barked, kicking the heel of my boot where I sat slumped on the sofa. He was dressed to impress—crisp white tee, raw denim, and a chain that caught the dim light of my living room. "You out here lookin’ like a featured extra in a sad R&B video. Get your ass up. We hittin’ The Block."

"Man, I ain't in the mood for the noise," I grumbled, but Jamal was already in my kitchen, pouring a triple shot of Hennessy into a plastic cup and handing it to me with a look that brooked no argument.

"Drink that, put on something that doesn't smell like depression, and let’s move," Jamal added. "The Block is callin’, and the shorties are askin’ about the 'mysterious vet.' Don't make me lie and tell 'em you’re home crying over a girl who’s probably already at a frat party in DC."

That was the jab that did it. The jealousy—sharp and jagged—sliced through my lethargy. I downed the Henny, the burn a welcome distraction, and stood up.

***

The Block was a grit-and-glamour epicenter in East Baltimore. It was where the rules of the daytime didn't apply. The bass from the subwoofers thumped so heavy it felt like a second heartbeat, vibrating the sidewalk before you even stepped through the door. Inside, the air was a thick, heady fog of high-end cologne, sour weed smoke, and the saccharine scent of cheap perfume that somehow smelled expensive in the dark.

We posted up at our usual table, the one with the best view of the floor. My boys were busy scanning the room like they were on a reconnaissance mission, but I was nursing my second Henny and Coke, staring into the ice cubes like they held the secrets of the universe.

I’d been here with Sasha just a month prior. We’d vibed so hard in this spot, her tall, mocha-skinned body pressed against mine, marking territory. I could still see her in my mind’s eye, laughing as she out-danced some local dude who’d tried to slide up on her. And in those moments, I’d often look across the room and see Naomi Good—the Mayor’s daughter, the untouchable queen of the DMV—watching us with an unreadable expression.

Tonight, Naomi was there, too. She was surrounded by her girls, a fortress of silk and attitude. She didn't take drinks from strangers. She didn't even take them from the bartender unless she saw the seal break. Word was her sister had been roofied years back, and Naomi moved with the tactical caution of a seasoned soldier. She held her own bottle of cider, thumb over the cap, eyes scanning the room with a sharp, street-smart intelligence.

Then, the unthinkable happened.

Naomi Good stood up, smoothed down her skirt—a piece of fabric so short it should’ve been illegal—and strutted toward our table. Her hips swayed with a rhythmic, intentional grace that had every man in the vicinity losing his train of thought.

Marcus choked on his drink. Jamal went silent.

"C’mon, Nathan," Naomi said, her voice a low, melodic honey that cut through the trap beat. She didn't ask; she commanded. She reached out, her fingers brushing my hand. The contact was electric—a literal jolt of static that made the hair on my arms stand up. "Give a sista a thrill and hit the floor with me. I heard Sasha headed back to school, and I ain't seen you slow-grind with nobody but her in months. You look like you need to remember how to breathe."

"She's really doin' this?" Marcus whispered, his eyes wide.

I didn't answer him. I let her pull me up.

The DJ, sensing the shift in the room, dropped an old-school Tank track—Maybe I Deserve. The lights dimmed to a moody, bruised purple. Naomi didn't waste time. She stepped into my space, pressing her chest against my heart, her arms sliding around my neck.

"You’re tense, Nate," she whispered against my ear. Her scent—vanilla bean and something dangerous, like gunpowder and roses—hit me like a wave.

"I'm fine, Naomi," I lied, my hands finding the small of her back. The fabric of her dress was thin, and the heat of her skin felt like a brand.

"Liar," she teased, pulling back just enough to look me in the eye. "You’re hurting. And you’re bored. Bad combination for a man like you."

As we moved, the two-step turned into something more intimate. She melted into me, her head resting on my shoulder. We moved seamless, a silent conversation happening between our bodies. When the beat picked up to a faster tempo, she didn't let go. She turned around, backing that lush, firm ass into my lap, grinding with a slow, deliberate fire that had the whole club watching.

"Yo, Nathan!" Jamal yelled from the table, throwing up a hand. "You better watch your blood pressure, bruh!"

Naomi just laughed, a throaty, rich sound. When the song ended, she held my hands for a beat longer than necessary. "Thanks, Nathan. That was lit. Let’s run it back soon—don't ghost on me."

I sat back down, my heart racing like I’d just finished a five-mile ruck in full gear.

"Yo, what the hell?" Marcus leaned in, his face a mask of comedic disbelief. "Naomi Good just pulled you from the depths of despair? Is she a social worker now? Or are you holding out on us, Nate? You been hitting that on the side?"

"Just dancing, bruh," I said, though the heat in my veins told a different story.

***

The "dancing" became a ritual. Once or twice a week, I’d find myself at The Block, and like clockwork, Naomi would find me. We never spoke much in public. We kept it to the floor—sweaty, rhythmic, and charged with an unspoken tension that made the air between us feel heavy.

Then came the night that changed the trajectory of my entire life.

It was a Tuesday, the kind of humid Baltimore night where the air feels like wet velvet. I was in my row house off North Avenue, fresh out of the shower, wearing nothing but grey boxers. I was about to crack a beer and watch some mindless TV when a sharp, rhythmic knock hit the door.

Knock-knock-knock.

I frowned, checking the clock. 11:30 PM. I moved to the window, peeling back the blinds.

Under the sickly yellow glow of the streetlamp stood Naomi. She was leaning against a sleek, matte-black mountain bike, wearing leggings that looked painted on and a cropped hoodie. She looked around the street with a practiced flick of her eyes, checking for tails.

I cracked the door. "Naomi? You good?"

"Can I slide in, Nathan?" she asked, her voice tight.

"Yeah, come on." I swung the door wide. "The bike stay out here?"

"Nah, bring it in. These vultures out here will have it stripped to the frame before I hit the living room."

I hoisted the bike inside—it was light, high-end—and set it against the wall. When I turned back, Naomi was staring at me. Not just looking, but staring. Her eyes traveled from my damp locs down my chest, lingering on the lion tattoo over my heart, and settling on the visible ridge of my boxers.

"Damn," she whispered, a smirk playing on her lips. "Is this how y’all feel? Like meat on a hook?"

I felt a flush creep up my neck. "I forgot I was... yeah. You want a drink or what?"

"Your usual? Beer?" I asked, heading toward the kitchen.

"Nah. I need the hard stuff tonight. Whiskey. On the rocks."

I poured two fingers of Jack Daniel's for each of us. I handed her the glass, and she took a long, bracing sip, shivering as the alcohol hit her system. She paced the small living room, her energy frantic and focused.

"This is hard to say, Nathan. And I’m only gonna say it once, so listen fast," she started, stopping right in front of me. "Have you ever thought about a friends-with-benefits vibe? With me?"

I didn't just choke; I damn near spat my whiskey across the room. I started laughing—a genuine, shocked sound that bubbled up from my chest.

Naomi’s face turned a deep, bruised crimson. She slammed her glass down on the coffee table. "Forget it. That was dumb. I’m out."

"Whoa, whoa!" I caught her arm, pulling her back. "Don't bounce mad, Naomi. It was just... that came from the moon, baby girl. Why me? Why this?"

She turned to me, her eyes flashing with a mix of defiance and vulnerability that made my chest ache. "Because I’m tired, Nathan! I’m tired of being the 'Mayor’s Daughter.' I’m tired of being the 'untouchable queen.' I’m twenty-one years old, I’ve only been with one dude in my entire life, and he was a loser who didn't know a clit from a kneecap. I handle my own business every night while every man in the DMV is fantasizing about me. I need a real one. I need... a man."

"Naomi, you could have any dude in the city. Why me?"

She stepped closer, her breath smelling of whiskey and mint. "Because you don't want anything from me. You’re still hung up on Sasha, so I know you won't catch feelings and try to husband me up. Because you’re the finest man in your crew, and you were the only one who didn't clown me when I was a kid. And because..." she trailed off, her hand reaching out to trace the line of my jaw. "Because you got me wanting you deep, Nathan. I’ve watched you. I know how you move."

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. "This is the most logical-ass seduction in history. You’re like a romance calculator."

She giggled, the tension finally breaking. "I suck at this part. But don't get it twisted—I find you sexy as fuck."

"So, what’s the play?" I asked, my voice dropping an octave.

"My fam lives across Patterson Park in Canton. I bike through the park once or twice a week. I come here, we handle business, we blow each other’s minds... and I dip before the sun comes up. No strings. No drama. Just fire."

I looked at her—really looked at her. She was a masterpiece of urban beauty. The curves, the skin, the fire in her eyes. I was a man, and I was a lonely one at that.

"When do we start?"

Naomi didn't answer. She reached for the hem of her cropped hoodie and pulled it over her head. She wasn't wearing a bra. Her breasts were perfect—full, firm, with dark, cherry-sized nipples that were already hardening in the cool air of the room.

"How about right now?"

I didn't wait for a second invitation. I reached out, my hands cupping the weight of her breasts, my thumbs grazing the peaks. She let out a sharp, jagged gasp, her head falling back as I moved my mouth to her neck, biting softly at the spot where her pulse thrummed like a trapped bird.

"Nathan," she moaned, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

I scooped her up, her legs wrapping around my waist instantly. She was light but solid, all muscle and silk. I didn't make it to the bedroom. I backed her against the wall next to the bike, my mouth finding hers in a kiss that wasn't sweet—it was a collision. It tasted of whiskey, desperation, and the raw, electric thrill of the forbidden.

She was pulling at my boxers, her hands frantic. When she finally freed me, she let out a low, appreciative hum.

"Oh, you definitely been holding out," she whispered.

I sat her down on the edge of the sofa, stripping my boxers off. She stayed dressed from the waist down, her leggings still clinging to her hips. I knelt between her legs, my hands sliding up the fabric.

"I want to see all of you, Naomi."

"Then take it," she challenged.

I peeled the leggings down, revealing a pair of black lace panties that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Her skin was flawless—smooth caramel that shimmered under the dim lamp. I didn't use my hands first. I used my tongue.

I pressed my face into her heat, breathing her in. She was already wet, the scent of her arousal filling my senses. I flicked my tongue against her lace, and she nearly leaped off the sofa.

"Nathan! Please!"

I didn't stop. I teased her through the fabric, my fingers sliding underneath to find her clit. She was soaking, her juices slicking my hand. When I finally pulled the lace aside and dove in, she screamed—a raw, uninhibited sound that echoed through the thin walls of the row house.

"Quiet," I mumbled against her skin. "The neighbors think I’m a saint."

"Then make me a sinner," she hissed, her hands gripping my hair, pulling me deeper.

I ate her like I was starving, my tongue circling, flicking, and suctioning until her body began to shake. Her legs cramped, her toes curling, and she exploded against my face, her hips bucking frantically.

Before she could even catch her breath, I stood up, flipped her over, and pushed her down onto the cushions. I entered her from behind—no games, no slow build. Just a deep, rhythmic drive that hit the back of her throat.

"Fuck!" she gasped, her face buried in a pillow. "Yes, Nathan! Just like that!"

I gripped her hips, my fingers sinking into her flesh, and began a pace that was pure Marine discipline met with street-level hunger. Every thrust was a statement. I wasn't just fucking her; I was exorcising the ghosts of the last two weeks. I was pounding away the heartbreak of Sasha, the stress of the shop, and the weight of the city.

Naomi met every stroke. She arched her back, her ass meeting my pelvis with a resounding slap that filled the room.

"Talk to me, Naomi," I growled, my breath hot on her neck.

"It's yours," she sobbed out, her voice breaking. "It’s all yours, Nate. Don't stop... don't ever stop!"

I flipped her again, her legs over my shoulders now. I could see everything—the way her breasts bounced, the way her eyes rolled back in her head, the way her pussy gripped me like a vice. I picked up the speed, my muscles burning, my vision tunneling.

When the climax hit, it was like a grenade going off in my gut. I groaned, a deep, guttural sound, and emptied myself into her, holding her so tight I thought I might break her.

We collapsed into a heap of tangled limbs and ragged breathing. The silence that followed was heavy, but not uncomfortable.

"Too late now," I panted, looking down at her, "but should I have pulled out?"

Naomi let out a weak, beautiful laugh. "Nah. I’m good. Been on the pill for a year. I’m prepared, Nathan. I told you—I’m a calculator."

***

For the next five months, we lived in the shadows.

It was a "sneak game" perfected. Naomi would bike across the park, the matte-black frame of her cycle cutting through the darkness like a phantom. I’d be waiting with the door cracked, a fresh bottle of whiskey on the table.

We became experts in each other’s bodies. We had oral marathons that lasted hours—me exploring every inch of her with my mouth until she was a quivering mess, her returning the favor with a sloppy, deep-throat intensity that had me seeing stars. We tried every position in the book—reverse cowgirl where she’d grind so slow I’d have to bite my lip to keep from coming; doggy style with her face pressed against the window overlooking the park; and one night, she even brought silk ties, binding my hands to the headboard and teasing me with ice cubes and feathers until I was literally begging for her.

"Beg for it, Marine," she’d whisper, her voice a sultry purr.

"Please, Naomi... give me that pussy. Please."

She’d laugh, a wicked sound, and slide down onto me, ending the torture with a fire that left us both exhausted.

But beyond the sex, we were worlds apart. We’d sit in the kitchen at 3 AM, eating cold leftover fried chicken or carry-out Chinese, and the silence would sometimes grow long.

"You ever think about leaving Baltimore?" she asked one night, picking at a spring roll.

"Nah. This city is in my blood. I want to own my own shop one day. Maybe a chain of 'em. Keep the neighborhood running."

She nodded, but I could see the disconnect. She wanted DC, NYC, maybe even Paris. She was Mayor Good’s daughter; she was meant for galas and international relations. I was meant for grease, engines, and the block.

"We’d be a disaster in real life, wouldn't we?" she said, smiling sadly.

"A beautiful disaster," I agreed. "But yeah. We’d kill each other within a month."

And then, just like that, the fire went out.

My boss at the shop, an old-head named Mr. Henderson, tapped me for a special project. "Nate, I need you up in Philly. We’re taking over a fleet maintenance contract for a logistics company. I need someone I trust to oversee the transition. It’s a month, maybe six weeks. Fat paycheck, per diem, and a hotel."

I took it. I needed the money, and honestly, I needed to step away from the intensity of Naomi.

"I’m heading out," I told her the night before I left.

"I know," she said, her expression guarded. "Dakota mentioned it. Go do your thing, Nathan. I’ll be here."

But six weeks turned into four months. The Philly job was a mess—the local crew was stealing parts, half the mechanics were on pills, and I had to fire almost the entire staff and rebuild from the ground up. I was working eighteen-hour days, sleeping in a La Quinta, and surviving on Wawa hoagies.

When I finally returned to Baltimore, the world had shifted.

***

I walked into the shop on a Monday morning, expecting the usual chaos. Instead, the floor was clean, the tool chests were organized, and there was a new face in the front office.

"Who’s the suit?" I asked Jamal, who was under the hood of a Tahoe.

"That’s Troy Jackson. Assistant GM. Henderson hired him while you were playing 'King of Philly.' Dude is from the 'burbs, but don't let the khakis fool you. He’s sharp."

Troy Jackson was everything I wasn't. He was polished, he spoke with a neutral, corporate accent, and he looked like he’d never had a speck of grease under his fingernails. But he had a quiet authority that I respected.

The real test came a week later with a mechanic named Jay.

Jay was a problem. He was talented, sure, but he was a bully. He harassed the office ladies, he cut corners on safety, and he thought he was untouchable because he’d been there for ten years.

I was in the breakroom when the news broke. Gloria, the office assistant, was practically vibrating with excitement.

"Y'all, Troy just fired Jay," she whispered, her eyes wide.

"No way," I said. "Jay’s a union rep. He’ll fight that."

"It’s not just that he fired him," Gloria said, leaning in. "Jay went postal. He told Troy he had explosives strapped under his jacket. He told him he was gonna level the building if he didn't get his job back."

The room went dead silent.

"What did Troy do?" Jamal asked.

"He didn't blink.” Gloria said Troy just looked him in the eye and said, “Jay, cut the bullshit. Show 'em if you got 'em. Otherwise, grab your severance, clean your locker, and bounce.' He called security right in front of him. Jay folded like a wet paper bag. Turns out he was bluffing—just had a bunch of wires and a battery pack taped to his chest.”

I gained a lot of respect for Troy Jackson that day. He had balls. He might have been "suburb soft" in his dress, but he had a core of steel.

But then the other shoe dropped.

"You hear who Troy is dating?" Marcus asked me later that afternoon while we were washing up.

I had a bad feeling. "Who?"

"Naomi Good. Word is, they’re serious. Like, 'ring shopping' serious."

I felt a ghost of a sting—not heartbreak, but a bruised ego. My "friends-with-benefits" partner had found her "forever." I looked at my hands, scarred and stained with oil, and thought about Naomi’s silk sheets and her bike in the moonlight.

"Good for them," I said, and I meant it. Mostly.

***

A few weeks after my return, I was back at The Block with the crew. It was a slow night—no live DJ, just the jukebox playing soulful ballads that made me feel older than my years.

I was watching the bar when I saw Jimmy Crawford. Jimmy was a low-life, a bottom-feeder who specialized in "short-term solutions" for long-term problems. He was leaning over a girl named Bianca Aniston, a sweet sister who worked at the local library and didn't have a malicious bone in her body.

I saw it happen in the reflection of the mirror behind the bar.

The bartender turned to grab a napkin. Fred Morton, Jimmy’s partner in crime, created a distraction by "accidentally" spilling a drink on the other side of the bar. In that split second, Jimmy’s hand moved. A small, white pill dropped into Bianca’s lemon drop martini.

My Marine training kicked in. My heart rate stayed low, but my focus narrowed to a singular point.

"Shit, Marcus—Jimmy just roofied Bianca’s drink!"

I didn't wait for a response. I bolted across the floor, dodging a couple of slow-dancing pairs. I reached the bar just as Bianca was reaching for the glass.

"Bianca, don't!" I snatched the drink out of her hand.

"Nathan? What are you doing?" she asked, confused.

Jimmy snarled, his face contorting into a mask of pure hood aggression. "Bounce, Nathan. That ain't your business."

"It is now, you punk-ass coward," I said, my voice low and dangerous.

Marcus and Big Mike, the head bouncer, were right behind me. Big Mike was six-foot-five and built like a brick shithouse. He didn't say a word; he just placed a massive hand on Jimmy’s shoulder.

"Nathan says you spiked it," Mike rumbled. "Let’s see."

Jimmy tried to lunge for me, but Mike twisted his wrist until the bone audibly groaned. Jimmy hit the floor, howling.

"Search him," I told Mike.

They found a stash of Rohypnol and Molly in his pocket. Fred tried to slip toward the exit, but I stepped in his path.

"Going somewhere, Fred?"

"Ain't my drugs, man! I didn't do nothing!"

"Stay put, or you’re gonna have a very bad night," I promised him.

The cops rolled in ten minutes later. Bianca was shaking, tears streaming down her face as the realization of what almost happened hit her. I walked her to her car, making sure she was safe.

"Thanks, Nathan," she whispered. "I don't know what I would’ve done."

"Don't worry about it, Bianca. Just keep your eyes open next time."

The story spread through the neighborhood like wildfire. By the next morning, I was being hailed as some kind of "Urban Knight." Marcus, ever the hater, wouldn't let it go.

"You Batman now, Nate? You gonna get a cape with a big 'M' for Marine on it? 'The North Avenue Avenger'?"

"Shut up, fool," I laughed, but the incident had stirred something in me. It reminded me that the streets were always waiting for a moment of weakness.

Two days later, I got a text from a number I hadn't seen in months.

“Heard you hero’d up. Proud of you, Nathan. You always were one of the good ones. – N.”

I didn't reply. I couldn't. She was with Troy now, and I was... well, I was just Nathan.

***

The New Chapter: Dakota

I was sitting on my porch a week later, the humidity finally breaking, when a familiar car pulled up. It was a beat-up Acura, but the woman who stepped out of it was anything but.

Dakota. Naomi’s cousin.

She was wearing a summer dress that was far too short and heels that screamed "bad intentions." She walked up the stairs, her hips swaying in a way that was eerily similar to Naomi’s.

"Heard you were back in town," she said, leaning against the railing. "And I heard you’re single. Again."

"News travels fast," I said, offering her a seat.

"I don't want a seat, Nathan," she said, stepping closer until I could smell her perfume—something fruity and aggressive. "I want to know if everything I heard about you and my cousin is true."

I froze. "What you hear?"

"I heard you’re a legend behind closed doors. And I heard Naomi is getting married to a guy who probably uses a coaster for his water glass." She reached out, her fingers brushing my arm. "I'm not Naomi, Nathan. I don't want to bike through a park and hide. I want what I want, when I want it."

I looked at her, then back at the park where Naomi used to disappear into the night. Sasha was a memory. Naomi was a secret. And Dakota? Dakota was right here.

"You're a lot of trouble, Dakota," I said, a slow grin spreading across my face.

"The best kind," she whispered.

I stood up, took her hand, and led her inside. The row house door clicked shut, the sound echoing through the quiet street.

I didn't know then that this was the beginning of a whole new set of complications. I didn't know that Troy and I would eventually be sitting on a boat together, talking about the women we loved and the secrets we kept. I didn't know that Naomi’s wedding would be the place where all these worlds would finally collide.

But as I pulled Dakota closer, I realized one thing: in Baltimore, you never really move on. You just change lanes.

The past was a ghost that refused to stay buried, and the future? The future was standing in my living room, unzipping her dress and looking at me like I was the only man left on earth.


CHAPTER 2




The summer heat in Baltimore didn’t just sit on you; it owned you. It was a thick, humid, unapologetic weight that smelled of scorched asphalt, Old Bay seasoning, and the stagnant, salt-heavy breath of the Inner Harbor. It was the kind of heat that made the chrome on the cars outside the shop burn to the touch and turned a simple walk to the corner bodega into a tactical mission.

Nathan Brooks adjusted his shades as he stepped onto the deck of the Relentless, Troy Jackson’s twenty-two-foot center console. The boat bobbed rhythmically against the dock, the Chesapeake Bay sparkling like a sheet of crushed diamonds under the midday sun.

"You late, Marine," Troy called out, not looking up from where he was checking the tension on a Shimano reel. He was wearing a performance fishing shirt, designer polarized lenses, and a pair of boat shoes that looked far too clean for the work ahead. "I almost left your ass on the pier. Thought maybe you got caught up in some 'hero business' again."

Nathan snorted, tossing a heavy cooler onto the deck. "Man, shut your suburban-ass mouth and help me with this ice. And for the record, saving shorties from roofies is a full-time job in this city. You wouldn't know nothing about that, Mr. Corporate."

Troy laughed, a bright, easy sound that had become a staple of their bi-weekly outings. "Whatever, Nate. Just get on the boat. We’re losing the tide."

Since the wedding, an unlikely brotherhood had forged itself in the crucible of Saturday mornings and ice-cold Heinekens. It was a bromance that shouldn't have worked. Nathan was the gritty, Marine-vet mechanic with grease under his nails and the weight of the West Side on his shoulders. Troy was the "silver-spoon" GM—polished, educated, and possessed of a gentility that usually didn't survive five minutes on North Avenue.

But on the water, the hierarchy dissolved. There were no bosses or subordinates—just two men trying to out-fish each other and talking more trash than a Baltimore City sanitation crew.

As the boat cut through the wake, leaving the skyline of B-More behind, the wind offered a temporary reprieve from the oppressive heat. Nathan cracked two Heinekens, handing one to Troy.

"How’s the 'Mayor’s Daughter' handling the swelling?" Nathan asked, his tone casual, though his heart did a tiny, familiar twitch at the mention of Naomi.

Troy took a long pull of his beer, his expression softening instantly. "Man, she’s a champion. Five months along and she’s still trying to run the household like she isn't carrying a small human. Her mom—Alicia—is over there every other day, and you know how that goes. It’s like a territorial war between the two of them over who knows more about baby strollers."

"Alicia don't play," Nathan chuckled, leaning back against the gunwale. "She’s been the First Lady of this city for so long she thinks she owns the concept of motherhood."

"Tell me about it. But Naomi? She’s glowing, Nate. For real. She’s got this energy... it’s beautiful. But she’s salty at you."

Nathan raised an eyebrow. "Salty? What I do now?"

"She thinks you’re dodging us. She’s still pressed that we never did that double-date when you were heavy with Dakota. She thinks you feel some type of way about the 'wrong side of the tracks' vibe—like you don't fit in her world now that she’s a Jackson."

Nathan looked out at the horizon, the silence stretching. It wasn't the "tracks" he was worried about; it was the history. The ghost of those bike rides through the park and the way Naomi used to scream his name in the dark was a secret he guarded like a loaded weapon.

"I ain't dodging nobody, Troy. Just busy. The shop is a grind, and you know how Dakota is—she’s a handful and a half. Always wanting to hit the club when I’m trying to catch up on sleep."

"Well, consider this your summons. Dinner. Thursday night. My house. If you say no, I’m telling her you’re scared of her cooking."

"Man, I ain't scared of nothing Naomi Good—or Naomi Jackson—puts on a plate. I’ll be there."

The conversation shifted as the fish began to bite. For the next three hours, it was pure, unadulterated competition. They reeled in a fat striped bass that fought like it owed Nathan money, and the boat was filled with the sounds of cursing, cheering, and the slapping of fins against the deck.

As they headed back in, Troy wiped sweat from his brow, his golden-boy polish looking a little frayed. "Yo, you still going hunting this weekend? That spot upstate your uncle owns?"

Nathan nodded, baiting a final hook just for the hell of it. "Yeah, feral pigs are tearing up the fields again. Me and Marcus are heading up Friday night. Why? You want to see some real action?"

Troy hesitated, looking at his manicured hands. "Mind if I tag along? I’ve never actually... you know. Hunted."

Nathan let out a bark of laughter. "Huntin' ain't fishin', bruh. It’s blood, guts, mosquitoes, and waiting in absolute silence for hours in the mud. You ever even touched a gun that didn't have a laser-tag sensor on it?"

Troy’s jaw set—the same look he’d had when he stood up to Jay at the shop. "Nah. Grew up in the suburbs. Closest I got was paintball at a birthday party. But I want to learn. I’m a father now, Nate. I want to know I can... provide. Protect. All that."

Nathan felt a surge of respect. "Aright, look. Next Saturday, we hit the range in Dundalk. I’ll let you shoot my .22 and my Winchester. See if you can handle the kick without crying. If you do, we’ll talk about the woods."

"Bet," Troy said, a competitive fire in his eyes. "I’ll see you at the range."

***

The range in Dundalk was a symphony of violence and precision. It was packed—brothers in tactical gear, sisters with pink-handled 9mms, and old-heads who could pick a fly off a target at fifty yards. The smell of burnt gunpowder and CLP oil was thick enough to taste.

Nathan started Troy on the .22—a "training wheels" gun with zero recoil. Troy was nervous, his hands shaking slightly as he gripped the pistol.

"Relax, Troy. It ain't a snake," Nathan said, standing behind him, correcting his stance with the firm hand of a Marine instructor. "Feet shoulder-width apart. Lean into it. Breathe. Halfway through the exhale, squeeze. Don't pull. Squeeze like you’re touching Naomi."

Troy shot him a look. "You real graphic, you know that?"

"Just keeping it relatable, bruh. Fire."

Pop. Pop. Pop.

By the time they moved to the 30-30 lever-action Winchester—the "Cowboy Gun"—Troy was finding his rhythm. The rifle had a kick that jarred his shoulder, but he didn't flinch. He adjusted his glasses, squinted down the iron sights, and started grouping his shots tight in the center of the paper.

"Damn," Troy said, handing the rifle back, his eyes wide with an adrenaline rush. "That felt... powerful. Like, real."

"That’s the rush, Troy. Now you just gotta see if you can do that when the target has a heartbeat."

A month of range sessions and private lessons later, Nathan’s instructor gave the nod. "The kid is safe. He’s a decent shot. He won't shoot your foot off."

They headed up to Uncle Juke’s land in Harford County. It was acres of thick, untamed woods and open fields that were being systematically destroyed by a sounder of feral hogs. These weren't cute pigs; they were three-hundred-pound tanks of muscle and tusks that bred like roaches and had the temperament of a cornered gang-banger.

The crew was all there: Nathan, Marcus, and the "rookie" Troy.

"Look, Troy," Marcus whispered as they geared up in the pre-dawn chill. "If you get scared and want to climb a tree, just let us know. We won't tell Naomi. Much."

"Shut up, Marcus," Troy hissed, checking his safety for the tenth time.

They crept through the east eighty, the floor of the woods damp with dew. Every snapped twig sounded like a gunshot. Then, Nathan spotted them. Two big boars, black as midnight, rooting up the dirt near an old oak.

Nathan signaled for them to stop. He leaned into Troy’s ear, his voice a ghost of a sound. "Your shot, Troy. The one on the right. Marcus takes the left as soon as you fire. Don't think about it. Just the target."

Troy shouldered the Winchester. Nathan watched him. He saw the sweat bead on Troy’s forehead despite the chill. He saw his finger enter the trigger guard. One breath. Two breaths.

Troy froze.

The boar shifted, its tusks glinting in the pale light. It was a perfect shot. Troy’s finger twitched, but he didn't pull. Slowly, he lowered the rifle, his face pale.

"I can't," Troy breathed, his voice cracking. "I... I can't do it, Nate."

Nathan didn't hesitate. He brought his own rifle up, aligned the sight, and squeezed. Crack. The boar dropped instantly. Marcus followed a split-second later, the second hog crumpling before it could bolt.

The silence that followed was heavy with embarrassment.

"What happened, man?" Nathan asked, not with judgment, but with genuine curiosity as they approached the kills.

Troy was staring at the fallen animals, his hands trembling. "I don't know. I had him. I had the crosshairs right on the sweet spot. But then I thought about... I don't know. Life. I’ve never killed anything. Fishing is different—you throw 'em back or they’re just... fish. This felt like... murder."

Marcus clapped Troy on the back, surprisingly gentle. "Man, don't sweat it. You ain't the only one. Bill—you remember Bill from the shop?—he hasn't hunted since he came back from overseas. Said he’d done enough killing to last three lifetimes. Some folks just ain't built for the blood part. Doesn't make you less of a man, Troy. Just makes you a suburbanite."

Troy let out a shaky laugh. "Yeah. I think I’ll stick to the boat."

They dressed the hogs—Nathan and Marcus doing the grizzly work while Troy fetched the wheelbarrow—and headed back. Troy never hunted again, but the bond was sealed. He’d shown up. He’d tried. In the hood, effort counted for almost as much as results.

Thursday arrived with a different kind of tension.

Nathan spent an hour in the shower, scrubbing the grease from his cuticles. He trimmed his beard, put on a fresh linen button-down, and grabbed a bottle of expensive Cabernet and a bouquet of deep burgundy roses—the color Naomi used to say reminded her of "expensive trouble."

The Jackson house in Canton was a beautiful, two-story brick row house. It was sophisticated without being pretentious, much like Troy himself.

Naomi opened the door, and for a second, Nathan forgot how to breathe.

She was five months pregnant, and the "glow" everyone talked about was an understatement. She looked radiant, her skin smooth as honey, her hair flowing over her shoulders. She was wearing a cream-colored maternity dress that clung to her curves in a way that made Nathan’s mouth go dry.

"Nathan! Finally!" she exclaimed, pulling him into a hug.

It was a "friend" hug, but it lasted a second too long. He felt the heat of her body, the softness of her belly against his chest, and for a fleeting moment, he was back in his apartment on North Avenue.

"You look... incredible, Naomi," he said, handing her the roses.

"Deep red," she whispered, her eyes meeting his with a spark of knowing. "You always did have good taste in 'trouble,' Nathan."

She led him through the house to the backyard, where Troy was standing over a massive grill, looking like a king in a "Kiss the Cook" apron.

"Look at this," Naomi laughed. "You turned my corporate husband into a whole grill master. I owe you, Nate."

"Beer’s on tap, brother!" Troy shouted, gesturing to a keg fridge. "IPA for the guest, sparkling cider for the boss."

Dinner was a masterpiece. Troy had grilled the steaks to perfection—marinated in some secret family recipe from Tennessee—and Naomi had whipped up a spread of soul food sides that would make a grandmother weep.

The laughter was constant. They talked about the shop, the upcoming Ravens season, and the absurd names Troy was trying to suggest for the baby.

"I’m telling you, Naomi, 'LeBron Jackson' has a ring to it!" Troy joked, dodging a piece of bread she threw at him.

"Over my dead body, Troy!"

But as the night wore on and the wine flowed (for Nathan and Troy), the conversation hit a snag.

"So," Naomi said, leaning her chin on her hand, her eyes curious. "What ever happened with Sasha Faye? I haven't seen her name on a guest list in years."

The table went silent. Troy shot Naomi a sharp, warning look—he’d heard the stories. He knew Sasha was the one that got away, the wound that Nathan still kept bandaged.

Nathan took a slow sip of his bourbon. "She’s been gone over two years now. She’s somewhere in Michigan doing her vet thing. We talked for a bit after she left, but... distance is a bitch, Naomi. You know how it is. People fade out when they realize they aren't in the same zip code anymore."

"That’s a shame," Naomi said softly, her eyes lingering on his. "She was a good one. But maybe she just wasn't the 'forever' one."

Nathan cleared his throat, the tension thick enough to cut. "Yeah. Maybe. So, what’s this I hear about you wanting to paint the nursery 'Lavender'? You know that kid is gonna be a linebacker, right?"

The topic shifted, but the undercurrent of history remained, vibrating between them like a live wire.

***

The months blurred into a haze of productivity and preparation. In December, little Kyle Jackson arrived—a beautiful, dark-haired boy with Troy’s eyes and Naomi’s defiant chin.

The christening was a Baltimore event. The church was overflowing with the Good family, the Jackson family, and half the political elite of the city. Nathan stood at the altar as the godfather, holding the tiny, warm weight of Kyle as the pastor poured the water.

His heart swelled in a way he didn't expect. He looked at Troy, beaming with pride, and Naomi, looking like a queen, and he realized he’d do anything for this family. Even keep his mouth shut forever.

Then came the Tuesday of the "Emergency."

Nathan was at the shop, elbow-deep in a transmission, when his phone buzzed. It was Naomi. Her voice was shaky, bordering on panic.

"Nathan? Troy’s in San Diego for that management conference. I’m home alone and the water heater just burst. There’s three inches of water in the basement and the plumber says he’s four hours out. Kyle is crying, the dogs are barking, and I don't know where the shut-off valve is!"

"Stay calm, Naomi. I’m on my way."

He told the supervisor it was a family emergency—which wasn't a lie—and sped over to Canton. When he arrived, Alicia Good was already there, looking distressed in a designer tracksuit.

"Nathan! Thank God!" Alicia cried. "Naomi is upstairs with the baby, she’s a wreck!"

"I got it, Auntie."

Nathan dove into the basement. It was a mess, but he found the issue in minutes—a blown pressure relief valve. He shut the main, drained the tank, and had it patched and functional in twenty minutes. Alicia, the city’s former First Lady, was actually down there with a bucket and a mop, helping him clear the water.

"You’re a good man, Nathan Brooks," Alicia said, wiping her brow. "Always have been."

Naomi came down, Kyle asleep on her shoulder. The relief on her face was palpable. She stepped over the puddles and gave Nathan a fierce, one-armed hug.

"You’re a lifesaver. I called Troy, but he’s in a meeting and hasn't picked up. I don't know what I would’ve done."

"It’s nothing, Naomi. Just a valve. You’re good now."

He left feeling like a hero. He’d helped his friend’s wife. He’d been the "solid dude" Naomi always said he was.

A week later, Nathan pulled up to his row house after a late shift. His headlights caught a familiar vehicle parked at the curb.

Troy’s Tahoe.

Troy was leaning against the hood, his face a mask of thunder. His eyes were bloodshot, and he looked like he hadn't slept in days.

"Troy? What you doing here, man? It’s ten o'clock."

Troy stepped into the light, and for the first time, Nathan saw the "suburban boy" vanish. In his place was a man who looked ready to burn the world down.

"You ever planning to tell me, Nathan?" Troy’s voice was a low, dangerous rumble. "Or were you just gonna keep letting me call you 'brother' while you laughed at me?"

Nathan’s stomach dropped. The secret. "Tell you what, Troy?"

"Don't play with me! You and Naomi! You and my wife!"

Nathan froze. "Troy, listen—"

"No, you listen! I was at the Blue Parrot tonight with a client. Tina Hartley Edwards—you know that viper?—she corners me on the way to the bathroom. She starts chirping about how 'close' you and Naomi are. Then she drops it. She says she saw Naomi biking to your house. She says she heard you guys through the window. She told me the whole damn city is laughing at the 'Golden Boy' who got played by a mechanic."

Nathan exhaled, his mind racing. Tina Hartley. That jealous, bitter socialite who had been trying to climb the Good family tree for years.

"Troy, it’s not what you think. It was before. Long before you even showed up in Baltimore."

"So it’s true?" Troy stepped closer, his fists clenched. "You were sleeping with her?"

"Yeah," Nathan said, his voice steady. "We had a thing. It was casual. It was friends-with-benefits. But Troy, it ended the second you came into the picture. I haven't touched her since she became yours. Not once."

"So why the 'Emergency' last week? Why the secret dinner roses? Why the Godfather shit?"

"Because she’s my friend!" Nathan yelled back, his own temper flaring. "Because I respect you! You think I’d cross you? I’m a Marine, Troy. I have a code. Naomi asked me to look out for you, to show you the ropes, because she loves you. She thinks you hung the moon, man. If you think for one second that she’s been unfaithful, then you don't know your own wife."

Troy flinched, the wind going out of his sails. He deflated, leaning back against the Tahoe. "Tina Hartley... she made it sound like it was happening now. She said you were 'fixing' more than the water heater."

"Tina Hartley is a liar who’s mad because you never looked her way. Ask Alicia. She was there for the water heater. She saw me working. Ask her!"

Troy rubbed his face with his hands, his voice trembling. "I was ready to leave her, Nate. I was sitting in my car thinking about how to file the papers. I love her so much it hurts, and the thought of... of you..."

"You’re a fool, Troy," Nathan said, softening. "You married the baddest woman in the DMV. You have a beautiful son. You handle your business. Why would she want a grease monkey like me when she has you?"

"Because you’re... you’re a 'real one.' I’m just a guy who knows how to read a spreadsheet."

Nathan laughed, a harsh, genuine sound. "Man, you handled Jay like a boss. You stood in the woods and faced down a boar, even if you couldn't pull the trigger. You’re more of a man than half the dudes on North Avenue. Get that through your head."

Troy looked up, a tentative hope in his eyes. "You for real?"

"Yeah, fool. For real. Now go home. Hug your wife. Kiss your son. And tell Naomi I’m sorry for the roses—I should’ve known better than to be that nostalgic."

Troy apologized, over and over, until Nathan had to shove him toward the driver’s seat. "Go. Buy me a beer tomorrow and we’re even. Just go."

***

The next morning, Nathan wasn't at the shop. He was in Federal Hill, standing in front of a posh, trendy row house with a bag of donuts and two coffees.

He pounded on the door.

Tina Hartley Edwards opened it, looking like a million dollars in a silk robe, until she saw who was standing there. She tried to slam it, but Nathan’s boot was already in the frame.

"Open up, Tina Hartley. We need to have a talk."

"Go away, Nathan! I’ll call the police!"

"Call 'em. I’ll tell 'em about that Sigma Chi party at Morgan State back in '18. The one where you ended up on the roof with the Dean’s son and a bottle of Patron? I still have the video my platoon boy took."

The color drained from her face. She stepped back, letting him in.

"How do you know about me and Naomi?" Nathan asked, sitting at her marble kitchen island.

"I saw her," Tina Hartley hissed, her bravado returning slightly. "I saw her biking through Patterson Park at two in the morning. I followed her. I saw her go into your house. I stood outside the window, Nathan. I heard everything. The 'Virgin Princess' was howling like a porn star. I thought it was hilarious."

"And you decided to drop that on Troy? Now? When they have a baby?"

"Why should she have it all?" Tina Hartley snapped. "She’s the Mayor’s daughter. She gets the perfect husband, the perfect house, the perfect life. And she was out there acting like a common skank with you."

Nathan leaned in, his voice dropping to a whisper that was colder than ice. "You listen to me, Tina Hartley. You ever mention my name or Naomi’s name to Troy Jackson again—you even look in their direction—and that video goes on every social media platform from here to New York. I will ruin you. I will make sure your 'high-society' friends wouldn't even let you park their cars."

Tina Hartley crumbled, her shoulders sagging. "I... I won't say anything else."

"Good. Eat a donut. You look like you need the sugar."

***

Nathan sat in his car for a long time after leaving Federal Hill. The sun was high now, the Baltimore heat beginning its daily assault.

He’d protected the secret. He’d saved the marriage. But as he drove back toward the shop, he felt a lingering ache. He’d looked into Troy’s eyes and seen the kind of love that he’d never had. He’d seen the "forever" that he’d traded for "right now" with Naomi.

He thought about Sasha Faye. He wondered if she was happy. He wondered if he’d ever be the guy standing over the grill in a "Kiss the Cook" apron.

When he walked into the shop, Troy was there. He didn't say a word. He just walked up and handed Nathan an ice-cold Heineken—even though it was only eleven in the morning.

"Thanks, brother," Troy said quietly.

"Anytime, man."

But as Nathan went back to work, his phone buzzed. It was a text from Dakota.

“I saw Troy’s car at your place last night. He looked pissed. You care to tell me what’s going on, or do I have to ask Naomi myself? – D.”

“Just past shit, that’s all,” he texted her.

“Oh, ok, then,” she texted back, and Nathan heaved a sigh of relief.


CHAPTER 3




The Baltimore humidity was a physical presence, a wet, heavy shroud that clung to the red-brick facades of Fells Point like a fever. It was the kind of evening where the air felt thick enough to chew, smelling of salt-water rot, diesel fumes from the tugboats, and the lingering, spicy ghost of blue crabs steamed in Old Bay. For Nathan Brooks, the atmosphere was a perfect mirror for the pressure building behind his ribs.

He was pushing the stroller—a high-tech, matte-black piece of machinery that probably cost more than the first car he’d ever owned—with a rhythmic, measured stride. Inside, little Kyle was a bundle of soft breaths and dark curls, his tiny chest rising and falling in the deep, untouchable sleep of the innocent.

Being a godfather was a weight Nathan hadn’t expected to carry with such intensity. It wasn't just about the church vows or the honorary title; it was about the blood-debt he felt he owed to the life he could have had. Every time he looked at Kyle, he saw a "what if" that tasted like copper and regret. He saw Naomi’s eyes and Troy’s jawline, a living testament to the fact that the world had moved on while he was still standing guard over a past that had already been buried.

"You’re a lucky little man," Nathan murmured, his voice a low, gravelly vibration that didn't disturb the infant. "You got a father who’d move mountains for you and a mother who’s the sun itself. Just stay small for a while, Kyle. The world out here? It’s got teeth."

Nathan’s internal alarm—a gift from two tours in the Sandbox and a lifetime of surviving the 410—began to hum. It wasn't a sound, but a shift in the static of the street.

A blacked-out Chevy Malibu was hovering two blocks back. It didn't have its lights on, despite the deepening purple of the twilight. It moved with the predatory crawl of a shark in shallow water. Nathan didn't look back. He used the reflection in a shop window to track the vehicle.

One driver. Two passengers. Hoodies up in ninety-degree heat.

"Damn it, Tina Hartley," Nathan hissed under his breath.

He knew this was her doing. The confrontation at her Federal Hill row house hadn't ended the war; it had just moved the front lines. He’d humiliated her, threatened her with her own scandalous past, and a woman like Tina Hartley Edwards—born with a silver spoon and a heart of jagged glass—didn't retreat. She retaliated. She was the type to burn down the entire forest just to see the one tree she hated turn to ash.

Nathan adjusted his grip on the stroller, his knuckles white. He was headed toward a more secluded stretch of the waterfront, a place where the cobblestones gave way to weathered planks and the shadows of rusted-out warehouses. It was a tactical error, and he knew it, but he needed to draw them away from the crowds of tourists and patio-diners.

"Kyle, hold on to your hat," Nathan whispered.

The Malibu accelerated. The hum of the engine turned into a roar.

Nathan didn't run—not yet. He waited until the car was fifty yards away, then he swung the stroller hard to the right, ducking behind a heavy industrial dumpster that smelled of grease and fermented trash.

The Malibu’s tires screamed as it skidded to a halt. Three men jumped out. They weren't the polished security types the Goods usually employed. These were "crash dummies"—young, hungry, and desperate, recruited from the dark corners of the East Side where a few thousand dollars from a socialite felt like a lottery win.

"Yo! Brooks!" one of them shouted, his voice cracking with the bravado of the inexperienced. He pulled a semi-automatic from his waistband, the metal glinting dull in the streetlamps. "Give us the kid and maybe you walk away with your kneecaps!"

Nathan’s blood went cold, then boiled. "You mention that baby again, and I’m gonna feed you your own teeth," he roared.

He reached into the small of his back, his fingers wrapping around the stippled grip of his custom Glock 19. He couldn't just open fire—the stroller was too close, the risks too high. He had to be surgical. He had to be the ghost they were afraid of.

"Get the man! The bitch said just the man!" the driver yelled from the car.

Nathan realized the play. They didn't want the baby—they wanted to traumatize the family by erasing the man who protected them. Tina Hartley wanted Nathan gone and Naomi broken.

The first gunman fired. The bullet slammed into the brick wall a foot above Nathan’s head, showering him in red dust.

"Bad move, homie," Nathan growled.

He lunged from behind the dumpster, dropping to a low crouch. He fired two rounds in rapid succession—pop-pop. The first caught the lead gunman in the thigh, folding him like a lawn chair. The second shattered the Malibu's side mirror, sending the other two diving for cover.

"You think this is a game?" Nathan’s voice was a terrifying, guttural boom that echoed off the warehouses. "I’ve seen real war! You’re just a bunch of kids in hoodies! Drop the iron and run, or I promise you, nobody is going home tonight!"

The wounded man was screaming, clutching his leg. The second gunman fired back blindly, his shots going wild, hitting the water with hollow splashes.

Nathan moved with the predatory grace of a man who had cleared rooms in Fallujah. He flanked them, using the shadows and the piles of lobster crates as cover. He fired again, a warning shot that grazed the hood of the car.

"Last chance!"

The driver, seeing the blood and hearing the conviction in Nathan’s voice, panicked. "Man, screw this! She didn't say he was a damn Terminator! Get in the car!"

The two uninjured men scrambled back into the Malibu. They didn't even stop for their wounded partner. They slammed the car into reverse, tires smoking, and tore out of the alleyway, leaving the smell of burnt rubber and failure in their wake.

Nathan didn't pursue. He didn't care about them. He sprinted back to the dumpster, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird.

"Kyle? Kyle!"

He pulled the stroller out into the light. The baby was wide awake now, his little fists clenched, but he wasn't crying. He was staring at Nathan with an eerie, quiet intensity.

"You’re okay. You’re okay," Nathan breathed, his hands shaking as he checked the child for any sign of injury. Finding none, he felt a wave of relief so powerful it made his knees weak. He looked at the wounded gunman on the ground, who was sobbing and trying to crawl away.

Nathan stepped over him, the barrel of his Glock still warm. He pressed the muzzle against the man’s forehead. "You tell Tina Hartley that she just signed her own death warrant. If she ever looks in the direction of this family again, there won't be enough of her left to bury in a shoe box. You feel me?"

The man nodded frantically, his eyes wide with the realization of how close he was to the void.

Nathan holstered his weapon, grabbed the stroller, and began the long, tense walk back to Canton.

***

The Jackson house was a fortress of brick and high-end security, but inside, it felt like a gilded cage. Nathan bypassed the front door, using the side entrance he knew Naomi kept unlocked when she was home alone.

He entered the kitchen, the cool blast of the AC hitting him like a physical relief. He was covered in sweat, brick dust, and the lingering scent of gunpowder.

"Naomi?" he called out, his voice strained.

She appeared at the top of the stairs, wrapped in a plush white robe, her hair damp and smelling of expensive shampoo. She saw his face, then her eyes dropped to the stroller. She flew down the stairs, her bare feet slapping against the hardwood.

"Nathan? What’s wrong? Why do you look like you’ve been in a wreck?"

She scooped Kyle out of the stroller, clutching him to her chest with a ferocity that made the baby finally let out a small, indignant whimper.

Nathan leaned against the kitchen island, his head hanging. "Tina Hartley. She sent some hitters to the pier. They tried to ambush us, Naomi."

Naomi gasped, her face turning a ghostly shade of pale. "Hitters? In Fells Point? With the baby right there?"

"I handled it. They weren't pros. Just some kids she paid to do her dirty work. But it’s getting dangerous, Naomi. She’s losing her mind."

Naomi sat down at the kitchen table, rocking Kyle back and forth, her eyes brimming with tears of pure, unadulterated terror. "She’s going to kill us, Nathan. She’s going to take everything."

"Not while I’m breathing," Nathan said, stepping toward her. He put a hand on her shoulder, feeling the tremor running through her body. "I told you I’d protect this family. I meant it."

Naomi looked up at him. The fear in her eyes began to shift, melting into something much more complex. She looked at the man who had just risked his life for her son—the man who knew her body better than the husband she shared a bed with.

The history between them, the five months of midnight bike rides and whiskey-soaked skin, came rushing back like a tidal wave. Nathan felt it, too. The air in the kitchen became electric, thick with the scent of vanilla and the raw, metallic tang of the adrenaline still pumping through his veins.

"You’re always my hero, Nathan," she whispered, her voice a low, melodic ache. "Even when I don't want you to be."

She stood up, gently laying the sleeping Kyle in his portable bassinet in the corner of the kitchen. When she turned back to Nathan, the distance between them vanished.

She reached up, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw, lingering on the small cut on his cheek from the brick dust. Nathan should have pulled away. He should have thought of Troy—Troy, who was in San Diego, working to provide this life for her. He should have thought of the fact that Troy already knew about their past, thanks to Tina Hartley’s poison tongue. Troy had already forgiven the "once was," but he would never forgive the "now."

But Nathan was human, and he was hollowed out by the night's violence.

Naomi pulled his head down, and her lips met his in a collision that was part gratitude, part desperation, and entirely forbidden.

It was a kiss that brought back every memory of their secret-affairs. It was the way she tasted of mint and heat; the way her tongue danced with his with a familiar, practiced rhythm. Nathan groaned into her mouth, his hands finding the small of her back, pulling her flush against him. The silk of her robe was thin, and he could feel the heat of her skin, the curves that had haunted his dreams for years.

"Nathan," she moaned against his lips, her hands tangling in his locs. "I never stopped... I never stopped wanting this."

"Naomi, we can't," he gasped, even as he bit her lower lip, pulling her closer.

"Just once," she whispered. "Just to remember."

It was a "reward" that felt like a betrayal, a moment of raw, unfiltered honesty in a life built on polished lies. In that kiss, Naomi wasn't the Mayor’s daughter or the GM’s wife. She was the girl from the park, and Nathan was her only sanctuary.

“What the hell is this?”

The voice was a whip-crack, slicing through the intimacy of the kitchen like a razor.

Nathan and Naomi sprang apart, their breathing ragged, their eyes wide with the panicked guilt of the caught.

Dakota stood in the doorway of the kitchen, her car keys clutched in a white-knuckled grip. She was dressed for a night out—sequined top, tight jeans, heels that made her look six feet tall—but her face was a mask of pure, distorted rage.

"Dakota!" Naomi gasped, clutching her robe shut. "How long have you—"

"Long enough to see my 'solid' cousin and my 'hero' man acting like a couple of dogs in the kitchen!" Dakota’s voice rose to a scream, her eyes flashing with a fire that promised destruction. "I came over to bring you those nursing teas you wanted, Naomi! I came to be a good cousin! And I find you sucking the face of the man who’s supposed to be mine?"

"Dakota, it’s not what it looks like," Nathan started, stepping forward, his hands raised in a peaceful gesture.

"Don't you dare!" Dakota spat, pointing a trembling finger at him. "Don't you dare give me that 'adrenaline' bullshit! I saw the way you were holding her, Nathan! I saw the way she was leaning into you! You never looked at me like that. Not once!"

"It was a mistake, 'Kota," Naomi cried, her voice breaking. "He saved Kyle! He almost died tonight for your nephew!"

"And that gives you the right to pay him in pussy?" Dakota shrieked. "Is that the exchange rate now, Naomi? I knew you were still stuck on him! I saw it at the wedding, I saw it at the dinner... but I didn't think you’d be this bold! With Troy in San Diego? You’re disgusting!"

"Dakota, keep your voice down, the baby—" Nathan tried to intervene.

"Screw the baby! Screw this house! And screw both of you!" Dakota turned her gaze on Naomi, her lip curling in a sneer of pure venom. "You think you’re so perfect? You think you’re the Queen of Baltimore? Wait until Troy hears about this. Tina Hartley already told him y'all were lovers once, but wait until he hears that you’re still doing it. Wait until he finds out his 'brother' is still taste-testing his wife!"

"You wouldn't," Naomi whispered, horror dawning on her face. "It would kill him, Dakota. It would destroy everything."

"Then maybe you should have thought about that before you put your tongue in his mouth!"

Dakota turned on her heel and sprinted out of the kitchen. A second later, the front door slammed with a force that rattled the windows.

Nathan didn't hesitate. He looked at Naomi—who had collapsed into a chair, sobbing into her hands—and then he bolted after Dakota.

***

Nathan burst out of the house just as Dakota’s Acura roared to life. She didn't just drive; she launched the car, her tires screaming against the asphalt as she pulled a reckless U-turn and headed toward the main drag of Canton.

"Dakota! Stop!" Nathan yelled, but his voice was swallowed by the engine's growl.

He jumped into his Charger, the Hemi engine turning over with a roar of its own. He peeled out, the back end of the car fishtailing as he pushed it to catch up.

This was the nightmare. This was the secret exploding in real-time, the shrapnel hitting everyone he cared about. If Dakota talked—if she reached Troy before he could explain—the brotherhood was dead. The shop was dead. And Naomi’s life would be a wreckage he couldn't fix.

He chased her through the winding streets of the city. Dakota was driving like a woman with nothing to lose, blowing through yellow lights and weaving through the late-night traffic with a suicidal intensity.

"Pick up the phone, 'Kota! Please!"

He kept redialing her number, his phone mounted on the dash. Ring. Ring. Voicemail.

He finally saw her pull toward the waterfront, near the old Hanover Street Bridge—a place where the city’s grit met the cold, dark pull of the Patapsco River. She slammed on her brakes, her car skidding to a halt near the edge of the pier.

Nathan pulled up behind her, blocking her in. He was out of the car before he’d even put it in park.

Dakota was out of her car, too. She was standing at the edge of the water, her chest heaving, her sequined top shimmering under the flickering orange glow of the streetlamps. She looked like a fallen angel, beautiful and broken.

"Dakota, listen to me!" Nathan shouted, the wind from the harbor whipping his hair.

"Why?" she yelled back, her voice raw. "Why should I listen to more lies? You lied about Sasha, you lied about Naomi, you probably lied about your whole damn life!"

"I never lied about how I felt about you, 'Kota! I care about you! You’re the fire I needed!"

"I was the distraction, Nathan! Admit it!" She stepped closer to him, her eyes burning. "You were using me to stay in Naomi’s orbit. You wanted to be close to the Goods, close to the power, close to the woman you couldn't have! You used my body to imagine hers! Admit it, you coward!"

Nathan winced. The truth in her words stung more than any bullet. He had used her, in a way. He’d sought out her fire to drown out the cold lingering from Naomi’s departure.

"It started that way," Nathan said, his voice dropping to a low, painful honesty. "I won't lie to you. But then I got to know you. I got to see how strong you are, how much heart you got. I started to love that about you, Dakota. I did."

"But you still love her," Dakota whispered, the anger suddenly replaced by a devastating, hollow sadness. "You still love Naomi. I saw it in that kiss. That wasn't a 'mistake.' That was years of hunger, Nathan. She still loves you, too. She’s sitting in that big house with her perfect husband, and she’s still wishing it was you."

Nathan couldn't answer. The silence was his confession.

"Troy is going to hear it all," Dakota said, her voice hardening again. "I’m going to call him as soon as he lands. I’m going to tell him that his 'Godfather' is a snake and his wife is a liar. I’m going to watch it all burn, Nathan. Just like you burned me."

"Dakota, please... think about Kyle. Think about the baby."

"The baby will be fine! He’ll have a mother who isn't a cheat and a father who knows the truth!"

She reached for her phone, her thumb hovering over Troy’s contact.

"Dakota, don't," Nathan said, stepping toward her.

"Stay back!" she screamed.

She turned and jumped back into her car. Before Nathan could reach the handle, she’d locked the doors. She threw the Acura into reverse, nearly clipping him, and sped off back toward the city lights.

Nathan stood alone on the pier, the sound of the water lapping against the pilings like a countdown. He’d saved the baby’s life, but he’d ignited a fire that was going to consume everyone he loved.

He looked at his phone. He had one chance. One chance to reach Troy before Dakota did. But even as he started the engine of the Charger, a text lit up his screen.

It wasn't from Dakota. It wasn't from Naomi.

It was from Troy.

“Just landed. Tina Hartley sent me a video, Nate. We need to talk. Now. I’m heading to the shop. Don't be late.”

Nathan felt the world tilt. The video. Tina Hartley hadn't just sent hitters—she’d sent a witness.

The war wasn't coming. It was already here.


CHAPTER 4




The neon pulse of the city felt like a rhythmic headache as Nathan pushed the Charger through the rain-slicked streets of Federal Hill. The sky was no longer bruised; it was a deep, suffocating charcoal, lit only by the amber glow of the streetlamps and the flashing blues of a distant patrol car.

His phone sat in the cup holder, the screen glowing with Troy’s ominous text. The video. Tina Hartley hadn't just played the long game; she’d played the lethal one. She had a witness, a camera, or a drone—it didn't matter. She had the one thing that could dismantle the Brotherhood of the Wrench. But as Nathan turned onto Tina Hartley’s street, his phone buzzed again. This time, it was a private number.

He swiped at the screen, his jaw tight. "Talk to me."

"Nathan? You there?" It was a man's voice—gritty, low, and smelling of cheap cigarettes even through the speaker. "We got the loud-mouth cousin. The one in the Acura. She’s currently sitting in a very expensive living room, and she’s got a lot to say. But we figured you might want to be the one to hear it."

Nathan’s heart bottomed out. Dakota.

"If you touch a hair on her head, I will burn everything you love," Nathan hissed, his voice a vibration of pure, unadulterated Marine malice.

"Save the tough-guy talk for the bitch that’s paying us. Come to the Federal Hill spot. Front door's open. Come alone, or the girl goes for a swim in the Patapsco. You got ten minutes."

The line went dead.

Nathan slammed his fist against the steering wheel, the leather groaning under his strength. He was caught in a pincer move—Troy was at the shop, fueled by betrayal and Tina Hartley’s video, and Dakota was a hostage in a house of vipers.

He hit the speed dial for the one person who was at the center of this hurricane.

"Naomi," he said as soon as she picked up. Her voice was thin, wrecked by tears.

"Nathan? Is Dakota okay? I’ve been calling her and—"

"Listen to me, Naomi. Tina Hartley’s people. They got her. They intercepted her after she left your place. She’s at the Federal Hill house."

A sharp, jagged gasp echoed on the other end. "Oh God. Nathan, please... you have to get her. She’s family. She’s just hurt and angry, she didn't mean any of it."

"I’m going in," Nathan said, checking the magazine of his Glock before tucking it back into his waistband. "But I got a problem. Troy’s at the shop. He’s got the video. He’s waiting for me to show up so he can kill me or divorce you—maybe both."

There was a long silence on the line. When Naomi spoke again, the "Princess" was gone. The Mayor’s daughter—the woman who had survived the shark-infested waters of Baltimore politics her whole life—was back.

"Don't worry about Troy," Naomi said, her voice turning to cold iron. "I’ll handle my husband. He’s hurt, and he’s prideful, but he’s a good man. I’ll make him understand what that video was. I’ll fix it, Nathan. I trust you to fix the rest. Bring my cousin home."

Nathan felt a flicker of the old spark—the reason he’d fallen for her in the first place. She was a general in a silk robe.

"What about the kiss?" Nathan asked, a dark, humorless chuckle escaping his lips. "That’s a hell of a lot of explaining to do, Naomi."

"I'm sorry for kissing you, Nathan," she said softly. "It was selfish. It was the past trying to swallow the present. But it happened. Now go get your girl."

Nathan smiled into the dark of the car. "Yeah. Shit happens. Now go get your man. I’ll see you on the other side."

He ended the call, took a deep breath of the humid air, and stepped out into the rain.

***

Tina Hartley’s row house was a four-story monument to old money and new malice. The white marble steps were slick, and the heavy oak door was, as promised, slightly ajar.

Nathan didn't creep. He didn't sneak. He walked in like he was reporting for duty, his boots heavy on the polished hardwood of the foyer.

"I'm here!" he roared, his voice bouncing off the high ceilings and the expensive artwork. "Let the girl go, and we can talk about how much this is gonna cost you!"

"In here, Nathan. Don't be shy." Tina Hartley’s voice drifted from the sunken living room.

Nathan stepped down into the room. It was a scene straight out of a hood nightmare. Tina Hartley was sitting in a velvet armchair, a glass of chilled Chardonnay in her hand, looking like she was waiting for a polo match to start. Standing around her were four men—the "crash dummies" from the pier had been replaced by the real deal. These guys were older, scarred, and held their weapons with the casual indifference of professionals.

In the center of the room, Dakota was tied to a high-back dining chair. Her mouth was covered with a thick strip of silver duct tape, her eyes wide and bloodshot, brimming with a mix of terror and the lingering fire of her rage.

Nathan immediately felt the guns tracking him. Two Glocks and a sawed-off shotgun were aimed squarely at his chest.

"Hands where I can see 'em, Marine," one of the goons—a guy with a neck tattoo that read NO MERCY—ordered.

Nathan raised his hands slowly, his eyes locked on Dakota. Stay calm, 'Kota. I got you.

"Have a seat, Nathan," Tina Hartley said, gesturing to the sofa opposite her. "We were just discussing the merits of loyalty. Dakota here has so much of it—too bad it’s for people who don't deserve it."

Nathan sat, his body a coiled spring. "You’re playing a dangerous game, Tina Hartley. Kidnapping? That’s federal. Your daddy’s lawyers can't fix a kidnapping charge."

"Oh, Nathan," she laughed, the sound like breaking glass. "Nobody was kidnapped. Dakota had an accident. She was driving recklessly—we all saw her—and she crashed. These nice gentlemen were just helping her. If she happens to disappear before the police arrive... well, Baltimore is a dangerous city for pretty girls."

Dakota let out a muffled scream behind the tape, her body bucking against the zip-ties.

"You want me," Nathan said, leaning forward. "This is about the video. This is about the fact that I know you’re a bottom-feeder who tried to ruin a family because you couldn't get a date with the GM. Let the girl go, and I’ll give you whatever you want. I’ll leave the city. I’ll disappear."

"I don't want you to disappear, Nathan," Tina Hartley whispered, her eyes dark with a psychotic sheen. "I want you to watch. I want you to watch as everything you’ve tried to protect turns to ash. I sent the video to Troy. By now, he’s probably packing his bags and Naomi is crying in that empty house. And you? You’re going to be the prime suspect in Dakota’s unfortunate 'accident'."

The man with the neck tattoo stepped closer, the barrel of his Glock pressing into the soft skin behind Nathan’s ear. "Search him."

They pulled his Glock 19 from his waistband, tossing it onto the coffee table. They took his knife, his phone, and his wallet.

"Now," Tina Hartley said, standing up and smoothing her dress. "Let’s talk about the price of silence."

Nathan watched the room. He was counting. Four shooters. One woman. One hostage. He needed a distraction. He needed the one thing Tina Hartley didn't have: the street.

Outside, the low, rhythmic rumble of a heavy engine began to grow. It wasn't the sound of a car. It was the thunder of bikes. Dozens of them.

Marcus. Jamal. The Block crew.

Nathan had sent a single-word text to the group chat before he’d entered the house: IRON. It was the emergency code they’d established back in the day—it meant 'all hands, all weapons, Federal Hill'.

The gunmen in the room shifted, their eyes darting to the windows.

"What is that?" Tina Hartley asked, her composure flickering.

"That," Nathan said, a slow, predatory grin spreading across his face, "is the sound of the 'wrong side of the tracks' coming to visit, Tina Hartley."

A brick shattered through the front window, spraying glass across the white marble. A second later, the front door didn't just open—it exploded off its hinges.

"POLICE! DROPPING THE HAMMER!" Marcus’s voice roared, though he wasn't a cop. He was just a man with a megaphone and a very large shotgun.

The distraction was perfect.

As the gunmen turned toward the foyer, Nathan exploded into motion. He didn't go for the gun behind his ear—he went for the man holding it. He grabbed the guy's wrist, twisting it with a sickening crack, and used the man’s own body as a shield.

Pop-pop-pop!

The other gunmen opened fire, their bullets thudding into their partner’s tactical vest. Nathan reached around, grabbed the man’s dropped Glock, and fired three times.

The guy with the sawed-off went down, a neat hole in his chest. The second shooter dove behind the bar, glass shattering everywhere.

"Dakota! Get down!" Nathan yelled, but she was already tipping the chair over, using the heavy oak table for cover.

Tina Hartley was screaming, her Chardonnay glass shattered on the floor. "Kill him! Kill them all!"

Nathan ignored her. He dived over the sofa, rolling across the floor as the third gunman leaned over the bar. Nathan fired upward, the bullet catching the man under the chin.

The room was a chaos of smoke, shouting, and the rhythmic thump-thump-thump of the bikes outside. Marcus and Jamal burst into the room, looking like urban Vikings. Marcus had a tactical shotgun, and Jamal was rocking a pair of 9mms.

"Nate! You good?" Marcus yelled, clearing the kitchen doorway with a burst of fire.

"Get the girl!" Nathan pointed at Dakota.

Jamal was on it in a second, his pocket knife flashing as he sliced through the zip-ties. He peeled the tape off Dakota’s mouth with a wince.

"Ow! Dammit, Jamal!" Dakota screamed, her voice back to its full, rasping glory. She didn't wait to be rescued. She grabbed a heavy crystal decanter from the side table and smashed it over the head of the gunman Nathan had wounded.

"That’s for the tape, you prick!" she roared.

Nathan turned his attention to Tina Hartley. She was backed into a corner, her face a mask of pure terror. All the money, all the breeding, all the "Federal Hill" status couldn't save her now. The hood had come into her parlor, and it wasn't leaving until the debt was paid.

Nathan walked up to her, his face splattered with blood, his eyes as cold as the harbor. He didn't point the gun at her. He just looked at her.

"The video, Tina Hartley. The original. Where is it?"

"It’s... it’s on the cloud," she stammered. "You can't delete it. It’s already gone to Troy!"

"I don't care about Troy," Nathan said. "Naomi is handling Troy. I care about you. You tried to kill a baby tonight. You tried to kill my girl."

He reached out, grabbing her by the throat—not enough to choke her, but enough to let her feel the callouses on his hands. "You’re leaving Baltimore, Tina Hartley. Tonight. If I see your face in this city after sunrise, I won't send Marcus. I won't send the crew. I’ll come myself. And I’m much less patient than they are."

He let her go, and she slumped to the floor, sobbing.

***

Nathan turned to Dakota. She was standing in the middle of the wreckage, her hair a mess, her clothes torn, looking at him with a look that was hard to read.

"You came," she said quietly.

"I told you I would. Always."

Marcus stepped up, wiping his brow. "Nate, the cops are gonna be here in five. We gotta ghost. We got the guys tied up in the back, but we can't be here when the blues roll in."

"Go," Nathan said. "I’ll take Dakota."

They scrambled out of the house, the roar of the bikes fading into the night as the crew dispersed into the alleyways. Nathan led Dakota to the Charger, his hand on the small of her back.

As they sat in the car, the silence was heavy. The adrenaline was fading, replaced by the crushing weight of the night’s events.

"Naomi called me," Nathan said, staring straight ahead at the rain on the windshield. "She’s with Troy. She’s fixing it."

Dakota looked at him, her eyes softening. "She told you that? That she’d fix it?"

"Yeah. She said she trusts me. And she said... she’s sorry. For the kiss. For all of it."

Dakota let out a long, shaky breath. "I was so mad, Nathan. I wanted to destroy her. I wanted to see her lose everything because I felt like I’d lost you. But when those guys grabbed me... all I could think about was that I didn't want the last thing I said to you to be 'I hate you'."

Nathan turned to her, his heart aching. He reached out, his hand cupping her cheek. "I’m sorry, 'Kota. For the secrets. For the history. I never wanted to hurt you. You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in this city."

Dakota leaned into his touch, her tears fresh. "You really mean that? Even with her... even with the 'Queen'?"

"The Queen has a King," Nathan said firmly. "And I’m just a mechanic from North Avenue. But I’m a mechanic who loves you. If you’ll have me."

Dakota didn't answer with words. She leaned across the center console and kissed him—a kiss that tasted of salt, survival, and a new beginning. It wasn't a "reward" or a "secret." It was a promise.

***

The Shop:

Nathan pulled the Charger into the lot of the maintenance shop an hour later. The lights were on inside, casting long, dramatic shadows across the pavement. Troy’s Tahoe was the only other car there.

"Stay here," Nathan told Dakota.

"No way," she said, opening her door. "This started with us. It ends with us."

They walked into the shop. The smell of oil and old tires was comforting, a grounding force in a world gone mad.

Troy was sitting on a workbench in the center of the floor. He had a laptop open next to him, and a half-empty bottle of bourbon. He looked up as they entered, his face unreadable.

Naomi was standing by the office door. She looked exhausted, her eyes red-rimmed, but she was standing tall. She’d changed into jeans and a sweater, the "First Lady" mask replaced by the woman who had fought for her life tonight.

"Troy," Nathan said, stopping ten feet away.

Troy looked at the laptop, then at Nathan. "I saw the video, Nate. I saw the kiss. I saw the way you were looking at her."

Nathan didn't blink. "Then you saw a man who was weak for a second. And you saw a woman who was terrified. But Troy, you also need to know what happened at the pier. You need to know that Tina Hartley tried to kill your son."

Troy’s head snapped up, his eyes widening. "What?"

Naomi stepped forward, her voice a low, steady vibrato. "It’s true, Troy. Nathan saved Kyle. He faced down three gunmen while I was safe in the house. The kiss... it was my fault. I was overwhelmed. I was looking for comfort in the only other person who knows what it’s like to lose everything."

Troy looked at his wife, then at Nathan, then at Dakota. The silence in the shop was agonizing, the only sound the hum of the overhead fans.

Finally, Troy stood up. He walked over to the laptop and slammed it shut.

"Tina Hartley called me," Troy said, his voice husky. "She was crying. She said she was leaving the city. She said you... you made her see the light."

"I made her see the harbor," Nathan corrected.

Troy looked at Nathan for a long time. Then, he did something Nathan didn't expect. He reached out and pulled Nathan into a rough, masculine hug.

"If you ever touch my wife again, I’ll kill you," Troy whispered into his ear. "But thank you for my son."

Nathan squeezed back. "He’s my godson, Troy. I’d die for him. You know that."

They pulled apart, the tension finally breaking.

"So," Troy said, looking around the shop. "I guess we got a lot of work to do. Repairs. On the shop... and everything else."

"Yeah," Nathan said, looking at Dakota, who was standing by the door, a small, tired smile on her face. "A lot of repairs."

Naomi walked over to Troy, taking his hand. They looked like a team again—bruised, battered, but standing.

Nathan walked back to Dakota, taking her hand in his. They walked out of the shop and into the Baltimore night. The rain had stopped, and the air felt clean for the first time in months.

"You hungry?" Nathan asked as they reached the car.

"Starving," Dakota said. "And Nathan?"

"Yeah?"

"Don't ever let me see Naomi Jackson and you tongue-tied in a kitchen again. Or I’m bringing my own gun."

Nathan laughed, a real, deep-chested sound that echoed through the empty lot. "Bet. Let’s go get some crabs."

As they drove away, the lights of the city twinkled in the rearview mirror—a city of secrets, of violence, and of a love that was grit, soul, and everything in between.


CHAPTER 5




The rain had finally surrendered, leaving the West Baltimore streets glistening under the amber hum of the sodium lamps. Inside Nathan’s row house, the air was thick, charged with the scent of rain, motor oil, and the heavy, sweet musk of two people who had just walked through fire together. The trauma of the night—the gunfire at the pier, the betrayal in the kitchen, the high-speed chase through the city—had stripped away the layers of ego and pride, leaving only a raw, carnal hunger that needed to be fed.

Dakota was sprawled across Nathan’s bed, her dark skin luminous against the white sheets, her curves a masterpiece of hood-rich beauty. Nathan was already between her thighs, his large hands gripping her hips with a possessive strength. He was buried deep in her heat, his tongue working with the precision of a man who knew exactly where the treasure was hidden.

He lapped at her labia, his breath hot against her sensitized skin, before circling her clit with a deliberate, teasing flick. Dakota’s back arched off the mattress, her toes curling into the fabric as a jagged moan escaped her throat.

"Fuck, eat me, daddy," she cooed, her voice a sultry rasp that vibrated in the small room.

Nathan didn't slow down. He wagged his mouth over her wet, juicy folds, drinking her in like she was the only water in a desert. Every time she bucked, he held her tighter, his thumbs digging into the soft flesh of her waist. He took her clit between his lips, pulling gently, creating a vacuum of pleasure that sent lightning bolts straight to her core.

Dakota’s hands flew to his hair, her fingers tangling in his locs as she pulled him deeper into the temple of her pussy. "I’m gonna fucking stifle you with this pussy, Nathan. I mean it," she hissed, her eyes rolling back into her head as the first wave of a massive climax began to roll over her.

Nathan let out a muffled laugh against her skin, the vibration making her shiver. "Good thing... I love the fucking smell. I could stay down here until the Ravens win another Super Bowl."

He felt her body shudder, her inner muscles clamping down on his tongue in a rhythmic, desperate pulse. She came hard, her breath hitching as she collapsed back onto the pillows. Before the aftershocks could even fade, she reached down, grabbing his shoulders and hauling him up.

"Damn, I love you," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion.

She pulled him into a deep, desperate kiss. It was a messy, honest exchange, Nathan tasting the sweet, salty essence of her on his own lips. They rolled across the bed, a tangle of limbs and heat, the friction of their skin creating a static charge in the room.

Dakota reached down, her fingers finding the zipper of his jeans. With a slow, deliberate tug, she released him. His obsidian cock, thick and heavy with a pulse of its own, popped out and slapped against her thigh. Dakota’s eyes widened, a predatory smile touching her lips. She stroked his length, her thumb tracing the vein that throbbed along the side, before running her tongue lovingly up and down the underside.

When she took the head into her mouth, Nathan’s entire body went rigid. He let out a low, guttural growl, his thighs shuddering as her expert lips and tongue began a slow, rhythmic dance. She sucked him with a hunger that nearly had him talking in tongues, her eyes looking up at him through her lashes, challenging him to hold on.

"Dakota... fuck," he groaned, his head hitting the headboard.

She didn't stop until he was on the brink. Then, with a playful wink, she straddled him. She teased him first, tapping the head of his dick against her slick, swollen pussy-lips, coating him in her moisture. Nathan’s hands found her ass, the twin moons of her cheeks firm and warm in his palms.

She eased down on him, taking every inch until she was fully seated, her breath hitching as she felt him stretch her. She began to grind, a slow, circular motion that hit every nerve ending.

"Ride that dick like a fucking rodeo, girl," Nathan rasped, his voice raw. He brought his hand up and delivered a sharp, stinging spank to her ass. The sound echoed in the room, and the sting sent a new surge of adrenaline through her.

She began to move faster, her tits bouncing with every frantic thrust. She leaned down, her lips brushing against his ear as she whispered those two words that drove him over the edge: "Fuck me."

Nathan flipped her with a burst of sudden, explosive energy. He pinned her wrists above her head, his body a heavy, muscular weight on top of her. He began to ram into her, deep and punishing, his balls banging against her ass with a rhythmic thud-thud-thud that sounded like the heartbeat of the city itself.

They were missionary now, their chests slick with sweat, eyes locked in a gaze that said everything their words couldn't. Nathan leaned down, kissing her passionately, their moans mingling in each other’s mouths. He was buried so deep he could feel her heart beating against his own.

"Fuck, I’m gonna nut!" he hollered, his muscles corded like steel cables.

"Nut in me, baby! Nut in my fucking pussy!" Dakota cried out, her legs wrapping around his waist, pulling him in for the final, violent collision.

They climaxed together, a soul-shattering explosion that left them both gasping for air, tangled in the sheets and the fading echoes of their own screams.

The next morning, the sun broke over the Patapsco River in a brilliant display of orange and gold. Nathan stood on his small back deck, watching the city wake up. The smell of frying bacon drifted from the kitchen where Dakota was humming a tune—something soulful, something that felt like home.

He leaned against the railing, his mind drifting back through the chaos of the last few years. He thought about the Marine Corps—the dust of Marjah, the brothers he’d lost, the way he’d come back to Baltimore feeling like a ghost in his own skin. He thought about Sasha Faye, the woman who had taught him that love could be a slow-burning fuse that eventually took your hand off. He’d spent so much time mourning what Sasha was that he’d almost missed what Dakota could be.

And then there was Naomi. The "Queen." The secret he’d kept in the dark for so long it had started to rot.

"You thinking about her?"

Nathan turned to see Dakota standing in the doorway, wearing one of his oversized white T-shirts. She looked soft, her edges rounded by sleep and satisfaction.

"Nah," Nathan said, reaching out to pull her into his side. "Thinking about how lucky I am that you didn't let those goons at Tina Hartley’s place change your mind about me."

"Tina Hartley is a footnote, baby," Dakota said, leaning her head on his shoulder. "But we gotta talk about the family. Troy called. He wants us over for a crab feast. A 'reunion,' he called it."

Nathan sighed. "A reunion, huh? More like a deposition."

"He’s your homie, Nate. And Naomi... she’s my blood. We can't stay mad forever. Especially not with Kyle in the middle."

***

The backyard of the Jackson house was transformed. Long folding tables were covered in brown butcher paper, piled high with steaming bushels of blue crabs, ears of corn, and links of spicy kielbasa. The air was thick with the scent of Old Bay and the sharp, vinegary tang of melted butter.

Marcus and Jamal were already there, parked by the cooler of Heinekens, engaged in their favorite pastime: roasting each other until someone’s feelings got hurt.

"Look at Nathan," Marcus shouted as Nathan and Dakota walked through the gate. "The man looks like he actually got some sleep for once. Or maybe he just finally figured out which side of his bed is the comfortable one."

"Man, shut up, Marcus," Nathan laughed, giving him a dapped-up hug. "You still wearing those same jeans from the shop? I can smell the 10W-30 from here."

"These are vintage, you uncultured swine," Marcus fired back. "Unlike that shirt you got on. What is that, 'Marine Surplus Chic'?"

Jamal chimed in, cracking a crab claw with surgical precision. "At least he ain't wearing a 'Kiss the Cook' apron like Troy over there. Troy, you look like a suburban dad on a sitcom, bruh. You one step away from asking us if we want to see your 401k projections."

Troy, standing by the grill, flipped a burger and laughed. "Hey, my 401k is looking healthy, Jamal! Can't say the same for your hairline, though. It’s retreating faster than the British at Yorktown."

The yard erupted in "Oohs" and laughter. It was a good sound. It was the sound of a wound closing.

Naomi came out of the house, carrying Kyle on her hip. She looked at Nathan, and for the first time in years, there was no hidden hunger in her gaze. There was only peace. She walked over to Dakota, and the two women shared a long, silent look before Naomi reached out and hugged her cousin.

"I’m sorry, 'Kota," Naomi whispered. "For everything."

"I know," Dakota said, squeezing her back. "Just don't ever let me catch you in a kitchen lip-locked with my man again, or I’m bringing my own mallet to the next crab feast."

They laughed, the tension finally evaporating into the summer breeze.

As the afternoon wore on and the beer began to take hold, the humor softened into something more profound. Nathan and Troy ended up at the far end of the yard, looking out toward the water.

"You know," Troy said, picking at a piece of corn. "I went back to the shop that night after you left. I sat there in the dark for three hours. I thought about the video. I thought about the way you and Naomi looked at each other."

Nathan went still. "And?"

"And then I thought about the way you looked when you came into that house in Federal Hill to get Dakota. I saw the blood on your face, Nate. I saw the way you were ready to burn the city down for her. And I realized... Naomi was your past. But Dakota is your future. A man doesn't fight like that for a 'placeholder'."

Nathan nodded, his throat tight. "I’ve spent a lot of my life looking over my shoulder, Troy. Waiting for the other shoe to drop. Waiting for someone to find out I wasn't the 'hero' they thought I was."

"You saved my son, Nathan. That’s the only resume I need to see. We’re good. More than good. We’re family. And family doesn't let secrets win."

They toasted their beers, the clink of the glass a final seal on the brotherhood.

Just as the party was reaching its peak, a car pulled up to the curb. It wasn't a Tahoe or a Charger. It was a sleek, silver Mercedes with rental plates.

The yard went quiet as a woman stepped out. She was tall, elegant, with a poise that screamed Michigan but eyes that still held the grit of the 410.

Sasha Faye.

Nathan felt a jolt of electricity run through him, but it wasn't the old spark. it was the shock of seeing a ghost in the daylight.

Sasha walked through the gate, her eyes scanning the crowd until they landed on Nathan. She walked toward him, the crowd parting like she was royalty.

"Nathan," she said, her voice like velvet and smoke.

"Sasha. What are you doing here?"

"I heard about the wedding. I heard about the... drama. I was in town for a conference, and I couldn't leave without saying goodbye properly. The last time we talked, it was through a phone screen. You deserved better than that."

She looked at Dakota, her eyes curious and sharp. "And you must be Dakota. I’ve heard you’re the one who finally tamed the Marine."

Dakota stepped up, her hand finding Nathan’s. She didn't look threatened; she looked secure. "I didn't tame him, Sasha. I just reminded him where home was."

Sasha smiled—a sad, beautiful smile. "I’m glad. Truly. Nathan, you look happy. Really happy. It suits you better than the armor."

She stayed for one drink, a brief bridge between the past and the present. When she left, Nathan felt a weight he hadn't even known he was carrying finally lift. He watched her drive away, and for the first time, he didn't feel the need to follow.

***

The sun had long since set, leaving the backyard lit by strings of Edison bulbs and the glowing embers of the grill. The crew had thinned out—Marcus and Jamal had stumbled off to find a late-night bar, and Naomi and Troy were inside putting Kyle to bed.

Nathan and Dakota were alone on the pier at the edge of the property, the dark water of the harbor lapping against the wood.

"You okay?" Dakota asked, leaning against him. "Seeing Sasha... that’s a lot for one day."

"I’ve never been better, 'Kota," Nathan said. He turned to face her, his expression suddenly very serious.

"What? You got Old Bay on your face?" she teased.

"Nah." Nathan reached into his pocket. He’d been carrying the small velvet box for three weeks, waiting for the moment when the chaos stopped long enough for him to breathe.

He dropped to one knee. Dakota’s hand flew to her mouth, her eyes widening in the dim light.

"Dakota," Nathan said, his voice steady but thick with emotion. "I’ve spent my life fighting. In the desert, in these streets, in my own head. I thought being a man was about how much you could take. But you showed me that being a man is about what you’re willing to give. You’re my fire, you’re my peace, and you’re the only person I want to see when I wake up in this city."

He opened the box. Inside was a diamond that caught every bit of the string lights—a stone as clear and resilient as the woman standing before him.

"Will you marry me? Will you be the Queen of my row house?"

Dakota didn't answer right away. She was crying, real, messy tears that blurred her mascara. She pulled him up, her arms wrapping around his neck with a force that nearly knocked him over.

"Yes! Yes, you stupid Marine! Of course!"

They kissed, a long, deep connection that tasted of the future. Above them, the Baltimore sky seemed to open up, the stars bright and unyielding.


EPILOGUE




Six months later, North Avenue was closed off for the annual block party. The street was a sea of folding chairs, grills, and children playing in the spray of a cracked hydrant.

Nathan stood in front of his shop—Brooks & Jackson Performance—the new sign gleaming in the sun. Troy was next to him, holding a toddler-sized Ravens jersey, while Naomi and Dakota sat nearby, laughing as they compared sonogram photos.

"You think the city is ready for two more of us?" Troy asked, nodding toward their wives.

"The city ain't ready for half of what we got coming," Nathan said, his arm around Dakota’s shoulders.

As the music from the DJ booth began to thump—a heavy, rhythmic bass that shook the very foundations of the row houses—Nathan looked around. He saw Marcus roasting a new apprentice, he saw Jamal dancing with a girl from the neighborhood, and he saw his family.

He’d come home from the war thinking he’d lost everything. But in the grit of the 410, in the secrets of the water and the heat of the sheets, he’d found something better. He’d found a life worth the hustle.

Nathan pulled Dakota closer, the smell of her hair mixing with the scent of the grill. He looked at the shop, the street, and the woman in his arms.

"Yeah," he whispered to the city. "We just getting started."
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