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            Some people do not enter your life gently.
They arrive like memory.Like consequence.Like a wound recognizing the hand that made it feel less alone.
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Chapter One: The Blind Date Neither Wanted
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Imani Blackwell had not dressed for destiny.

She had dressed for obligation.

There was a difference.

Destiny might have required silk. Something reckless and soft that slid over skin instead of clinging to it. Maybe perfume chosen slowly instead of sprayed on while muttering at herself in the mirror.

Obligation required only the black sweater dress she had pulled from the back of her closet, knee-high boots, and a coat dramatic enough to say she had made an effort without suggesting she cared.

She did not care.

At least that was the lie she had rehearsed while applying lipstick the color of ripe berries and bad decisions.

“You are not going to meet the love of your life at two o’clock in the morning on New Year’s Day,” she told her reflection.

Her reflection, irritatingly glamorous beneath the bathroom light, said nothing.

Mirrors were like old aunties sometimes: observant, judgmental, and annoyingly quiet when you actually needed answers.

Her phone buzzed on the counter.

Tasha: Girl, don’t start. You said you were coming.

Imani stared at the message and considered dropping the phone into the sink.

She typed back: I said I might come. Those are two different legal positions.

Tasha responded immediately.

Tasha: Counselor, bring your ass.

Imani laughed despite herself. It had been months since laughter came without asking permission from grief first.

She picked up her perfume and sprayed it into the air before walking through the mist. Amber, vanilla, something smoky underneath. A scent that lingered after she left the room. That was how she wanted to enter the new year: leaving evidence that she had been somewhere and survived it.

Not that she felt especially triumphant.

A few hours earlier, the city had exploded into midnight noise. Fireworks cracked open the winter sky. People kissed strangers and promised themselves impossible things. Imani stood near a window with a glass of champagne gone warm in her hand, watching other people celebrate renewal as though fresh starts arrived cleanly with confetti and countdowns.

She knew better.

New beginnings smelled like stress sweat, old arguments, cold coffee, and legal paperwork spread across kitchen counters at two in the morning.

Still, Tasha had insisted.

“There’s someone I want you to meet,” she had said, in the voice women used when they were either about to introduce you to a blessing or a disaster.

“No.”

“You didn’t even ask who he is.”

“That’s because the answer is no.”

“He’s smart.”

“So is my laptop, and I don’t want to date that either.”

“He’s handsome.”

“According to whom?”

“According to eyes, Imani.”

“Whose eyes?”

“Mine.”

“You once dated a man who wore square-toed shoes with rhinestones on the buckle.”

“That was a dark season, and I rebuke your memory.”

Imani had laughed then too, but beneath the laughter sat reluctance, heavy and familiar. She was tired of meeting men who looked promising from a distance and disappointing up close. Tired of small talk dressed up as chemistry. Tired of being admired but not understood. Tired of men who wanted her warmth but not her weather.

Besides, she had learned to mistrust introductions arranged by friends in love. People in love were dangerous. They saw potential everywhere. They mistook proximity for alignment.

Imani did not need anything.

That was another lie.

She grabbed her keys.

The January air met her outside with a sharpness that cut through wool. Chicago after midnight had a particular nerve, cold enough to humble vanity and beautiful enough to forgive it. Streetlights glowed against slick pavement. Snow from earlier in the week had hardened into stubborn gray ridges along the curb.

By the time Imani arrived at The Velvet Room, the party had softened around the edges. Midnight’s excitement had settled into after-hours intimacy. Women had abandoned painful shoes under tables. Men who entered the evening polished and buttoned now laughed with sleeves rolled to the forearm.

The room smelled of champagne, citrus, perfume, and something fried coming from the kitchen that made Imani regret the single olive she had eaten before leaving home.

The Velvet Room was not large, but it understood mood. Purple light washed over black walls. Gold-framed mirrors reflected candle flames until the whole place looked haunted by expensive secrets. Velvet banquettes curved around low tables. Music moved through the room in a slow, sensual pulse.

Tasha spotted her immediately.

“There she is,” Tasha sang, weaving toward her with the reckless joy of a woman who had already had too much champagne and too many opinions.

She wasn’t alone.

Two men stood near the curved booth behind her.

One leaned into the room like he had come prepared to entertain it. Lighter-skinned. Sharp smile. Artist scarf despite the fact it was January. Too comfortable in everyone’s space.

James.

Though Imani did not know his name yet.

He laughed loudly at something Tasha said, one hand grazing her lower back before he lifted a whiskey glass to his mouth.

Imani noticed.

Not because she cared.

Because she noticed everything.

Especially men who moved like ownership came naturally to them.

“That’s James,” Tasha said, following Imani’s eyes. “He’s with me tonight.”

James gave a dramatic hand-over-heart bow from across the room.

“‘With me’ is such a strong phrase. I prefer emotionally adjacent. Tasha thinks she discovered me,” James joked. “I keep telling her she got lucky.” 

“Toxic already,” Imani muttered.

Tasha burst out laughing. “You see why I drink?”

James drifted closer, energy first.

“You must be Imani.”

James stepped slightly too close when he smiled, familiar in the way attractive men often became when they were accustomed to women allowing it.

“That depends who’s asking.”

He grinned like he enjoyed resistance.

“James. Resident creative genius. Future legend. Occasional bad decision.”

“Only occasional?”

“Depends on the tequila.”

Imani smiled politely and filed him away.

Too smooth. Too familiar. Too performative.

Men like that exhausted her quickly.

James reached toward her then, fingers brushing briefly against the small of her back as though familiarity had already been established between them.

Imani stepped subtly out of reach immediately.

James lifted both hands with an easy grin.

“Damn. Boundaries. I respect it.”

“You should,” Imani replied lightly.

Something unreadable flickered across his face before the charm settled back into place.

Then her attention shifted past him.

To the man in black.

Unlike James, he did not rush toward attention. He occupied space quietly near the back of the booth, drink low in his hand, observing everything with unsettling calm.

While James performed the room, this man studied it.

And worse?

He was studying her.

Not hungrily. Not arrogantly. Carefully.

As though he had already decided first impressions were unreliable and intended to look deeper anyway.

Imani felt that look before she understood it.

Felt it somewhere beneath her ribs.

“That’s him,” Tasha said with far too much satisfaction.

Imani did not answer immediately.

Because James may have entered the room loudly.

But Cairo Thorne entered it like gravity.

Imani narrowed her eyes. “Do not ‘there she is’ me. I am here under protest.”

“You look beautiful under protest.”

“I look beautiful under most circumstances.”

“That’s the spirit.” Tasha kissed her cheek, then pulled back to inspect her. “You wore lipstick.”

“I wear lipstick to the grocery store.”

“This is date lipstick.”

“This is I-refuse-to-look-defeated-in-public lipstick.”

“Same family.”

Imani gave her a look.

Tasha grinned. “Okay, before you start, he didn
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