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PROLOGUE — THE MOMENT BEFORE THE CHOICE

The thing about choosing is this:

You always know when it’s happening— you just don’t always know what you’re choosing yet.

Marcus Cole stood alone in his apartment at 11:47 p.m., city lights folding themselves into the glass like reflections he hadn’t asked to see. The room was quiet in a way that felt intentional, curated—every surface clean, every object placed with the discipline of someone who didn’t trust chaos to stay contained.

His phone rested on the counter.

Face down.

It had been buzzing all night.

He hadn’t answered it.

Not because he didn’t care.

Because he cared too much to choose wrong.

Earlier that evening, someone had laughed at something he said and leaned into his shoulder like it was second nature. The warmth of it still lingered—familiar, easy, dangerous in its effortlessness.

Before that, someone else had asked him a question so simple it had unraveled him completely:

What do you want your life to feel like when no one’s watching?

That was the problem.

He’d never been asked that before.

Marcus had built his life on momentum—on knowing where he was going, even when he didn’t know why. He knew how to succeed. He knew how to leave. He knew how to be wanted.

What he didn’t know was how to stay without shrinking.

He picked up the phone and turned it over.

Two names.

One attached to memory. One attached to possibility.

One knew every scar he’d earned before he learned how to hide them. One saw the man he was becoming—and expected him to arrive fully formed.

The past didn’t demand anything from him.

The future demanded everything.

Marcus closed his eyes.

Love, he was realizing, wasn’t about chemistry or timing or even devotion.

It was about identity.

About whether you chose the version of yourself that felt familiar—or the one that felt honest.

Outside, the city kept moving, indifferent to his hesitation. Somewhere, lives were being chosen without ceremony. Doors were closing without drama.

Marcus exhaled slowly.

Tomorrow, he would answer.

Tomorrow, he would choose.

But tonight— tonight was the moment before the choice.

The moment where everything still belonged to him.

And that was the most dangerous place to be.

CHAPTER ONE — WHO HE WAS BEFORE HE LEARNED TO LEAVE

Marcus Cole learned early how to leave without looking like he was running.

He learned it in apartments emptied too fast, in conversations that ended before the truth arrived, in the way he packed his life into manageable pieces so nothing ever felt permanent enough to trap him. Even now—standing alone in his high-rise living room, city lights throwing reflections against the glass—he knew exactly where everything was. Not because he was organized.

Because he was prepared.

The apartment was beautiful in a way that felt deliberate rather than warm. Clean lines. Neutral tones. Furniture chosen for longevity, not sentiment. Nothing that told a story he couldn’t replace.

Except the couch.

He’d meant to get rid of it years ago. Had even listed it once, taken photos, written the description. But something in him had stalled. The couch still carried the faintest memory of another body, another laugh, another version of himself that hadn’t yet learned restraint.

Arielle used to curl into the corner of it, knees tucked beneath her, wineglass always balanced too close to the edge. She claimed that if something was meant to break, it would—no need to hover over it with anxiety.

Marcus smiled faintly at the memory, then caught himself.

That was the problem.

The memories still arrived uninvited.

His phone buzzed on the counter.

He didn’t look at it right away.

There was a time when Marcus answered everything immediately—calls, texts, demands. Back when being needed felt like purpose. Now, he let things sit. He liked the control of delay, the illusion that nothing owned him.

When he finally picked it up, there were two notifications.

One name pulled at him with familiarity so deep it felt physical.

The other arrived quietly—but carried weight.

Arielle. Naomi.

He exhaled slowly and set the phone back down, face first, as if that could mute the consequences of attention.

Outside, traffic moved like a living thing. Constant. Unbothered. The city never paused to consider the cost of direction.

Marcus poured himself a drink he didn’t need and leaned against the counter, staring at nothing in particular. He wasn’t avoiding a decision—not consciously.

He was avoiding the realization forming beneath it.

Love, at this stage of his life, wasn’t about desire.

It was about identity.

And he wasn’t sure which version of himself he was ready to keep.

⸻

Arielle had known him before he learned the language of restraint.

Before success taught him how to curate his personality. Before ambition sanded down the reckless edges that once made him feel alive and out of control in equal measure.

They met young—too young to understand how much people change when survival gives way to stability. Back when dreams were loud and messy and love was assumed to be enough to carry everything else.

She loved him with a confidence that didn’t ask permission.

Not because she was careless—but because she trusted intensity more than caution.

Arielle believed love should feel undeniable. That if you had to think about it too much, it wasn’t real. She believed in choosing with the body first and sorting out the consequences later.

And Marcus, back then, had been built for that kind of devotion.

He had wanted to be chosen for who he was—not what he could become.

They fought like people who mistook friction for passion. Loved like people who believed proximity was the same as permanence. When things were good, they were intoxicating. When they were bad, they were loud enough to convince them it still mattered.

What they never learned how to do was grow at the same speed.

And when growth finally demanded separation, neither of them had known how to grieve without burning something down.

Marcus had left.

Cleanly. Logically. The way he always did.

But some connections don’t dissolve.

They linger.

⸻

Naomi entered his life differently.

No chaos. No collision. No dramatic beginning.

She noticed him before she approached him—and waited to see if the man he presented was consistent with the man he became when no one was watching.

They met at a dinner he almost didn’t attend. He’d gone out of obligation, not interest, already planning his exit before the appetizers arrived. Naomi sat across the table, composed, observant, speaking only when she had something to say.

She didn’t try to impress him.

That alone made him curious.

Naomi listened the way people do when they’re not waiting to respond. She asked questions that didn’t feel intrusive but somehow landed deeper than expected.

“What makes you feel calm?” “What do you avoid talking about when you’re tired?” “What does happiness cost you?”

Marcus had laughed some of them off at first. Deflected. Reframed.

But Naomi didn’t push.

She noticed.

And when they saw each other again, she remembered everything.

Being with her felt like standing in good lighting. No shadows exaggerated. No flaws hidden. Just clarity.

Naomi didn’t fall in love with his potential.

She respected it—and waited to see if he would.

That unsettled him more than affection ever had.

⸻

The phone buzzed again.

This time, he picked it up.

Arielle’s message was simple.

I was thinking about you today.

No punctuation. No demand. No urgency.

Just presence.

Naomi’s message sat beneath it.

I hope your day was kind to you.

Marcus stared at the screen longer than necessary.

One woman reached for him from the past. The other met him where he stood.

And for the first time, he felt the truth form clearly enough to name it:

This wasn’t about choosing between two women.

It was about choosing which version of himself he was willing to betray.

He set the phone down again.

Outside, the city continued forward—uncertain, unromantic, unstoppable.

Marcus stayed where he was, caught between what had shaped him and what might finally require him to stay.

CHAPTER TWO — WHEN SOMEONE WALKS BACK IN LIKE THEY NEVER LEFT

The first time Marcus saw Arielle again, he didn’t recognize the moment as the beginning of anything.

It felt like an ending that refused to stay closed.

He was coming out of a late meeting downtown—one of those polite, fluorescent conversations where everyone pretended the numbers were the only thing that mattered. The lobby smelled like new carpet and ambition. Outside, the city had slipped into that hour where the skyline looked expensive and lonely at the same time.

Marcus adjusted his coat, pulled his phone from his pocket out of habit, and found himself staring at nothing on the screen. No new messages. No missed calls. Just the reflection of his face in the glass—sharp lines, calm eyes, a man who looked like he’d learned how to win.

A black SUV glided by the curb and paused too long.

He didn’t turn at first. He wasn’t expecting anyone.

Then the passenger door opened.

And the night changed.

Arielle stepped out like she wasn’t entering a scene—like she was reclaiming one.

Her hair was longer than he remembered. Dark and glossy, loose waves catching the streetlight. She wore a fitted coat that hugged her waist and boots that made her look taller, steadier—like she’d grown into herself in ways he hadn’t been there to witness.

For a heartbeat, Marcus couldn’t move.

Not because he didn’t want to.

Because his body remembered her before his mind had time to catch up.

The air went still.

Arielle’s eyes found him immediately and held. Not timid. Not pleading. Just… direct. The way she’d always looked at him, like she had rights to parts of him other people didn’t even know existed.

“Marcus,” she said.

His name sounded different in her mouth now. Softer. Older. Like it carried a history they were both tired of pretending didn’t matter.

“Arielle.” His voice came out lower than he expected.

She walked closer, and the space between them narrowed with every step. He could smell her perfume—something warm and familiar under something new. It didn’t yank him backward so much as it reminded him how easy it used to be to let her close.

He forced a breath. “What are you doing here?”

Arielle smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “You think I’m the type to text you for weeks and never show up?”

“I think you’re the type to do whatever you want,” he said, and the words slipped out with a trace of old affection.

“I missed that,” she replied, as if he’d offered her something. “That tone.”

Marcus glanced toward the street, the revolving door behind him, the corporate glow still clinging to his shoulders. The city moved around them like they weren’t standing in the middle of something sacred.

“Did you just… pull up on me?” he asked.

She lifted a brow. “I didn’t want to call. If I called, you’d have time to decide. And you’re real good at deciding your way out of feeling things.”

The bluntness hit him clean.

He should’ve said something sharp. Something controlled.

Instead he asked, “Are you okay?”

Arielle’s gaze softened for a second—just long enough for him to see it.

“No,” she said honestly. “But I’m not here for pity.”















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































