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  Foreword



Doubt can be a slow poison, and certainty is a rare luxury.




In these three taut, beautifully crafted tales weaved into one, characters navigate the blurred lines between passion and deceit.




Dive into a collection where every interaction is a puzzle, and the ultimate revelation is as shocking as it is inevitable.






I

Part One
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  The Run-In

  
  




It was early spring—a crisp, clear day. The pavement stomped with pedestrians and the street overflowed with vehicles. The city was a busy maze of travelers, both on foot and on wheels, everyone rushing to go somewhere or nowhere, while others ran at their own steady pace. The sun shone, the humidity was low, and a mild, soothing breeze wafted intermittently.




Roan sat quietly by himself. His eyes flashed from the newsprint of the Daily Post to the bustling crowds, then back to his soda and his grilled turkey and melted cheese sandwich. The tall, lean man, with broad shoulders and neatly trimmed dark stubble, was perched at The Patio Edge—a punchy outdoor cafe that balanced the relaxed vibe of alfresco dining with a sharp, modern New York City attitude.




The cafe literally featured a patio-like structure right at the property line, separated from the busy sidewalk by sleek wrought-iron railings and heavy concrete planters. Roan sat right at the edge of the action, watching fashionable shoppers and artists pass by on the cobblestones.




Suddenly, a yellow cab door opened. A set of long legs stepped out in a pair of red stilettos. This woman didn’t walk—she strutted. She had the gait of someone who carried herself like Miss Universe, and she was heading straight in his direction. The heavy door of the cab slammed shut behind her, its sharp tinny thud lost to the afternoon roar of SoHo. 




She stepped onto the sunlit asphalt, her red stilettos immediately finding their balance on the edge of the curb before transitioning to the uneven cobblestones. The crisp white cotton of her asymmetrical tunic caught the spring breeze, billowing slightly beneath the open weight of her cropped leather jacket.




Navigating past a cluster of shoppers, the slim, curvy brunette headed straight for the crowded outdoor patio. Her silky hair blended a deep brown base with lighter caramel, amber, and golden tones. As she slipped into a metal chair beneath a striped canvas awning, the stark contrast of her black capris and flash of crimson heels drew a lingering glance from the host—a perfectly staged entrance without even trying.




There were quite a few cafes in SoHo. What was the chance of being here today, at the sleekest and trendiest one of them all? A place where a woman as sophisticated and hot as this one moved forward with an aesthetic grace that seemed to electrify Manhattan. Because all the other seats on the grounds were filled with a late afternoon mass of patrons, she looked at the unoccupied chair at Roan’s table.




“Do you mind if I sit here? I promise I won’t be a bother,” Roan heard the stranger ask.




Her alluring, velvety voice was low-pitched, smooth, and intimately quiet. It sounded like a secret, forcing a listener to lean in close. Roan caught every single word, and they made him want to do exactly that.




“No. Not at all,” he said with a smile. “And how could anyone as beautiful as you be a bother?”




The woman didn’t smile. She didn’t flirt back, and she didn’t seem fazed by Roan’s flattery.




Before he could say more, the host sauntered over to the lady in the sassy red heels. “What can I get you, Miss Lashay?”




This woman was no average stranger; she was well-known. Judging by the solicitous tone and undivided attention of the host, she was also someone of importance. Who is she? Roan wondered to himself.




“You come here often?” Roan asked, trying to restart the conversation.




“I said I wouldn’t be a bother. Just because I am sharing your table doesn’t mean you have to be a bother to me,” the woman said coldly. Her brown eyes were inviting, but they were obviously not welcoming to him.




Roan caught the drift, but he wasn’t turned off. He liked a woman bred of ice whom he could slowly thaw out with his fire. Right then and there, she must have known exactly what he was thinking.




“Don’t forget that when the frost melts, it can potentially drown out the flame,” she murmured.




Roan was shocked. She had sharply picked up on his vibe. Though taken off guard, he clapped back with a brisk response. “That all depends on the volume of frozen layers that liquefy. Do you have enough to put out my blaze?”




Roan managed to win half a smile from the woman sitting across from him. It was a snide smirk, but it was something.




Surrounded by industrial-chic elements like raw steel tables, weathered wood, and brown leather booths tucked under the canvas awning, the two stared at one another in silence. The scene between them in the serene, upscale patio environment contrasted sharply with the chaotic energy of the Manhattan streets just inches away. Sunlight filtered through overgrown ivy, historic cast-iron buildings reflected in the glass storefront windows, and steam rose from artisanal espresso cups. All around them, the low chatter of the SoHo crowd, the clink of porcelain, and the undulating, distant whir of city traffic vibrated through the pavement.
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  The Urge

  
  




They were freezer-friendly, but they weren’t meant to be stored for long—at least, not longer than she’d be able to resist. Izariyah pulled them out of the chilled container for a late-night treat. Snacking straight from the fridge offered a quick, mood-boosting pick-me-up. The bites brought an element of wholesome, comforting indulgence, like a health-conscious but wildly delicious secret stash.




“Oh—mm-hmm,” the cheater in her practically screamed out in delight. She was trying to watch her weight, but she wasn’t exactly sticking to her own rules. She was acting as her own worst enemy, a creator trapped by her own creations. The rich, velvety dark chocolate gently melted on her tongue, followed immediately by the tropical, sweet warmth of toasted coconut. A nutty finish hit her palate with a roasted crunch, while crispy rice cereal provided an airy, playful texture. The creamy almond and cashew butter, combined with the shredded coconut, delivered a chewy, fudgy center.




These bite-size gems were perfectly rustic and rolled by hand. Izariyah had made them herself just yesterday—delicious, calorie-boosting Almond Joy treats. They were impeccable for a cozy setting, bringing both nostalgic comfort and a vibrant, modern culinary touch. But that was her ultimate flaw. Izariyah loved to bake from scratch, yet her willpower constantly collided with temptation. Her refusal to abstain from baking these fattening dishes meant she was always defeating her own purpose, tipping the scales one delicious bite at a time.
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Roan Clyborne lived and worked in SoHo, Manhattan’s premier destination for industrial loft spaces. Because his loft pulled double duty as both his living quarters and his active photography studio, he inhabited the exact same building where he made his living. The neighborhood’s massive cast-iron windows and open floor plans were ideal for a professional photographer tracking natural light.




Roan’s space was open, minimalist, and designed entirely around visual texture and lighting. The interior boasted high ceilings, exposed ductwork, sandblasted red brick walls, and poured concrete floors with a light sheen.




In the living area, a low-profile, distressed tobacco-leather sofa sat opposite a black iron coffee table cluttered with heavy photography books. A large, vintage Turkish rug in faded indigo broke up the cold concrete floor, adding a touch of warmth.




Over in the photography corner, a massive, industrial-wheeled rolling cart held studio strobes, umbrella reflectors, and camera bodies. Seamless backdrops—one stark white and one moody charcoal—hung from a sturdy ceiling mount.




Raw texture dominated Roan’s furniture choices. Reclaimed wood shelves were held up by black iron piping, a metal-framed platform bed was dressed in crisp charcoal linens, and a pair of mid-century wire chairs completed the look.




Natural light flowed effortlessly through floor-to-ceiling, multi-pane factory windows with black steel frames. At night, the space relied on amber Edison bulbs and adjustable metal studio lamps that cast sharp, dramatic shadows across the room.
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“I want to marry you and have children,” Roan said. He held Lashay in his arms, gazing into the sultry brown eyes that had bedazzled him from the moment he first looked into them seven months ago.


Lashay smiled coyly to hide the triumph swelling inside her as he pulled her closer, pressing his bare body against hers. “Are you sure?” she asked. Not that she really doubted his sincerity, but she wanted to hear him confirm it for her own peace of mind.


“I have never been so sure about anything in my life,” Roan whispered.


Looking into his hazel-green eyes, Lashay saw his absolute seriousness. She told him that she, too, looked forward to spending the rest of her life with him and starting a family.


Before they met, Roan had been intensely lonely, longing for more than just fleeting companionship. He had wanted a woman who could fulfill his emotional needs just as deeply as his sexual desires, and he had found exactly that in Lashay. They weren’t just compatible on a level of sensitivity and passion; she matched him intellectually, too. She was a brilliant woman, though she maintained a hint of mystery that always left him wanting more.


In the short time he had known her, Roan had learned to trust Lashay completely. He knew she wasn’t after his money; she had plenty of her own. As a financial analyst, she was an educated, independent woman who didn’t need to depend on
























