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  Prologue

  
  




The air was suffocatingly hot, smelling of stale 

concrete and distant exhaust fumes. It was an hour past midnight, and the whole city was supposed to be sleeping, but on the Block, sleep was just another word for waiting.

Malik was waiting for a drop. I was waiting for him.

I stood in the narrow alley between the laundromat and the liquor store, the beam of the single, flickering street lamp bathing the walls in sickly yellow light. I wasn’t supposed to be here. If anyone saw me—especially his runners, or worse, Dre’s boys—the fragile wall of plausible deniability would come crashing down. But the need to see him, to share two minutes of unmonitored air, was stronger than the code of the street.

I heard the low, throaty rumble of the Impala first. It pulled up silently, the engine idling like a sleeping beast. Malik didn’t look at me as I slid into the passenger seat, his hands tight on the steering wheel, his eyes scanning the empty corners.

“Five minutes,” he muttered, his voice rough. “Tell me everything is quiet.”

“Quiet as it gets,” I whispered, reaching out to touch the cold, hard muscle of his forearm. The skin beneath my fingers was damp with sweat and tension.

We didn’t kiss. We didn’t talk about our future. We simply sat, two heartbeats synchronized in the dark, stolen space of a cheap car, surrounded by enemies and the heavy knowledge that our simple, desperate connection was the single greatest threat to everything Malik had built.

We were living on borrowed time, stealing moments of relief between the inevitable crises. And we both knew it would take a fire—a complete, devastating, beautiful fire—to break us free.
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The city was a perimeter of cold steel and watchful eyes, governed by the lethal rules of distance. For Malik and Aaliyah, survival meant operating in the shadow, but their greatest danger was the relentless, permanent heat of their hidden connection. They were constantly denied—by the sirens, by the footsteps, by the fear—their desire hardening into something desperate and consuming. The only truth they knew, the only place they were truly safe, was when they were pressed together, stealing breath and friction on the very edge of proximity. Every shared moment was a reckless, urgent theft of pleasure, and they knew that the cost of that forbidden touch was their lives.
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  Eyes Across the Block

  
  




The bass from the block party thumped through the cracked pavement like a second heartbeat, vibrating up my legs and settling deep in my belly, where everything felt too tight, too alive. The air itself was a thick, humid brew, heavy with the city’s unique summer cocktail: the sharp sizzle of grilled meat spilling from backyard barbecues, the sweet, cloying haze of weed smoke curling from blunts passed around, and the underlying grit of asphalt baking all day under the sun.

Sweat glued my skin to this damn tank top that hugged my curves like it was painted on. I was leaning against a section of the chain-link fence separating the party from a deserted lot, the metal warm and gritty under my palms. I nursed a lukewarm beer—cheap, sharp, and doing absolutely nothing to cool the restless fire building inside me.

My eyes, predictably, were locked on him—Malik—across the undulating crowd. He stood deep in conversation with his boys, positioned strategically near the mouth of the alley, the unofficial sentry point of the entire block. Even from this distance, I could see the way he commanded the space. That low, rough laugh of his cut through the chaos like a blade, sharp and undeniable.

He was the definition of hood masculinity, the kind that made your pulse stutter and your gut clench: a crisp white tee stretched taut over broad shoulders that looked like they carried the weight of these streets, jeans slung low on his hips, fitting just right to show the coiled power in his stride. His skin was the color of rich, dark coffee, and the gold chain resting against his collarbone caught the erratic flash of the party lights.

I shouldn’t have been staring. Not after the last time, just a week ago, in the cramped, humid backseat of his whip. His hand had slid up my thigh, rough and sure, his breath hot against my neck as he whispered promises that hung in the air like smoke and cheap liquor.

“Not like this, Aaliyah,” he’d growled, pulling back right as my fingers brushed the hard bulge straining his zipper, the moment of denial a physical blow. The rejection had burned then, sharper than the liquor buzzing through my veins now, leaving me aching, pissed, and utterly obsessed. But damn if the craving hadn’t grown roots, twisting deeper with every stolen glance.

The block pulsed around us—a complex organism of joy and anxiety. Kids darted between adult legs, fueled by soda and sugar highs. Old heads were posted on stoops, swapping long, mythic stories of the old days. And beneath it all, there was that undercurrent of tension, always present, like you could feel the drama brewing in the shadows. Word on the block was that Malik’s crew had escalating beef with the cats from over on Elm Street, some territory shit over corners and product. I didn’t want to get mixed up in that violence, but here I was, eyes tracing the line of his jaw, imagining it clenched against my skin, imagining the danger.

Finally, he caught me watching.

It wasn’t a quick glance. It was a slow, deliberate turn of his head, followed by that smirk—that infuriating, beautiful curl of his full lips, like he knew exactly what dark, reckless thoughts were running through my head.

The world narrowed in that moment. The chatter of the crowd faded to a dull roar. The music’s bass pulsed harder, syncing perfectly with the frantic throb low between my thighs.

He excused himself from his boys with a quick, decisive nod, leaving the circle instantly. He started weaving through the sea of bodies—his dark, tight dreads swinging slightly with each movement, muscles shifting under his shirt—each step closing the gap until he was right there. He stopped, towering over me, his presence so substantial it seemed to swallow all the light and sound in our immediate space.

His cologne hit me first—woody, sharp, and expensive—cutting through the night’s grimy smells like a clean slice.

“You been watchin’ me all night, Aaliyah,” he murmured, his voice gravelly and low, leaning in so close his breath ghosted my ear. Shivers raced down my spine to pool, hot and liquid, in my core.

My heart slammed against my ribs, a chaotic mix of raw hunger and that nagging fear: What if this crosses the line? Getting tangled with Malik could drag me into his world of deals and dangers, shatter the fragile independence I’d built after Mama’s overdose left me holding down two jobs just to keep the lights on.

But his hand brushed my arm then. The calluses from street hustles and hard work scraped against my soft skin, and I gasped, the sound lost in the party din. It wasn’t just a touch; it was ignition, sparking the deep, consuming want I’d tried to bury under layers of I don’t need a man.

“Yeah,” I breathed back, tilting my chin up to meet those dark eyes that held storms I wanted to get lost in. “And you been ignorin’ me.”

It was a lie, a challenge. He’d been stealing looks too, but throwing it out there twisted the tension tighter, like pulling a rubber band to its limit.

His fingers lingered on my wrist, tracing a lazy circle right where my pulse jumped like a live wire under his touch. We were so close to more, the air between us crackling with potential, but always this dance, the near-miss that left me soaked and seething with need.

Then his phone buzzed, vibrating loud in the pocket of his low-slung jeans, disrupting our charged bubble. He glanced down, jaw clenching tight, and the moment shattered like glass.

“Shit,” he muttered, stepping back just enough to let cool air rush in between us. He pocketed the phone without answering. Another interruption, another denial—but as his gaze raked over me, slow and deliberate, promising the payoff was coming, I knew when it finally hit, it wouldn’t just be bodies colliding. It would rewrite us both, risks and all, in this hood where love and trouble walked hand in hand.
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Back in my cramped one-bedroom apartment on the third floor of a walk-up that smelled perpetually like fried onions and regret, the old box fan whirred lazily overhead. It stirred the sticky, humid air but did jack to cut the raging fire still smoldering low in my gut.

I peeled off the damp tank top, letting it drop to the scuffed linoleum floor, my bra following a second later. I stood in front of the cracked full-length mirror propped against the wall. My skin glistened under the dim, yellow bulb, my nipples pebbling in the faint draft from the window that was cracked open to the hood’s nocturnal symphony—distant sirens wailing, drunken laughter echoing from the block below, and the occasional pop of what might’ve been firecrackers, or worse.

I traced the spot on my wrist where Malik’s fingers had been, nails scraping lightly over the skin. The touch had been fleeting, but the implication was permanent. I closed my eyes and imagined his hand higher, his rough palm cupping my full breast, thumb flicking the dark peak until I arched into the imaginary pressure, moaning his name into the silence of my small room.

Mama’s ghost haunted the edges of my thoughts, the familiar, stinging caution surfacing: ‘Men like that chew you up, Aaliyah, spit you out broken with a baby and bills.’ She’d known the streets, lost to them in her own way, needles and bad choices taking her too soon. She was a warning, a bitter lesson etched into my history.

But Malik? He wasn’t just some corner boy, some casual predator. I’d seen him break character. He’d seen me break down after that eviction scare last winter, when the landlord jacked the rent again. Malik hadn’t offered pity; he’d slipped me a quiet stack of bills in the humid heat of the laundromat, his eyes holding mine steady without pity or strings. That meant something significant in a place where trust was currency rarer than clean cash.

My phone lit up then, the screen glowing on the nightstand like a beacon in the dark. Malik’s name flashed across the display.

My heart kicked up hard against my ribs. I snatched the phone, my thumb hovering over the answer button as adrenaline spiked. This was risky—hell, every eye was always on the block, and whispers traveled faster than bullets.

“Couldn’t sleep?” His voice rumbled through the speaker, low and intimate, like he was stretched out right beside me, his breath warm on my neck all over again.

“No,” I admitted, sinking onto the edge of the bed. The thin sheets felt cool against my bare back as I leaned against the headboard. “Thinkin’ about you.” The words slipped out bold, fueled by the lingering buzz of the beer and the ache he’d left behind.

Silence stretched, heavy with all the unspoken history and current tension between us. Then he
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