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“by the time she realized she should have behaved,

it was already Chapter Eight,

and they were already both

Too Deep To Be Careful!”
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Some warnings weren’t meant to save you.

They were meant to prove you could still choose.

And sometimes, the choice was a match you held in your own trembling hand

Mbiganyi Malidza—

For every Naledi who built a future with her own words,

then got tested by the kind of love that arrived carrying history in its teeth.
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Naledi was supposed to be writing love stories, not living one. But when Mmoloki walked out of the pages of her book and into her world, she let him in—past every caution, every late-night doubt, every echo of her mother’s voice saying some people’s sons are not safe.

Now his past has a name: Tumelo.

A man with a smile like a closed fist and a memory longer than any apology. He isn’t here to threaten. He’s here to collect. And Naledi is the leverage he never knew he needed.

Between the glitter of a career on the rise and the gravel of a road she never meant to walk, Naledi must decide how much of herself she’s willing to lose for a man who warned her from the very beginning:

Do not fall in love with the villain.

But it’s too late for warnings.

It’s too late for treading lightly.

All that’s left is the fall.

Because by the time she realized she should have behaved,

it was already Chapter Eight,

and they were already both

Too Deep To Be Careful.
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​Previously in Chapter Seven: Do Not Fall in Love... 
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Naledi read the warning and treated it like decoration anyway, letting herself get pulled into Kian’s orbit where charm came packaged with secrets and expensive bad decisions.

When Tumelo surfaced and tried to reach her by lying his way through her workplace, the “romance” stopped being cute and became a safety plan.

And just when she thought she’d finally gotten the truth in full, Kian dropped the sentence that snapped the world into a darker shape: he’d been Tumelo’s security before he was hers.

**Now, in Chapter Eight: Too Deep To Be Careful, the bill comes due. Naledi’s life starts splitting between the future she’s building and the past that keeps finding her address, and Tumelo’s interest in her is no longer a misunderstanding.

Will love survive when it becomes leverage?

When the man you chose has an old enemy with a long memory, what does “safe” even mean?

And if the warning wasn’t enough the first time... what will it take to make her listen now?
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​Chapter One: The Unblinking Eye
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The morning after the rooftop confession, I woke up with his words still curled in the room like smoke.

Family blood.

Broken nose.

Wounded animal.

They hung between the crack in my ceiling and the fading dream of fairy lights and his hand in mine. I lay there for a long time, watching the fan turn lazy circles above me, its hum a steady counter-rhythm to the pulse in my throat.

My phone was dark and silent on the nightstand. No missed calls. No new messages. Just the quiet of a temporary ceasefire, bought with honesty and a new hinge on my gate. I reached for it, my fingers brushing the cool screen, half-expecting another unknown number to appear. But there was only the time—7:12 a.m.—and the steady glow of my own reflection in the black glass.

In the kitchen, I made coffee strong enough to stand up on its own and carried it to the window. The courtyard below was washed in pale morning light. Abel’s new hinge gleamed silver against the old green gate, a small, practical promise. I watched a neighbor shuffle out in slippers to collect her newspaper, yawning into the quiet. Normal life, moving at its normal pace. Mine no longer felt attached to it.

My phone buzzed against the counter.

THATO: Alive? Or did you finally elope with the soft warning?

ME: Alive. Un-eloped. Contemplating the meaning of hinges.

THATO: Deep. Meet me for breakfast. I need to dissect last night’s date like a frog in biology class.

I smiled into my cup. Thato’s version of friendship was equal parts therapy and comedy roast, and today I needed both.

We met at a corner café with sticky tables and a cook who shouted at the eggs like they had personally betrayed him. Thato was already there, wrapped in an oversized scarf and sunglasses she didn’t need.

“You look like a spy who’s given up on the mission,” I said, sliding into the booth across from her.

“I feel like one. I stayed up until two a.m. googling ‘how to legally threaten someone without actually threatening them.’” She pushed a printed sheet toward me. “It’s mostly about restraining orders. Very bureaucratic.”

I scanned the page. “You printed this?”

“I believe in hard evidence. Also, my printer is lonely.” She slid her sunglasses down her nose and peered at me. “So. Rooftop. Details. Omit nothing.”

I told her. The lights, the food, the way Mmoloki looked like just a man for two whole hours. And then the story—Kagiso, the loan shark, the broken nose, the running.

Thato listened without interrupting, her expression shifting from curiosity to something softer and sharper at the edges.

“Family blood,” she murmured when I finished. “That’s heavier than street beef.”

“Yeah.”

“And he told you. Voluntarily. Without you having to pull teeth.”

“He did.”

She stirred her tea slowly, the spoon clinking against the porcelain. “That’s good, Naledi. That’s real. But...”

“But?”

“But it doesn’t un-break the nose. It doesn’t un-make the enemy.” She set the spoon down and looked at me squarely. “Tumelo isn’t just some guy with a grudge. He’s a wounded animal who thinks your man took something from him. And wounded animals don’t care about rooftop dates or new hinges.”

My stomach tightened. “I know.”

“I’m not telling you to run,” she said quickly. “I’m telling you to strap in. This isn’t a vibe check anymore. This is a situation.”

The cook yelled at the eggs again. I flinched.

Thato’s hand covered mine on the table, her fingers warm and firm. “Hey. You’re not alone in this. You’ve got me, you’ve got your therapist, you’ve got a security guy named Abel who looks like he could stop a truck with his palm. And you’ve got Mmoloki, who is... trying. In his own complicated, soft-warning way.”

I nodded, my throat too tight for words.

“Now,” she said, releasing my hand and picking up the menu. “Let’s order something unhealthy and pretend we’re normal people with normal problems.”

“Like what?”

“Like whether my aloe plant is judging me for not watering it. Or if I should start a podcast about men who ruin rooftop dates with traumatic backstories.”

I laughed, and the sound loosened something in my chest. We ordered omelets that arrived swimming in grease and ate with our hands, talking about everything and nothing until the morning felt almost ordinary again.

Work was a blur of emails and muted office sounds. The air conditioner groaned like a dying animal, and the fluorescent lights gave everyone a faint greenish tint. Lunga was at his desk across from mine, headphones on, mouthing the words to what looked like a very aggressive song.

My inbox was full of messages about things I didn’t care about. I clicked through them on autopilot, my mind drifting back to the rooftop, to the weight of Mmoloki’s hand around mine, to the way his voice had gone soft and rough around the edges when he spoke about Kagiso.

At midday, my phone buzzed.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: How’s your Tuesday treating you?

ME: It’s trying. My boss just used the phrase “synergize our deliverables” without irony. I think I felt my soul leave my body.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: I’ll light a candle for it.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Abel checked in. All quiet on your street.

ME: Thank you. For everything. The hinge, the coffee, the... talking.

There was a pause before he replied, the typing dots appearing and disappearing twice.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: You make it easy to talk.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Too easy, sometimes. I keep waiting for you to realize this is more trouble than it’s worth.

I stared at the message. My fingers hovered over the keyboard, unsure what to say that wouldn’t sound like a line from one of the books on my nightstand.

ME: I’ve caused trouble before. This feels different.

ME: It feels... chosen.

He didn’t reply for a long time. Long enough for me to panic, to think I’d said too much, been too soft. But then his answer came through, simple and sure.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: It is chosen.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: I choose it every day.

I put my phone down and pressed my palms to my eyes. This man. This complicated, dangerous, honest man. He was going to be the death of me. Or the making of me. I couldn’t tell yet, and maybe that was the point.

The afternoon passed in a haze of spreadsheets and stale coffee. At five o’clock, just as I was shutting down my computer, my desk phone rang. The landline. No one used the landline.

I picked up cautiously. “Hello?”

“Naledi? It’s Amara. From Edge+?”

The bright, polished voice from the pop-up event. My stomach flipped. “Hi, Amara. Is everything okay?”

“More than okay! We got incredible engagement from your segment. The client loved it. We’d love to have you back for our next activation—a VIP dinner next Friday. Intimate crowd, curated vibe. You’d do a short reading, mix and mingle. What do you think?”

I hesitated. The last event had ended with Denim Jacket and a threat in broad daylight. But this was my career. My voice. My chance to be more than a ghost behind a screen.

“Can I think about it?” I asked.

“Of course! I’ll email the details. No pressure. But we’d really love to have you.”

I hung up, my heart racing for a different reason now. This was big. This was the kind of opportunity that could shift things—get me noticed, get me out of the WordArt dungeon for good.

I texted Thato first.

ME: Edge+ wants me for a VIP dinner. Next Friday.

THATO: Ooh, fancy. Will there be tiny foods on spoons?

ME: Probably. Also probably more chances for my life to become a thriller.

THATO: I’ll be your plus-one. I look great in black and I can throw a spoon in self-defense if needed.

Then I texted Mmoloki.

ME: Got offered another gig with Edge+. VIP dinner next Friday.

His reply was immediate.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Proud of you.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Tell me the details. I’ll be there.

ME: You don’t have to babysit me at every event.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: It’s not babysitting. It’s supporting. And anyway, I like watching you shine.

Warmth spread through my chest, bright and terrifying. I leaned back in my chair and looked out over the office—the rows of identical desks, the dying plants, the flickering screen of the reception TV. For a moment, it felt like maybe I could have it all—the career, the man, the life that didn’t feel like a consolation prize.

But then my eyes landed on the sticky note on my monitor, the one where I’d written Zinhle’s reminder after our last session: Peace is not a person. Peace is a practice.

I took a deep breath.

One step at a time. One choice at a time.

First, I had to get through tonight.

Mmoloki picked me up at seven. He’d suggested a drive—no destination, just movement. It felt like the most honest thing he’d ever offered me.

His car was clean and quiet, smelling like leather and that same cologne that made my brain short-circuit. He drove smoothly, one hand on the wheel and the other resting on the gearshift.

We didn’t talk much at first. The city slid past us, a stream of lights and shadows. The radio played something low and instrumental, a piano piece that felt like rain on glass.

“Where are we going?” I asked finally.

“Nowhere,” he said. “Everywhere. Away.”

“From?”

“From everything that isn’t this.” He glanced at me, his eyes catching the streetlights. “Is that cheesy?”

“A little,” I said. “But I like cheese.”

He smiled, his attention returning to the road. We drove until the buildings thinned and the sky opened up above us. He turned onto a narrow road that wound up a hillside, pulling into a gravel lookout point that overlooked the city. He parked, killed the engine, and the world went quiet except for the distant hum of traffic far below.

“I used to come here when I was younger,” he said, his voice soft in the dark. “When things got too loud at home. When I needed to remember the city was bigger than my problems.”

I looked at his profile, the sharp line of his jaw, the way his lashes cast shadows on his cheeks in the dashboard glow.

“Does it still work?” I asked.

“Sometimes.” He turned to face me, his eyes dark and serious. “Mostly now I just come here to think.”

“What are you thinking about now?”

“You.” The word was simple, unguarded. “How you’re sitting there in my car, in the dark, after everything I’ve told you. After everything that’s happened. And you’re not running.”

“I’m a slow runner,” I said lightly.

He didn’t laugh. “You’re brave. Braver than I am.”

I shook my head. “I’m not brave. I’m just... curious. And maybe a little addicted to the way my heart beats around you.”

His eyes held mine. The air in the car thickened, warmed.

“Naledi,” he said, my name a breath.

“Yeah?”

“Can I kiss you?”

The question hung between us, soft and serious. No assumption. No leaning in. Just a request.

My heart did that thing—the pothole jump, the free-fall. I nodded, my voice gone.

He leaned across the console, one hand coming up to cradle my cheek, his thumb brushing the corner of my mouth. His touch was gentle, questioning. He gave me time to pull away.

I didn’t.

I met him halfway.

The kiss was slow. Deep. Not hungry, but full. Like we were tasting something we’d both been afraid to want. His lips were soft, his stubble rough against my skin. He kissed me like I was something precious, something breakable, but also like I was the only solid ground in a shifting world.

When we finally pulled apart, our foreheads rested together, our breath mingling in the small space between us.

“Okay,” I whispered, my eyes still closed.

“Okay?” he murmured.

“Yeah. That was... okay.”

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through my bones. “Just okay?”

I opened my eyes. “Maybe a little better than okay.”

He smiled, that real, rare smile that reached his eyes. “Good.”

We stayed like that for a long moment, wrapped in the quiet and the dark and the city spread out below us like a handful of scattered jewels.

The drive back was quiet too, but it was a different kind of quiet now. A settled one. He kept one hand on the wheel and the other on my knee, his thumb tracing slow circles through the fabric of my jeans.

He pulled up outside my flat and put the car in park, leaving the engine running.

“Thank you,” I said. “For tonight.”

“Thank you for coming.”

I unbuckled my seatbelt but didn’t reach for the door. “Is this where you tell me to text you when I get inside?”

“Only if you want to.”

I nodded, then opened the door. The night air was cool against my skin. I leaned back in before closing it. “Mmoloki?”

“Yeah?”

“I want to.”

His eyes held mine for a long moment before he nodded. “Okay.”

I closed the door and watched him drive away, his taillights disappearing around the corner like two red eyes winking in the dark.

Inside, my flat felt different. Not safer, exactly. Just more aware. I changed into pajamas and washed my face, my reflection in the bathroom mirror looking back at me with an expression I couldn’t quite name—not fear, not excitement, but something in between. The quiet thrill of standing at the edge of something real.

My phone buzzed as I was climbing into bed.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Inside?

ME: Yes. In bed. Overthinking.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Don’t overthink the good parts.

ME: Which parts are the good parts?

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: The parts where you’re smiling.

I touched my mouth. I was smiling.

ME: Then I’ll try to keep those.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Good. Sleep well, Naledi.

ME: You too.

I put my phone down and stared at the ceiling, tracing the familiar crack with my eyes. For the first time since the texts began, I didn’t feel the cold dread of anticipation. I felt something warmer, something more dangerous.

Hope.

And underneath it, the solid, steady truth:

I was in too deep to be careful anymore.

And for once, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be.
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​Chapter Two: The Ghost in the Aisle
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The morning after the supermarket, I woke with a resolve so sharp it felt like a blade between my ribs.

Sunlight streamed through my window, painting bright rectangles across my bedroom floor. For a moment, lying there in the quiet, I could almost believe yesterday had been a dream—the prickle on my neck, the man by the beans, Abel’s steady presence in the rearview mirror. But the memory sat heavy in my chest, real and undeniable.

I dressed carefully that morning, choosing clothes like armor: black trousers that fit perfectly, a cream-colored blouse with a high collar, a pair of small gold hoops that caught the light. I did my makeup with slow, deliberate hands, lining my eyes with a steady stroke, swiping on mascara without a single tremor. When I looked in the mirror, I saw a woman who was ready. Or who was at least pretending convincingly.

My phone buzzed as I was pouring coffee.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Morning.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Abel will pick you up at 7:45.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Don’t argue.

I smiled despite myself. ME: I wasn’t going to.

ME: But only because I like being chauffeured.

MMOLOKI - SOFT WARNING: Remember that when you see the bill.

I took my coffee to the window, sipping it slowly as I watched the courtyard below come to life. A neighbor walked his dog, the little terrier straining at the leash. An older woman watered her potted plants on a third-floor balcony. Normal life, unfolding in its normal rhythm. Mine felt separate from it now, like I was watching through glass.

At 7:45 exactly, Abel’s dark SUV pulled up outside. I grabbed my bag, locked my door, and met him at the gate. He stood beside the passenger door, dressed in a simple gray jacket and dark jeans, his expression calm and unreadable.

“Morning,” he said, nodding once.

“Morning. You don’t have to do this, you know.”

“It’s my job,” he replied, opening the door for me. “And right now, you’re the most important part of it.”

I slid into the seat, the leather cool against my legs. Abel got in beside me, starting the engine with a soft purr. We pulled away from the curb, joining the slow crawl of morning traffic.

“How long have you worked with Mmoloki?” I asked after a few minutes of silence.

“Three years,” Abel said, his eyes on the road. “He hired me after I left the police.”

“Why did you leave?”

He glanced at me briefly. “Too many rules. Not enough justice.”

I nodded, understanding more than I wanted to. We drove in comfortable silence after that, the city waking up around us. Abel dropped me off at the front entrance of my office building, waiting until I was inside the glass doors before pulling away.

Work was a familiar blur of emails and muted sounds. The air conditioner groaned like a dying animal, and the fluorescent lights gave everyone a faint greenish tint. Lunga was already at his desk across from mine, headphones on, mouthing the words to what looked like a very aggressive song.

I settled into my chair, booting up my computer, trying to shake the lingering unease from yesterday. My inbox was full of messages about things I didn’t care about—meeting invites, campaign updates, a reminder from HR about mandatory sensitivity training. I clicked through them on autopilot, my mind drifting back to the supermarket, to the weight of being watched.

At midday, my phone buzzed. Thato.

THATO: Lunch? I need to gossip about my new man.

THATO: By which I mean I need to hear about your man so I can feel better about my questionable choices.

I smiled, typing back. ME: Meet you at the usual place in 20.

ME: And my man is more questionable than yours, guaranteed.

The usual place was a small sandwich shop around the corner from my office, the kind with sticky tables and a permanent smell of toasted bread and pickle brine. Thato was already there when I arrived, waving from a corner booth, her hair piled high in a messy bun.

“You look professional,” she said as I slid in across from her. “And tense. Like a lawyer who knows her client is guilty.”

“I feel like a lawyer who’s about to be disbarred,” I admitted, picking up the laminated menu even though we both always ordered the same thing.

Thato’s expression softened. “Talk to me. What happened after the supermarket?”

I told her about the avocado text, about Abel’s swift arrival, about Mmoloki standing in the rain outside my building. She listened without interrupting, her eyes growing darker with each detail.

“Okay,” she said when I finished. “First of all, the avocado thing is poetic in a really terrifying way. Second, I’m glad Abel was close. Third, Mmoloki showing up like a sad, wet guard dog is actually kind of romantic in a messed-up way.”

“It doesn’t feel romantic,” I said quietly. “It feels like I’m living in a crime drama.”

“But you’re the star,” Thato pointed out. “And you’ve got a hot bodyguard and a complicated love interest. That’s better than being an extra.”

I laughed, the sound thin but real. “When you put it like that...”

“I always put it like that.” She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Listen, Naledi. This is scary. I’m not pretending it’s not. But you’re not alone in it. You’ve got me, you’ve got Mmoloki and his entire security entourage, you’ve got your therapist. We’re all here. We’re all watching.”

Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. I blinked them back. “What if watching isn’t enough?”

“Then we do more than watch,” she said simply. “But let’s cross that bridge when we get to it. Right now, we eat overpriced sandwiches and pretend we’re normal people with normal problems.”

We ordered—turkey and avocado for me, roast beef for her—and ate with our hands, talking about everything except the man in the supermarket. Thato told me about her new “situationship,” a graphic designer named Leo who owned three cats and cried during romantic comedies. I told her about the VIP dinner, about the dress I’d bought, about the quiet thrill of being asked to read my words in a room full of people who could change my career.

For thirty minutes, it almost felt normal.

After lunch, I walked back to the office alone, the afternoon sun warm on my shoulders. I kept to the main streets, my steps quick and purposeful, my keys threaded between my fingers in a habit I hadn’t needed in years. I was almost to my building when I felt it again—the prickle on the back of my neck, the sudden, certain sense of being watched.

I stopped under the awning of a closed flower shop, my heart hammering against my ribs. Slowly, I turned.

The street was busy—people rushing back from lunch, cars honking, a street vendor calling out prices for peanuts. No one stood out. No one seemed to be looking at me. But the feeling lingered, cold and sure.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. An unknown number.

My breath caught. I stepped further into the shadow of the awning, my back against the cool glass of the shop window, and stared at the screen. The message was short, just like before.

You have nice taste in avocados.

Ice flooded my veins. I looked up, my eyes scanning the street—the passing cars, the crowd on the opposite sidewalk, the windows of the buildings above. No one seemed to be watching. No one stood out.

My fingers trembled as I forwarded the message to Mmoloki and Thato, then blocked the number. I leaned against the glass, my heart beating so hard I could feel it in my throat. This wasn’t paranoia. This was a message. A reminder.

My phone rang almost immediately. Mmoloki.

“Where are you?” His voice was tight, controlled, but I could hear the fear underneath.

“On Main. Near the pharmacy.”

“Abel is four minutes away. Go into the pharmacy and stay there. Do not leave until he comes for you.”

“Mmoloki—”

“Please, Naledi.”

The plea did it. I pushed off the window and walked quickly into the bright, sterile light of the pharmacy. The air smelled of antiseptic and candy. I stood near the magazine rack, pretending to browse the glossy covers, my pulse roaring in my ears.

Four minutes later, Abel walked in. He wore the same gray jacket, his expression calm but his eyes sharp. He nodded to me, then spoke quietly to the cashier, flashing something that looked like a badge. The cashier nodded, eyes wide.

Abel came to stand beside me, his voice low. “You alright?”

“I’ve been better.”

“Understandable.” He glanced toward the door. “Let’s get you home.”

He walked me out, his presence a solid wall between me and the street. His SUV was idling at the curb, the engine running. He opened the passenger door for me, and I climbed in, my legs shaky.

We drove in silence for a full block before he spoke. “He’s playing with you.”

“Who?”

“Tumelo. Or someone he sent. The avocado thing—that’s a flex. It means I was close enough to see you. I could have touched you.”

A cold nausea settled in my stomach. “Why?”

“To remind you he’s here. To remind Mmoloki he’s here. It’s a power move.”

I looked out the window, the passing buildings blurred by unshed tears. “I hate this.”

“I know,” Abel said, his voice softer than I expected. “But you’re not alone in it.”

He pulled up outside my building and walked me to my door, waiting until I was inside with the chain locked before he left.

My flat was too quiet. Too still. I dropped my bag on the floor and leaned against the door, sliding down until I sat on the ground, my knees pulled to my chest. The fear was a live thing inside me, coiled tight, waiting to strike.
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