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​Synopsis
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I should’ve closed the book when I read the warning on page one.

Do not fall in love with the villain!

But no one told me the villain would walk into my real life with the same eyes, the same smile, and the same talent for ruining my carefully curated peace.

Seven late-night “just checking on you” calls.

Seven Uber rides I had sworn I wouldn’t take.

Seven scenes where I told myself I was still in control while my heart signed a lease in his hands.

He was wrong for me in every way that counted:

My therapist would have quit on the spot.

My pastor would have scheduled an intervention.

My aunties would have started fasting and praying in a group chat.

Mmoloki collected secrets the way other men collected sneakers. He smelled like trouble and expensive bad decisions, and he wore his trauma like cologne—irresistible if you leaned in too far.

I told myself it was temporary. A side quest. A research project in poor life choices.

Then one night, one kiss, one sentence I was never meant to hear... and suddenly, walking away wasn’t just hard. It was dangerous—for my heart, my future, and the parts of me I had thought were dead and buried.

This is the story of a girl who knew better and jumped anyway.

Because by the time she realized he was bad for her, it was already chapter seven—and they were both in too deep!
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​Content Note
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This novel contains strong language, emotional themes, and messy, questionable life choices. If you enjoy dark-edged romance, bad decisions, and hearts that should know better, you’re in the right place.

Read responsibly. Hydrate. Text your therapist if needed.
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​Dedication

For the ones who read the warning label, highlighted it, and still pressed “next chapter” anyway.

For every girl who told herself, “I can handle it,” while the universe whispered, “No, you cannot.”

And for the aunties, therapists, pastors, and group chats who tried to intervene—

we heard you.
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We just... didn’t listen.
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​Epigraph


“Do not fall in love with the villain.

This is what happens when you ignore the instructions.”
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Mbiganyi Malidza—
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​Reader’s Note
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This is not a manual on how to live a responsible life.

This is a story about a girl who knew better and jumped anyway. About the kind of man your friends warn you about, your pastor prays about, and your aunties side-eye in the church parking lot.

If you came here for perfect choices and clean, logical decisions, I love you—but this is not that book. Here we specialize in poor timing, bad ideas, late-night phone calls, and feelings that arrive with no respect for boundaries.

Please hydrate.

Please stretch your neck before all the eye-rolls.

And if at any point you whisper, “I would never,” just know there is a universe where you absolutely would—and that’s the one we’re about to visit.

Welcome to chapter seven.

We’re already in—too—deep.
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​Chapter One—The Warning Page
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If we’re being very honest—which I have decided we will be, since you’re already inside my head—I didn’t buy the book because of the blurb.

I bought it because of the cover.

The man on the front looked like the kind of problem my aunties fasted about: tattoo peeking from under a half-rolled sleeve, a throat you could rest bad decisions on, eyes that said, I have red flags and free time, what now? He was half in shadow, half in light, and the title was screaming in dramatic cursive across his chest:

Do Not Fall in Love with the Villain.

I stood in the romance aisle of Exclusive Books, sandwiched between a pastel romcom and a historical duke with a forehead vast enough to host its own seminars, I stared at him for a full minute, my own common sense taking an unscheduled coffee break.

“Of course not,” I muttered under my breath. “Nobody falls in love with the villain. We just... entertain him a little.”

Someone behind me gave a polite cough. I hugged the book to my chest like I’d just been caught stealing it and shuffled sideways, pretending to examine a cookbook I had absolutely no intention of buying. The cookbook, for the record, had a smiling woman on the cover holding a salad. The villain book had a man who looked like he hadn’t eaten a vegetable in years and survived purely on bad habits and adrenaline. The choice was embarrassingly clear.

I put the cookbook back and bought the villain book.

It wasn’t even supposed to be a big deal. I’d had one of those weeks—where everything in your life feels slightly crooked and you keep telling yourself, Monday I’ll fix it, Monday I’ll be serious, Monday I’ll become that girl who meal preps and wakes up to jog with joy in her heart, but for now I just wanted to sink into someone else’s bad decisions for a bit. Fictional people are safer; they can’t text you back.

That was the plan.

I got home, kicked off my shoes by the door, and did the ceremonial dropping of the handbag on the couch like I was shedding an old skin. My flat smelled like fabric softener and leftover chips. The ceiling fan made its soft complaining sound. The city grumbled outside—far enough that it felt like background noise, close enough that I could still hear a taxi hooting at somebody’s ancestors.

I changed into my oldest T-shirt, the one with DON’T ASK ME ABOUT MY FUTURE in peeling white letters, made a cup of tea I knew I wasn’t going to finish, and climbed into bed with the book.

It was only then, with a blanket over my legs and my hair tied in a pineapple on top of my head, that I opened to page one and saw the warning.

Not the legal one. Not the copyright page. The author’s note, printed right after the dedication in bold:

WARNING: DO NOT FALL IN LOVE WITH THE VILLAIN.

He lies. He manipulates. He hurts people who don’t deserve it.

If you fall for him anyway, that’s between you and your therapist.

I snorted. Out loud. The kind of laugh that came out more like a scoff and startled my own reflection in the wardrobe mirror.

“Relax,” I told the page. “I don’t even know him yet.”

Still, my eyes skimmed the paragraph again. The author sounded a bit too serious. Too... experienced.

I turned the page.

Hours passed.

The tea went cold.

Outside, somebody’s music shifted from amapiano to old-school R&B. My phone buzzed three times on the bedside table: First from the family WhatsApp group, secondly from my boss reminding us about Monday’s meeting, and a third time from my best friend, Thato.

I ignored all three.

The villain in the book was devastating. Not just in the usual way—sharp jaw, dangerous smile, private tragedies. No. He was the kind of man who knew how to find your softest memory and press his thumb there until you forgot your surname. He said things like I won’t hurt you unless you ask me to—and meant it in five different ways. I kept flipping the pages thinking, No, she won’t fall for that. She’s smarter than that.

By the halfway point, the fictional heroine was half in love and half in denial.

By the three-quarter mark, she had thrown her whole future into the bin.

This is the part where the author whispers, "I told you so."

By the end, she had scars, a new life, and a therapist.

I closed the book slowly, carefully, as if the story might bleed out and stain my sheets, then stared at the ceiling.

The fan kept spinning. The city kept humming. My phone kept buzzing on the table like a mosquito that had taken a personal oath against my peace.

I reached for it and checked the time.

23:47.

Thato had sent four messages in a row.

THATO: Babe??

THATO: Are you alive or did capitalism swallow you?

THATO: I found us a man.

THATO: Okay, technically I found me a man, but he has friends. Wake up.

I smiled, took a picture of the book cover, and sent it.

ME: Currently being warned not to fall in love with villains.

She replied instantly.

THATO: 😂😂😂 Have you met you??

THATO: Also get dressed. We’re going out.

I stared at the message.

I was tired. The kind of tired that settles behind your eyes and makes every thought to feel like it’s wading through mud. Work had been a mess. My boss, Mr “We’re a family here” Mokoena, had made us stay late three days in a row to “brainstorm deliverables” while he drank coffee and misspelled our names on the whiteboard. My mother had called twice to ask if I’d “considered becoming more serious about my life.” The family group chat had revived a picture of me at age six in a Barbie T-shirt, announcing my plan to be a ballerina doctor lawyer princess. My aunties had laughed for forty-three messages straight.

Going out meant makeup, jeans, public interaction, maybe heels. It meant being perceived.

I typed out a responsible refusal.

ME: I’m tired. Rain check?

Then I pictured the villain’s eyes on the cover, that half-shadowed look like he knew all your excuses and none of them mattered.

I deleted the message.

ME: Where?

She dropped a pin. A new lounge in the city, the kind of place people went to take pictures more than to sit down. Fairy lights, polished floors, cocktails with names like Midnight Mistake. I sighed into my pillow, shut my eyes, and thought about saying no again.

Then my mother’s voice floated up in my memory, sharp as ever.

“Naledi, you can’t just go to work, come home, sleep, repeat. That’s not a life, that’s a power cut.”

I rolled my eyes at the ceiling.

“Fine,” I told absolutely no one. “Let’s go risk our life for content.”

I swung my legs out of bed and shuffled to the wardrobe.

By 00:32, I was standing in the bathroom, leaning close to the mirror, trying to decide whether I wanted to look approachable or to project an aura of I will ruin your ego and go home alone.

My eyeliner hand chose chaos.

I pulled on high-waisted black jeans that made my hips look like they had opinions, a dark green top that pretended to be modest until I moved, and the only pair of heels I owned that didn’t feel like a personal attack. I tied my hair up with little tendrils escaping at the front, swiped gloss on my lips, and threw my old denim jacket over my shoulder.

My reflection looked like someone who knew how to make bad decisions and write essays about them afterward.

“Don’t fall in love with the villain,” I told her.

She raised an eyebrow back at me.

The lounge was exactly what the pinned location had promised: loud, pretty, and full of people who looked like they had carefully curated their whole existence for this one night.

Lights glowed soft gold against black walls. The DJ was on a little elevated stage, head bobbing, cables everywhere like urban spaghetti. Tables crowded the floor, chairs pressed close together so you had to touch someone to get past them. A neon sign in cursive letters on the far wall declared: WE PROBABLY WON’T REMEMBER THIS TOMORROW.

Thato waved at me from a corner table, already halfway through her first drink. She wore a red dress that could have caused accidents. Her braids were piled high, her eyes sharp, her smile sharpest.

“You’re late,” she said, standing to hug me and almost knocking my drink out of my freshly-manicured hand. “But you look like a threat, so I forgive you.”

“I was reading,” I said, sliding into the chair opposite her.

“A man?” she asked.

“A book.”

“So a man,” she concluded. “Same difference.”

I laughed, the last of the week’s tension loosening from my shoulders as the music wrapped around us. We traded stories—her office drama, my office drama, her new situationship, my lack of one. She told me about the guy she’d come here to maybe meet. I told her about the villain in the book.

“It literally warned me on the first page,” I said. “Like a proper disclaimer. ‘Do not fall in love with the villain, he lies, he manipulates, he hurts people.’ And I was like, ‘Okay, calm down, author, we’re just playing.’ Next thing, I’m seventy pages deep bargaining with my own morals.”

Thato grinned. “So you liked him.”

“I understood him,” I corrected. “There’s a difference.”

“Mm-hmm. That’s what women say right before they start defending a man with their whole chest.”

We both laughed, but the words landed somewhere uncomfortably close to truth. I took a sip of my drink, citrus and something stronger burning a soft path down my throat, and let my eyes wander over the crowd.

I wasn’t looking for anyone in particular. That’s important for you to know.

I was just letting my gaze drift past the couples pressed close near the dance floor, the groups of friends taking pictures with filters that made their lives look softer than they were, the lone man at the bar staring into his glass like it might talk back if he concentrated hard enough.

Then my eyes caught on someone leaning against the far wall, and stayed.

He was talking to another guy, half-turned away from the room, the light catching the line of his jaw. He wore a plain black shirt that fit too well to be accidental, sleeves pushed up, revealing forearms with veins doing the most. His hair was cropped close on the sides, longer on top in controlled chaos, like he’d run his hands through it one too many times.

If you’ve ever seen a person and felt a jolt—not of recognition, exactly, but of oh, that’s trouble—you’ll understand what happened to my heart in that moment.

It did a little skip. Not the cute oh my crush looked at me skip. More like the kind your car does when it hits a pothole you didn’t see.

Thato followed my line of sight, because she is a menace and an investigator.

“Ah,” she said, sipping her drink slowly. “That one.”

“What about him?” I asked, too quickly.

“Those are the vibes of someone whose ex still cries about him in taxis,” she said. “He looks like a soft warning.”

“A soft warning?” I repeated.

“Not the villain of the book, but maybe the villain of a very intense side plot.”

I meant to look away. Honestly. I told myself I was just studying him as a writer, collecting details for my imaginary characters like a responsible creative. That was the lie I chose.

From where I sat, he looked... at ease. Not in the cocky way some men do, legs spread like they bought the furniture. Just... comfortable in his body, like he wasn’t performing for anyone. He laughed at something his friend said, head thrown back for a second, and the sound somehow snuck across the room even through the music.

Something low in my chest tightened.

“That’s the one you were texting me about?” I asked, still looking.

Thato snorted. “Please. Do I look like someone whose taste is that stressful? No, mine is the one over there with the too-white sneakers.”

She nodded at another man closer to the bar. He was cute in a safe way. Bank-advert handsome.

The one by the wall—my soft warning—shifted his weight, lifted his own drink to his mouth, and finally turned enough that I saw his full face.

If I say my breath caught, it sounds dramatic.

My breath caught.

He had the kind of face you could base a whole bad month on. Not perfect like a magazine model. Interesting. Strong nose, a mouth that looked like it had smiled and lied in equal measure, eyes that scanned the room with lazy awareness. Eyes that, at that exact moment, landed on me.

For one heartbeat, maybe two, we just looked at each other.

Please understand: I am not the kind of person men stare at in clubs. I am the friend taking pictures, the one saying, “Fix your hair, your bra strap is showing, okay now pose.” I am a background character energy. Supporting actress.

But this man—this stranger—held my gaze like he’d been expecting to find it.

A tiny smile touched his mouth, not enough to be a full expression, just the polite acknowledgment of one human to another.

I did what any mature adult woman would do.

I panicked.

I picked up my glass, knocked back the rest of my drink too fast, and started coughing.

Thato patted my back, laughing. “Relax, sisi. No one has proposed. You just made eye contact.”

“I inhaled the ice,” I wheezed, eyes watering.

“Mm-hmm.”

When I finally stopped choking on my own anxiety, I risked another look at the wall.

He was gone.

Of course he was. People like that appear only long enough to be noticed, then vanish so your brain can obsess over whether you’d imagined them.

“See?” I said, more to myself than to Thato. “Gone. He was probably just looking past me.”

Thato was watching me with that expression she got when she knew something I didn’t.

“What?” I demanded.

“Nothing,” she said. “Finish your drink. I want to dance before my edges sweat off.”

We went to the dance floor. The music wrapped around us, heavy bass and familiar lyrics. We moved, we shouted along to choruses, we became part of the blur of bodies and lights. For a while, I forgot about the book, the warning, the villain, the man by the wall.

Then, somewhere between songs, I felt it—someone stepping into my personal space behind me, not close enough to touch, just close enough that my skin noticed.

A warm presence. A shift in the air.

I turned, already ready to say, Excuse me, with all the polite aggression my mother had raised in me.

And there he was.

Up close, the soft warning became a sharp one.

“Hi,” he said, voice low enough that it didn’t have to fight the music. “Your friend said I should come say hello before you overthink it and go home.”

I blinked.

“My friend?” I echoed.

He nodded slightly toward our table, where Thato was grinning like the devil and definitely not dancing.

“Traitor,” I muttered under my breath.

His mouth tilted, like he’d heard.

“I’m Mmoloki,” he said.

Of course he was.

Of course the almost-villain in my real life had the same name as the villain in the book on my nightstand. The universe loves a theme.

I should have turned away. I should have smiled politely, said, “Nice to meet you,” and carried on with my life.

Instead, I heard myself say, “Of course you are,” and watched his eyes light up with interest.

If this were a manual for functional living, this is where I would tell you I made the wise choice and went home.

But it isn’t.

So I stayed.
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​Chapter Two—Soft Warning, Sharp Smile
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If there is a single moment I could go back to and push myself in a different direction, it would be that one.

The music was vibrating through my bones, the lights were doing that dramatic flash-and-fade thing that made everyone look more mysterious than they actually were, and I was standing in front of a man whose name I’d literally just spent hours reading on paper.

“I’m Mmoloki,” he had said.

And my brain, traitor that it is, had replied: Of course you are.

He stood close enough that I had to tilt my head a little to hold his gaze, but not so close that I could accuse him of invading my space. The distance was polite. The energy was not.

“I’m Naledi,” I said, raising my voice just enough to cut through the music. “Apparently the girl who overthinks.”

He smiled, slow and deliberate, like he was testing how far it could go before it became too much.

“Your friend said if I didn’t come over within five minutes, you’d convince yourself I was a figment of your imagination and go home to your book.”

I shot a look at our table. Thato was pretending not to look, which meant she was absolutely watching every micro-expression. I made a mental note to change the name on my will later.

“She betrayed me,” I said. “We’re no longer speaking.”

He shrugged a little, unbothered. “You can forgive her tomorrow. Tonight she did me a favor.”

I hate smooth men. I also hate how good they are at being smooth.

“Big words for someone who hasn’t even asked if I wanted you here,” I said, raising an eyebrow.

He didn’t flinch. If anything, his eyes warmed, like I’d passed an entry-level test.

“Do you?” he asked.

It was such a simple question. No trick, no begging, no ‘please’. Just an offering of power, wrapped in the smallest challenge.

I could have said no.

I thought about my bed. My half-read villain book. The fact that I had to be up in... I checked the time on the giant screen above the DJ’s corner.

01:03.

In seven hours I’d be regretting all my life choices anyway.

“I haven’t decided yet,” I said, folding my arms. “You might be boring.”

He laughed. Not loud, but real. The kind that creased the skin at the corners of his eyes and told me he didn’t do it just to be polite.

“Give me five minutes,” he said. “If I’m boring, you can send me back to the wall.”

I wanted to say I don’t give men five minutes just because they ask. I wanted to say I charged consultancy fees for wasting my time.

Instead I heard myself say, “Your five minutes started thirty seconds ago.”

He stepped a little closer so I could hear him better without shouting, and the smell of him hit me.

I don’t know what cologne it was, but it had clearly been formulated in a lab to make people make poor decisions. Warm, clean, something that hinted at spice without being obvious. It smelled as if bad ideas came in limited edition.

“So,” he said, “Naledi who overthinks. What were you reading?”

I blinked. “Sorry?”

“At your table,” he said. “Your friend said you were ‘in a relationship with a paperback’ and it would be hard to compete.”

I ground my teeth in fond rage. “I’m going to strangle her in her sleep.”

His mouth tilted again. “Let me know when so I can bring snacks.”

I inhaled slowly through my nose and decided to answer, if only to buy myself time to stabilise my heart rate.

“It’s a dark romance,” I said. “The author put a whole disclaimer on the first page about not falling in love with the villain. I took it as a personal challenge.”

“And did you?” he asked.

“Did I what?”

“Fall in love with him.”

I thought about the fictional Mmoloki. How he lied. How he bled. How the heroine kept telling herself she was too smart for him right up until she wasn’t.

“I sympathised,” I said carefully.

“So... yes,” he translated.

“I understood his character arc,” I insisted.

“So... yes,” he repeated, eyes glinting.

I rolled mine. “Do you always interrogate people like this?”

“Only the interesting ones,” he said.

The music shifted to a slower, bass-heavy track, and the crowd’s movements changed with it. Some people paired off instinctively. Others drifted back to the tables, phones, the bar. The lights dipped, then swelled again.

Mmoloki watched me for a moment, like he was weighing something.

“Do you dance, Naledi?” he asked.

“Badly,” I said. “But enthusiastically.”

“That sounds like the best kind,” he said. “Want to be bad and enthusiastic with me for a bit?”

Something about the way he phrased it made heat flash up the back of my neck. I told myself it was just the crowded room and not the double meaning in his voice.

“I don’t dance on command,” I said. “This is not an app.”

“Good,” he said. “I’d be worried if you did.”

He held out his hand, palm up, patient.

I looked at it. This was a symbolic moment. If this were a movie, this is where the camera would zoom in and the soundtrack would do that dramatic swell. The sensible choice would be to shake my head, say, “Nice try, sir,” and go back to my table, my friend, my semi-stable life.

Instead, I put my hand in his.

His skin was warm. Not hot, not damp, just... warm in a way that made my fingers more aware of themselves than they had any business being.

“Fine,” I said. “But if you step on my toes, it’s over between us.”

He smiled like I’d just signed something important.

“Noted,” he said.

We didn’t do that grinding, borderline-injury club dance I saw some other couples doing. He didn’t yank me against him or try to make my spine form new shapes. He just drew me to a clear-ish patch of floor and started moving, easy and unhurried, like the music had been made at his request.

I matched him, keeping a little distance at first. Enough that we could both pretend this was casual, normal, any other man, any other night.

“So what do you do?” he asked, voice low enough that it slipped between beats without getting lost.

“I’m a junior copywriter,” I said. “Which is a fancy way of saying I write emails nobody reads and slogans nobody remembers for a company that calls itself a ‘creative agency’ but still uses WordArt in presentations.”

He laughed. It was a good laugh. Not mocking, not bored. Amused and attentive.

“What about you?” I asked.

“Right now?” he said. “Trying not to step on your toes.”

I gave him a look.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “I run a small security firm. Events, some private clients. It sounds cooler than it is. Most days it’s just paperwork and chasing people about invoices.”

“That’s specific,” I said. “Security like bouncers?”

“Some of that,” he said. “Some logistics. Making sure people who don’t like each other don’t end up in the same room. Doors stay locked when they should be. That kind of thing.”

Something about the way he said people who don’t like each other made my curiosity perk up.

“So you know all the drama,” I said.

“I know enough to mind my business,” he replied.

Red flag: man who knows too much and says too little.

“What made you start that?” I asked.

He hesitated just a fraction. Not long enough that someone who wasn’t watching carefully would notice. But my whole life, my mother had used my face as a lie detector. I was trained.

“Needed a job,” he said. “Had some skills.”

“Skills like?”

Again, that tiny pause. Then a shrug, light and dismissive.

“Knowing how to read a room. Knowing when something’s about to go wrong. Calm people down. Or... the opposite.”

“The opposite?” I repeated.

He smiled, small and sharp. “Some clients don’t want peace, Naledi. They want an audience.”

I thought about the villain in the book. About how he seemed to have a sixth sense for when things were about to explode.

“And what do you want?” I asked before I could stop myself.

He looked at me then. Properly, like he was taking my measure.

“Tonight?” he asked. “A conversation that doesn’t bore me. A dance that doesn’t feel like a performance. Someone who tells me the truth when I ask a question.”

The answer felt too neat. Too tailored. I narrowed my eyes.

“How many women have you practiced that line on?” I asked.

His brow furrowed in genuine confusion. “That wasn’t a line.”

“Mm,” I said, unconvinced.

“If I was giving you a line,” he said, “you’d know.”

“I’d hope so,” I replied, even though I wasn’t entirely sure. Men like him had whole dialects of deception. They could lie in footnotes.

The song shifted again, quicker now, and our movements adjusted without us thinking about it. At some point, the distance between us shrank. His hand slid from my fingers to my waist, light but definite. My body noticed before my brain did.

I tensed, just enough for him to feel it.

He moved his hand back instantly, returning it to safer territory: my hand, my forearm.

“Too much?” he asked.

The fact that he noticed—the fact that he didn’t push it—disarmed me more than if he’d ignored it.

“It’s fine,” I said.

He studied my face, like he was double-checking for lies.

“You don’t have to say that,” he said quietly. “We just met. You owe me nothing.”

Something in my chest shifted sideways.

“I know,” I said. And I did. We were two strangers in a loud room with overpriced drinks. I didn’t owe him a single thing.

But I also knew myself. I knew the way my brain collected details, filed them under reasons to care or reasons to run. Him backing off when he could have doubled down went straight into the first folder.

“This is weird,” I said, half to myself.

“What is?” he asked.

“I was just reading a book about a man with your name who is my mother’s worst nightmare,” I said. “Now I’m dancing with a flesh-and-blood version like it’s a normal Friday.”

He tilted his head. “Did he look like me?”

“Unfortunately,” I said. “Yes.”

“Unfortunately?” he echoed, laughing softly. “I don’t know whether to be offended or flattered.”

“I haven’t decided yet,” I said. “He was a disaster.”

“And you liked him,” he reminded me.

“I said I understood him,” I corrected.

“So you’re saying there’s hope,” he said.

“Who said I’m looking for hope?” I shot back.

He smiled like I’d confirmed something he’d already suspected.

“Fair enough,” he said. “What are you looking for, then?”

Peace. Stability. A climate-controlled heart. Enough money to leave a job I hated. Someone who cared enough to stay but not enough to rearrange my whole personality.

“I don’t know anymore,” I said instead. “Ask me tomorrow. Preferably when I’m not standing under a neon sign that says WE WON’T REMEMBER THIS.”

He glanced at the sign, then back at me. “I think you’re going to remember tonight,” he said.

“You’re very confident,” I replied.

“I’m observant,” he said. “You notice everything. You think before you react. People like you don’t forget. They replay.”

I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it again.

He wasn’t wrong. I could already feel my brain recording this moment from three angles.

We danced until my feet began to mutiny and my lungs hinted that they would like to participate in breathing again one day.

“Water?” he asked, noticing the way I pressed my hand to my chest.

“Yes, please,” I said, grateful.

He guided us back toward the table where Thato was waiting, a cat-with-the-cream smile plastered across her face.

“So?” she demanded the moment we were within range.

“So what?” I asked, dropping into the chair.

“So do I get maid of honor privileges or not?” she asked.

I glared at her.

“We talked,” I said. “We danced. That’s all.”

“For now,” she sing-songed.

Mmoloki set a bottle of water in front of me and another in front of himself. “Thank you for the introduction,” he told her.

“You’re welcome,” she said. “Don’t make me regret it.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied.

He sat down across from me, forearms resting casually on the table. I tried not to stare at his hands. For someone who supposedly ran security, they didn’t look rough. There were faint marks—tiny scars, a faint line along one knuckle that looked like an old cut—but nothing dramatic. Hands that knew work, but also knew restraint.

I hated that I noticed that.

“So, Naledi,” he said, twisting the bottle cap off with a small crack. “You said you’re a copywriter. Do you only write things that sell other people’s ideas, or do you write for yourself too?”

The question caught me off guard.

“I journal,” I said. “And sometimes I write short stories that never leave my laptop. It’s cheaper than therapy.”

“Does it work?” he asked.

“Sometimes,” I said. “Sometimes it just makes everything louder.”

He nodded like he understood that more than he should.

“What about you?” I asked. “Do you ever get tired of knowing where all the exits are?”

His mouth twitched. “All the time,” he said. “But it keeps me alive.”

It was such a simple sentence, delivered so matter-of-fact that it almost slid past me. Almost.

“Is that a joke,” I asked, “or one of those things that sounds like a joke but isn’t?”

He took a sip of water, eyes on mine over the bottle.

“Maybe both,” he said.

Red flag. Red flag. Red flag.

I took a long drink, the cool water grounding me.

“What’s your favorite escape, then?” he asked. “When you’re not reading about fictional disasters or dealing with real ones at work.”

“Sleep,” I said immediately.

He raised an eyebrow.

“I’m serious,” I said. “I love naps. I would marry a nap. I would elope with one and change my surname.”

He laughed. “That’s the most honest thing I’ve heard all night.”

“What about you?” I asked. “What’s your escape?”

He looked at me for a moment, like he was debating whether to give a real answer.

“Driving,” he said at last. “Music loud. No destination. Just... moving.”

“That sounds dangerous,” I said.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” he replied.

“It is a bad thing,” I said. “Some of us are trying to reach retirement with our skeletons still aligned.”

He smiled. “You worry a lot.”

“That’s my brand,” I said.

“And yet you’re here,” he said, gesturing to the table, the lounge, the whole night.

“Peer pressure,” I said. “Alcohol. The economy. Pick one.”

He studied me again. It was becoming a habit of his, and I wasn’t sure if I liked it.

“I think you’re braver than you give yourself credit for,” he said.

I felt heat creep up my neck again. Compliments always made me uncomfortable. This one felt like he’d looked under my ribs to find it.

“I think you’re flattering me because you want something,” I said.

He smiled without denying it. “Everyone wants something,” he said. “At least I’m being honest about it.”

“And what do you want?” I asked, fully aware that I was walking into the trap.

He didn’t rush his answer. He sat back, considering, like the question deserved a precise answer.

“Right now,” he said slowly, “I want your number.”

I exhaled, a mix of relief and tension slipping out with the breath. That was... normal. Expected.

“And later?” I asked, because apparently I hated myself.

He held my gaze, steady.

“Later,” he said, “I’ll decide when I know you better. Otherwise it’s just guessing.”

He was too good at this. Too measured. Too aware.

“If I say no?” I asked.

“Then I say it was nice meeting you, and I go back to my life,” he said. “Respectfully. No pressure. No weirdness. I don’t like awkward scenes.”

I believed him. That was the dangerous part. Men who throw tantrums when they don’t get what they want are easy to spot. Men who can accept rejection without flinching... they make you feel safe enough to say yes.

I looked at Thato. She gave me the tiniest nod, the one that translated to I am here if this goes left, but I also know you’re not made of glass.

I looked back at Mmoloki.

“One rule,” I said.

“Only one?” he asked. “I expected a list.”

“Oh, there’s a list,” I said. “But we’ll start with this: no calls after midnight unless somebody is dying.”

“Dying emotionally or physically?” he asked.

“Physically,” I said. “Emotional death can wait for business hours.”

He smiled, like he was filing that away.

“No calls after midnight,” he repeated. “I can work with that.”

I handed him my phone. He typed in his number, then called himself from it so he’d have mine.

On his screen, my name popped up as Naledi 🔥.

“You added the emoji yourself?” I asked.

He showed me his phone. “I like to know which contacts might set my life on fire,” he said.

“And what are you saved as on my side?” I asked, checking my phone.

He’d put: Mmoloki – Soft Warning.

My laugh came out more startled than I intended.

“You’re not subtle,” I said.

“I don’t believe in false advertising,” he replied.

At least he was honest about his marketing.

We stayed at the lounge a little longer. Thato’s guy with the too-white sneakers eventually showed up, and she drifted off with him to the dance floor, then to the bar, then back again, her energy buzzing and bright.
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