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Dedication
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To my Heavenly Father, for guiding every word and inspiring every story.
To my family, friends, and supporters—thank you for believing in me, cheering me on, and encouraging me to write boldly.
And to the readers—thank you for letting me take you on this journey of passion, desire, and irresistible connections.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction
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Welcome to a world where desire meets destiny, and every glance, touch, and whisper is charged with electric tension. This story isn’t just about romance, it’s about connection, temptation, and surrender.

You’ll meet characters who are bold, passionate, and unapologetically alive. Every scene has been written to immerse you in the moment—to let you feel, taste, hear, and experience every heartbeat of the story.

This isn’t a story you skim. This is a story you live.

So grab a quiet moment, settle in, and prepare to be swept away into a world of love, laughter, thrill, and irresistible passion.
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Chapter One
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The Night She Didn’t Plan to Remember

The rain started just before midnight.

Not loud. Not dramatic. The slow, steady kind that soaked into the city like a secret. It glazed the sidewalks in shine and turned every streetlight into a halo. Neon signs flickered against puddles, smearing color across the pavement like wet paint.

Zariah Monroe stepped out of the rideshare with one heel first, then the other, careful not to splash. The driver pulled off before she fully shut the door, tires whispering over the street like he was in a hurry to leave this part of town behind.

She understood why.

This part of the city didn’t sleep. It watched.

She inhaled deeply.

Wet concrete. Cigarette smoke. Garlic and butter drifting from a late-night bistro half a block down. A hint of expensive cologne passing by as a couple hurried under a shared umbrella. The air was thick with stories she didn’t want to know.

Perfect.

Zariah adjusted the hem of her dress. Black. Simple. Fitted enough to feel confident, loose enough to look effortless. Her curls brushed her shoulders, catching droplets of mist. She didn’t carry a purse. Just a slim phone tucked into her bra and a small knife strapped to her thigh.

She wasn’t here for a good time.

She was there to disappear for a few hours.

The sign above the bar glowed amber and red:

MIDNIGHT ROOM

The door was heavy when she pushed it open. Warm air wrapped around her immediately thick with music, laughter, liquor, and the rich scent of fried catfish and truffle fries.

A bassline hummed through the floor.

Low lights. Velvet booths. Brass fixtures. People talking too close. Smiling too wide. Drinking like they had something to forget.

Zariah paused just inside the entrance, letting her eyes adjust. Letting the room reveal itself.

A woman in a green dress laughed too loudly at something a man whispered in her ear. A group of men in suits argued over a basketball game on the screen. A couple in the corner sat close enough to share breath but weren’t speaking at all.

Everyone was hiding something.

She liked that.

She slid onto a stool at the bar, crossing one leg over the other slowly. The bartender glanced at her, nodded once.

“What are you drinking?”

“Something strong. Something pretty.”

He smiled. “I got you.”

Her fingertips traced the cool wood of the bar as she exhaled. This was what she needed. Noise. Strangers. No expectations. No history. No memories attached to the walls.

The drink arrived in a martini glass with a twist of lemon and a shimmer of gold at the bottom.

She took a sip.

Sweet first. Then heat. Then a slow burn that warmed her chest and loosened her shoulders.

That’s when she felt it.

Not a touch.

A stare.

The kind that lands on your skin before you see the person attached to it.

Zariah didn’t turn right away. She took another sip. Let the silence between her and the stranger stretch like tension on a wire.

Then she looked.

He sat three stools down.

Tall even while sitting. Broad shoulders under a dark shirt. Skin rich and smooth under the low bar light. His beard was trimmed clean. His eyes didn’t move when she met them.

He wasn’t smiling.

He wasn’t pretending not to stare.

He was simply... watching.

Zariah tilted her head slightly. Curious, not intimidated.

He finally spoke.

“You don’t look like you belong here.”

His voice was deep. Calm. Confident in a way that didn’t need volume.

She turned her body toward him just a little. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

He shook his head once. “Just an observation.”

She studied him now. The way he held himself. Relaxed but alert. Like a man who noticed exits. Who clocked faces. Who didn’t get surprised easily.

Dangerous, she thought.

Interesting.

“What do I look like I belong to?” she asked.

“A place quieter than this,” he said. “A place where people whisper instead of shout.”

She smiled faintly. “You’d be surprised what kind of places I fit into.”

He held her gaze for a long second. Then nodded toward her drink. “Good?”

“Good enough to stay.”

“Then I’m glad you came in.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You work here?”

“No.” A pause. “Just... observing.”

She laughed softly. “You do that a lot?”

“Only when something worth observing walks in.”

The bartender passed between them with a tray of drinks. The moment broke and then snapped right back into place when he stepped away.

Zariah felt warmth in her cheeks she hadn’t expected.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

Tonight wasn’t about names.

But she gave it anyway.

“Zariah.”

He nodded once. “Malik.”

They sat like that for a while. Talking in pieces. About nothing. About music playing overhead. About the rain outside. About how crowded the place was for a Tuesday.

But beneath every word was something else.

A current.

An awareness of how close three bar stools really were.

She noticed the way his hand rested on the counter. Large. Steady. A faint scar across the knuckle. She imagined what it would feel like wrapped around hers.

He noticed the way she spoke with her hands. The way her eyes flicked to the door every few minutes without realizing it.

“You’re watching the exit,” he said casually.

She froze for half a second. “Habit.”

“From?”

She met his eyes again. “From knowing how to leave before things get complicated.”

He didn’t ask more.

He didn’t need to.

The music shifted to something slower. The room dimmed even further. Conversations became quieter, closer.

Malik leaned slightly toward her. Not touching. Just near enough that she could smell him.

Clean soap. Warm spice. A hint of something smoky.

“You came here to forget something,” he said.

She swallowed. “You don’t know that.”

“I don’t,” he agreed. “But you wear it like a coat.”

Her heart knocked once, hard, against her ribs.

She finished the rest of her drink in one slow sip.

“Maybe,” she said, “I just came here to feel something different.”

His eyes dropped briefly to her lips, then back up.

“Different can be dangerous.”

She smiled. “I’m counting on it.”

Silence again.

Heavy now. Thick.

The kind that made the rest of the room disappear.

Outside, thunder rolled softly in the distance.

Inside, Zariah realized something she hadn’t planned for.

She didn’t want to leave.

And Malik Carter, with his steady eyes and quiet voice, was the reason why.
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Chapter Two
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The Way He Looked at Her

Zariah didn’t realize how long they had been sitting there until the bartender replaced the candle between them.

The first one had burned all the way down.

Wax pooled at the base like time melting quietly without permission.

The music had changed twice. The crowd had rotated. Laughter had gotten louder, then softer, then drunker. Plates clinked. Glasses tapped. The smell of fried food gave way to citrus cleaner and spilled liquor as the staff wiped tables around lingering guests.

But Zariah and Malik hadn’t moved.

They had simply... adjusted.

At some point, he shifted one stool closer. Not enough to be obvious. Just enough that when he spoke, she didn’t have to lean in to hear him anymore.

Now his knee brushed hers every time she crossed her leg.

Every time, neither of them acknowledged it.

Every time, neither of them pulled away.

“You’re always this quiet?” she asked.

Malik smirked slightly. “You’re always this observant?”

“Only when I’m trying to figure someone out.”

“Figuring me out?”

“Trying to.”

He tilted his head. “And what have you learned so far?”

She studied him openly now. The way the low light caught the angles of his face. The calmness in his eyes. The patience in how he listened before speaking.

“You don’t talk just to hear yourself,” she said. “You listen more than you let on. You watch people when they think no one sees them.”

He didn’t deny it.

“And you,” he said slowly, “don’t relax. Even when you pretend you are.”

That one landed.

Zariah took a slow sip of her second drink, letting the cool glass rest against her bottom lip before swallowing. “You always read people like this?”

“Only the interesting ones.”

She smiled. “You think I’m interesting?”

“I think you’re careful,” he said. “That usually means there’s a story.”

The air between them felt warmer now. Thicker. Charged.

A server walked by with a plate of lemon pepper wings, the smell drifting between them. Malik glanced at the plate, then back at her.

“Have you eaten tonight?”

She shook her head. “Didn’t plan to be out long.”

He nodded toward the bartender. “Two orders. Wings and fries.”

“I didn’t say I was hungry.”

“You didn’t have to.”

She watched him as he ordered. The confidence. The ease. The way people responded to him like they already respected him without knowing why.

“Do you come here a lot?” she asked.

“Enough.”

“You know the staff?”

He shrugged. “They know me.”

That answer told her more than he realized.

The food came out hot. Steam rising. Lemon, pepper, grease, and heat filling the space between them. Malik slid the plate closer to her.

“Careful. They’re hot.”

Zariah picked up a wing, the sauce slick against her fingers. She took a bite, eyes closing briefly as the flavor hit her tongue—salty, tangy, spicy. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was.

Malik watched her chew.

Not in a rude way.

In a focused way.

Like he was cataloging every expression she made.

She swallowed and caught him staring.

“What?” she asked.

He didn’t look away. “Nothing.”

“Say it.”

“You enjoy things fully,” he said.

She wiped her fingers slowly with a napkin. “And that’s a problem?”

“Not at all.”

She licked a trace of seasoning from her thumb without thinking.

Malik’s eyes dropped to her hand.

Then back to her face.

The look he gave her this time was different.

Heavier.

Quieter.

Zariah felt it low in her stomach before she understood it in her mind.

They ate in a comfortable silence after that. Sharing fries. Reaching for the same one once and brushing fingers briefly.

That touch lasted less than a second.

It stayed with her much longer.

“You still watching the door,” he said casually.

“I told you. Habit.”

“You’re expecting someone?”

“No.”

“Running from someone?”

She met his eyes. “Maybe.”

He nodded slowly, accepting that answer without pressing further.

A slow song came on. Something smooth. Something old-school. A few couples drifted toward the small open space near the jukebox.

Malik glanced toward it, then back at her.

“Dance with me.”

It wasn’t a question.

Zariah hesitated.

Then surprised herself by saying, “Okay.”

He stood first, offering his hand. Large. Steady. Warm.

She placed hers in it.

The contact sent a quiet shock up her arm.

He didn’t grip tight. Just enough to guide her to the floor.

His other hand settled at her waist. Not low. Not high. Respectful.

But firm.

She placed her hand on his shoulder, feeling the strength there through the fabric of his shirt.

They moved slowly. Naturally. Like they had done this before.

Like their bodies had already agreed on a rhythm their minds were still catching up to.

She could smell him again.

Soap. Warmth. A hint of cologne.

He could smell her perfume—soft, sweet, with something deeper underneath.

Their steps were unhurried. Close. Intimate without crossing any lines.

But the space between their chests grew smaller with each sway.

“You’re tense,” he murmured.

“You’re very observant.”

“Relax,” he said quietly. “I got you.”

Three simple words.

I got you.

Zariah didn’t know why they affected her the way they did.

But her shoulders dropped slightly.

Her body leaned just a little closer.

Her hand tightened on his shoulder without realizing it.

Malik’s thumb brushed lightly against the small of her back as they moved.

A small, absent motion.

It sent heat through her instantly.

The song ended too soon.

They didn’t step apart right away.

They just stood there, close, breathing the same air.

Looking at each other, they had discovered something they weren’t supposed to.

“Another drink?” he asked softly.

She nodded.

But neither of them moved for a few seconds.

Because both of them knew.

This night had already changed direction.

And neither one of them was trying to stop it.
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