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    To all the beautiful women who had to move After Him, my love and light goes with you.

 

To my late husband Denver. Thank you for being part of my journey. Rip. 
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Chapter One – Part 1
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The rain had been falling all afternoon, heavy against the tin roofs of Phoenix, Durban. The sound of it was steady, almost meditative, but the gathering inside her father’s home had nothing calm about it. Laughter rose over the music, conversations spilled into the rooms, the smell of smoky barbecue drifted into the lounge where family and friends gathered. The world outside was grey, soaked, but inside everything pulsed with warmth.

She smoothed the hem of her kurti and glanced at her reflection in the long mirror hanging beside the doorway. Twenty-six years old, she was already the kind of woman who drew stares without trying — not only for her beauty but for her presence. Her job at the radio station had made her voice familiar across the city, a melody carried into kitchens and cars every morning. People said she had laughter in her eyes, the kind that made men bold and women protective.

But today, she was restless.

Her father had insisted on hosting this barbecue, despite the rain, saying his friends had already committed to coming. She hadn’t expected anything more than the usual parade of uncles and their political arguments, aunties comparing sarees and gold bangles, cousins slipping away to flirt in corners. Her mind was elsewhere, half on her career, half on her fiancé — the man she was due to marry in three months. A good match, everyone said. Respectable, stable, the kind of husband who would keep her secure.

And yet.

When he walked in, her world stopped.

She didn’t know who he was at first — just that the rain seemed to pause as he shook it from his shoulders at the doorway, tall and broad in a plain shirt, his skin warmed by the sun, his dark hair curling damp at the edges. He was smiling, not with the practiced charm of someone who knew his effect, but with the careless ease of a man who lived outside of pretense. His eyes — impossibly alive — swept the room, and then, as if fate had already planned it, landed on hers.

Something inside her shifted.

She looked away quickly, her heart thudding far too loudly. He wasn’t dressed like the men she usually met, those polished in their suits, fluent in the language of success. His jeans were worn, his shoes scuffed from real work, but there was nothing small about him. He filled the doorway as though the house had been waiting for him.

Her father’s booming voice broke the moment.

“Ah, finally! Come in, come in. I was starting to think you’d gotten lost in the rain.”

The stranger laughed, deep and easy, and stepped fully into the light.

“Traffic was murder, Uncle, but I wouldn’t miss your cooking for anything.”

Uncle.

Her eyes widened. She leaned slightly toward her younger cousin.

“Who is he?” she whispered.

The cousin grinned, clearly amused.

“You don’t know? That’s Draven — your dad’s old friend from the city. He’s... well, different.”

Different.

The word was too small.

She tried to focus on the conversation as her father clapped him on the shoulder and led him toward the fire, introducing him to the other men. But every time Draven spoke, his voice curled around her like smoke. She stole glances, each one more dangerous than the last. The more she looked, the less she could remember the careful future laid out for her — the respectable fiancé, the planned wedding, the stability everyone promised.

Her inner voice betrayed her.

Why does it feel like I’ve known him forever?

Later, when the food was served and the rain softened into a mist, she found herself outside under the veranda, sipping a glass of sweet lassi. The air smelled of wet grass and smoke. She didn’t expect him to follow.

“You’re hiding,” he said gently, stepping beside her.

She startled, then forced a laugh.

“Just... taking a break. It’s loud inside.”

His smile was half amusement, half understanding.

“Your father didn’t mention he had such a beautiful daughter.”

Her throat tightened. Compliments were nothing new to her; she had grown up hearing them, brushing them away politely. But something in his tone made it impossible to dismiss. It wasn’t practiced flattery — it was an observation, raw and sincere, as though he had simply spoken the truth before he could stop himself.

“You’re too kind,” she murmured, her fingers tightening around the glass.

Silence stretched, but not uncomfortably. The rain dripped from the roof, steady as her heartbeat.

“What do you do?” he asked at last.

“I’m... a radio host.” She hesitated, then added, “Mornings, mostly. Music, conversation, keeping people company on their way to work.”

His eyes lit with genuine admiration.

“I knew I recognized your voice. I’ve listened to you before. You make traffic bearable.”

Heat crept into her cheeks.

“Then I suppose I should say thank you for not changing the station.”

He chuckled, and the sound vibrated low in his chest.

“Never. You speak, and it feels like the city is softer somehow.”

Her breath caught. She looked away quickly, toward the misty garden, her thoughts tumbling too fast.

What is happening to me? I’m engaged. I’m supposed to be steady, responsible. Why does one conversation with him feel like gravity itself has shifted?

He studied her face for a moment, his expression unreadable. Then, as if sensing her turmoil, he stepped back slightly.

“I didn’t mean to intrude. It’s just... rare to meet someone who makes the world feel less heavy.”

She met his gaze again, and the honesty there nearly undid her. No games. No polite surface. Just raw truth.

“Sometimes,” she whispered before she could stop herself, “the world is heavier than people realize.”

The words hung between them like a confession.

For a heartbeat, the only sound was the rain. Then his hand brushed hers — lightly, almost by accident, but enough to send a shock through her. She didn’t move. Neither did he.

It would have been so easy to pull away, to retreat back into the safety of what she knew. But something in her refused.

Instead, she let the touch linger.

And in that moment, she knew.

This was not a passing attraction, not the simple thrill of someone new. This was the beginning of something far more dangerous — something that would unravel everything she thought she knew about herself, about love, about the life she was supposed to lead.

Inside, her father’s voice called for her, pulling her back into the chaos of family and guests. She withdrew her hand quickly, her pulse racing, and turned to him with a smile that felt like both a promise and an apology.

“Enjoy the food, Draven,” she said softly, before slipping back inside.

But as she walked away, she felt his gaze burn into her skin, a silent vow that this was far from over.
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Chapter One – Part Two
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The next morning, the city smelled of wet asphalt and coffee, a humid haze rising from the streets as taxis and buses splashed through puddles. Tasjia sat at her small breakfast table, untouched tea cooling beside her, staring at the window. Her mind wasn’t on work, wasn’t on her fiancé, wasn’t on the carefully ordered life she had always promised to follow.

It was on him. Draven. His smile, the way his eyes seemed to strip away pretense and see straight to her. Every detail of last night had been etched into her memory like an indelible mark. The brush of his hand, accidental or not, had ignited a fire she had never felt before, one that she could not douse.

I can’t do this, she told herself. I can’t fall for someone I barely know. I’m supposed to marry Rahul. I’m supposed to be safe. I’m supposed to be... reasonable.

And yet, even as she thought it, she knew the truth: she had been waiting for this. For someone to make her feel dangerous, alive, awake. For someone who would challenge the very life she thought she wanted.

—-
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INNER MONOLOGUE

I’ve lived my whole life following rules, bending to expectations, choosing the paths others deemed right. And yet here he is, a storm I can’t ignore, a pull that makes my heart reckless. Why does desire feel like betrayal? Why does longing feel like freedom?

—-
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BY NOON, THE LONGING had become unbearable. She found herself walking to the old city bookstore, the one tucked between a spice shop and a faded tailor’s storefront. She had heard, once, that Draven liked to lose himself among its shelves. It was a flimsy excuse, a pretense for curiosity, but she needed to see him again. Needed to feel that spark, if only to assure herself it was real.

When she entered, the scent of old pages and ink hit her first. And then she saw him, leaning against a stack of books, a newspaper clutched loosely in one hand. His head tilted as he smiled when he saw her, a mixture of amusement and something tender that made her stomach clench.

“You came,” he said simply.

She bit her lip. “Maybe I just... happened to be passing by.”

“Right,” he said softly, voice low, intimate. “Coincidence or fate?”

She laughed nervously, trying to cover the tremor in her chest. “Fate sounds... dangerous.”

He pushed off the wall and approached, slow, deliberate. “Sometimes dangerous is exactly what we need.”

She swallowed. Yes. Dangerous. That’s exactly what I need.

—-
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EXTENDED DIALOGUE

He gestured to a corner table, and she followed, the air between them thick with unsaid words.

“Tell me,” he said, voice gentle, “why do you look so... conflicted? You hide something behind those eyes.”

She looked down at her hands, curling them around the book she had picked up to seem occupied. “I’m... engaged,” she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper.

His gaze softened. “I know. That doesn’t make this any less real, does it?”

Her heart thumped painfully. “It’s... complicated. My life is planned. My future is... fixed.”

“And yet, here you are.” He reached across the table, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. The touch was light, intimate, and terrifying.

“Yes. And yet, here I am,” she admitted.

—-
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INNER MONOLOGUE

I should pull back. I should tell him it’s impossible. That desire doesn’t excuse me from duty. And yet, I want this. I want him. I want to forget all the rules, all the plans, and just... feel.

—-
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THEY SPOKE FOR HOURS, the world outside shrinking to the dim light of the bookstore, the scent of paper and ink, the subtle warmth of proximity. Each word, each glance, each accidental brush of hands pulled them closer, weaving a delicate, dangerous intimacy.

He told her about his childhood, his struggles, the poverty he’d fought to escape, the laughter and pain that had made him who he was. She listened, enraptured, fascinated by the depth behind the reckless charm. And she found herself sharing, too, her life, her fears, the pressures she faced from family, tradition, and expectation.

By evening, the rain had stopped, leaving the streets slick and glimmering with city lights. They walked together, their shoulders brushing, each contact electric.

“Do you always find yourself walking into danger?” he asked softly.

“Do you always find yourself tempting it?” she countered, her voice trembling with anticipation and fear.

He stopped, turning to face her fully. “I don’t know. But I know I can’t let you go.”

Her heart raced, a mixture of excitement and terror. She wanted to step forward. She wanted to surrender to the pull between them. But the thought of her engagement, her family, the life she was supposed to follow, pressed against her like a vice.

And then, with a courage born from longing too deep to resist, she stepped closer.

—-
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SENSUAL INTIMACY

His hands found her waist, steadying her. Her fingers lingered against his chest, feeling the rapid beat of his heart beneath her palm. His lips brushed hers in a tentative, searching kiss, the first proof that desire was no longer imagined.

The world melted away. She pressed against him, tasting the rain on his skin, the warmth of him, the dangerous thrill of the forbidden. Every kiss, every brush of skin, every whispered word drove her closer to a point she had never reached before — exhilaration mixed with guilt, longing mixed with fear.

He pulled back slightly, forehead resting against hers, breath mingling. “Are you sure?” he whispered.

Her answer was a whisper, trembling with truth. “I... don’t know anymore.”

And that was enough.

The line between duty and desire blurred. For a few stolen hours in the wet, fragrant city, there was only them. The rain, the books, the dim city lights, and a love that refused to be ignored.

—-
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TURNING POINT

By the time she returned home, drenched from a sudden downpour and shivering from adrenaline, her engagement ring felt heavier than ever. The world she had built, the path she had followed, seemed fragile, artificial. Something vital had shifted — an awakening too powerful to ignore.

She lay awake that night, staring at the ceiling, heart racing. Her mind replayed his hands, his words, his gaze — every detail etched into memory. She realized, terrifyingly, that the pull she felt toward him wasn’t a fleeting fancy. It was obsession, longing, something that would demand reckoning.

She thought of Rahul, of duty, of tradition. And yet, with every heartbeat, she knew she would choose the fire if given the chance, even if it destroyed everything else.
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Chapter Two – Part One
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The city breathed around her, alive and restless, as Tasjia stepped out into the evening streets. Neon signs reflected off the slick asphalt, and the scent of rain lingered like a memory. Her heels clicked against the pavement, a staccato echo of the chaos she felt inside.

Three days had passed since the bookstore encounter, but already her life felt altered. Every thought, every mundane task, seemed filtered through the prism of him — Draven. She remembered the curve of his smile, the warmth of his hand, the way his presence made the world feel sharp and vivid, as if all dull colors had been erased.

I can’t think like this, she scolded herself. I’m engaged. I’m supposed to marry someone safe, someone predictable. And yet...

She shivered in the cool night air. The “yet” was dangerous. Irresistible.

—-
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INNER MONOLOGUE

Every corner of the city reminds me of him. Every laugh I hear feels like it’s missing the inflection of his voice. And every time I tell myself to stay away, my body rebels. Why is desire always more honest than duty? Why does longing feel like betrayal, and betrayal feel like freedom?

—-
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SHE SLIPPED INTO A small café tucked between two towering office buildings, hoping for anonymity. The door chimed softly, and there he was — leaning against the counter, casual, confident, eyes lighting up the moment he saw her.

“You’re impossible,” he said, voice low and teasing.

“I prefer... unpredictable,” she countered, a hint of laughter in her tone, though her stomach tightened.

He moved closer, careful to keep their interaction subtle, glances and gestures alone conveying a thousand words.

“You think these little meetings can hide us from the world?” he asked.

“I think... I want to try,” she admitted, her voice barely audible over the low music.

The simplicity of it, the danger wrapped in normalcy, made her pulse spike.

—-
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EXTENDED DIALOGUE

“I can’t keep doing this,” she whispered, resting her hand briefly on his arm.

“Why not?” he asked, voice soft, almost tender.

“Because I’m engaged. Because people will talk. Because it’s reckless.”

He traced a finger lightly along the back of her hand, slow, deliberate. “And yet your heart knows otherwise.”

Her gaze dropped. “It does. And it terrifies me.”

He leaned slightly closer, eyes searching hers, as if trying to read the future in her expression. “It terrifies me too... but that doesn’t make it wrong.”

—-
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HIGH DRAMA & TENSION

Their stolen moments continued over the next week — brief glances in crowded streets, coffee meetings where hands almost brushed, laughter that lasted too long, conversations that carried hidden confessions. The tension between them was unbearable, like electricity thrumming through the air before a storm.

And the world around them began to intrude.

One evening, Tasjia arrived at the café to find a familiar face lingering at the entrance. It was a colleague from the radio station, eyebrows raised in curiosity and suspicion. Her heart raced. Every secret encounter now carried the weight of potential exposure, whispers that could shatter reputations.

Draven sensed her tension and squeezed her hand lightly, grounding her. “We’ll be careful,” he murmured.

“Careful isn’t enough,” she replied, her voice trembling.

—-
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INNER CONFLICT

I’m playing with fire, she thought. Every heartbeat, every glance, every secret touch is a gamble. And yet... the thought of losing him is unbearable. How can desire be this consuming? How can love be this dangerous?
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