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			“Kemi—”

			“You have,” she spat out, “the most audacity of any man I’ve ever—”

			She was angry? Luke’s brows lifted high. He’d expected surprise from her, of course, but not anger. “What?”

			“You show up here,” Kemi said accusingly, “unannounced, after I told you I was pregnant— No calls, no acknowledgment of my many messages—”

			“I am here now, aren’t I?”

			Kemi threw her hands skyward and stalked toward the gate, speaking Yoruba rapidly. He could only understand a few words, but he could definitely guess at the rest.

			He stared for a moment before following. “Kemi.”

			She’d already reached the gate and turned, her eyes flashing in frustration. “What?”

			“Are you going to tell me what is upsetting you, or do you prefer to shout?”

			That was the wrong thing to say. Kemi took a step forward, and for one thrilling moment Luke wondered if she was going to shove him. This furious creature was so different from the demure young woman he’d taken to bed weeks ago that he was quite amazed.

			“I,” she said, with clear and decided elocution, “am not going to marry you.”

		
	
		
			Innocent Princess Brides

			Two royal weddings, two unrivaled romances!

			Princesses Kemi and Tobi Obatola have been sheltered since their teenage years by their overprotective father. But now these innocent women are on the hunt for freedom, and they’ll find it in the most unexpected of scenarios, in this stunning new duet by Jadesola James!

			When innocent Kemi risks all for one magical, impulsive night with security billionaire Luke Ibru, there are shocking royal consequences! But Kemi longs for so much more than a marriage of convenience for their baby...

			Read on in
The Royal Baby He Must Claim
Available now!

			Princess Tobi agreed to a marriage of convenience to a desert prince. She didn’t agree to be abandoned straight after their wedding vows... But when her independent streak draws her new husband back into her orbit, sparks fly!

			Look out for Tobi’s story, coming soon!

		
	
		
			Jadesola James

			The Royal Baby He Must Claim

			[image: logo]

		
	
		
			Jadesola James loves summer thunderstorms, Barbara Cartland novels, long train rides, hot buttered toast and copious amounts of cake and tea. She writes glamorous escapist tales designed to sweep you away. When she isn’t writing, she’s a university reference librarian. Her hobbies include collecting vintage romance paperbacks and fantasy shopping online for summer cottages in the north of England. Jadesola currently lives in the UAE. Check out what she’s up to at jadesolajames.com!

			Books by Jadesola James

			Harlequin Presents

			Redeemed by His New York Cinderella

			Carina Press

			The Sweetest Charade

			Visit the Author Profile page at Harlequin.com for more titles.

		
	
		
			To my family and dear friends in Nigeria. I loved writing about my first home. Thank you for cheering me on as I did! 

		
	
		
			Contents

			CHAPTER ONE

			CHAPTER TWO

			CHAPTER THREE

			CHAPTER FOUR

			CHAPTER FIVE

			CHAPTER SIX

			CHAPTER SEVEN

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			CHAPTER NINE

			CHAPTER TEN

			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			CHAPTER TWELVE

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			EPILOGUE

			EXCERPT FROM INNOCENT IN THE SICILIAN’S PALAZZO BY KIM LAWRENCE

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			“TARGETS IDENTIFIED,” SAID Kemi Obatola’s little sister, Tobi, gleefully, not twenty minutes after they’d entered Café Abuja. The nineteen-year-old was fairly dancing in the rhinestone-studded heels she wore that night. She looked ready to burst with self-satisfaction and excitement.

			Though the sisters were like twins when it came to face and figure, with cheeks that would look round no matter how much contouring they did, deep amber-hued skin and brown eyes as round as their faces, personality wise they were completely different. Kemi was quiet, ladylike, with a manner that verged on timid, hammered into her by her late mother and the string of stepmothers that followed her. Tobi, on the other hand, was a veritable firecracker, and Kemi had her hands full ensuring the girl stayed out of trouble.

			Tonight was one of the nights she’d be working overtime.

			“Tobi,” Kemi said wearily. It had been only an hour since they had left their hotel, and Kemi’s head was already pounding; her sister usually had that effect on her. “One drink. That’s all. And we go back.”

			“I’ve been at you all week to come out with me,” Tobi said smugly and flashed the hostess in the front of the restaurant and nightclub a sweet smile. “There’s no way I’m going to let you drag me home after an hour!” Kemi nearly lost her footing as Tobi threw an arm round her shoulders, leaning heavily on her. “Just look at this place. It’s a perfect night, biko. We’re out, Kemi. We did it—we escaped!”

			Kemi was half-sick from a mixture of adrenaline and dread, but she couldn’t help the tiny spark of excitement that blossomed in the middle of her chest.

			We escaped. When was the last time she’d been out like this? And Tobi had a knack for making everything seem so magical. Dressing hurriedly in their luxury hotel room in finery they’d purchased that day—dresses and shoes for dancing and being danced with. Champagne and cakes. Bribing mean-faced security guards to help them.

			The girls had accompanied their father, the Oba of Gbale, to Abuja, where he was making a presentation along with several other local kings and chiefs, speaking on the progress of female education and the vast and varied achievements of young women all over the country. It was a rare trip—their father was known for his conservatism as much as he was for his iron-fisted control of his household, and Kemi could not remember a time they’d been permitted to go this far away from home. Even in this modern age, when their fellow countrywomen traveled worldwide and excelled in every career under the sun, their father seemed to be stuck in an age that was long gone, and his daughters normally had no choice but to go along with his wishes.

			“We’re practically locked down in a cult,” Tobi declared passionately. And it was true. Security at the palace monitored their every move; they had no access to money, transportation or any resource not approved by the king. Running away was not an option; where would two spoiled princesses who’d been kept under lock and key since childhood go? They’d end up dead or worse, and their father reminded them of that at every turn, regaling them with tales of women raped and robbed and stolen away from the streets when they were foolish enough to venture out without protection.

			“Nigeria isn’t what it used to be,” he’d declare, and he’d look at Kemi then, his eyes clouding with worry. But he wasn’t a total jailer: they technically had everything they might want. Money, gifts, the finest food to be found, extensive wardrobes. They just weren’t free—not really.

			And really, Kemi couldn’t blame him, not after everything she’d put him through.

			Tobi was determined, as usual, to wriggle out from her father’s restrictions, and the “educational” trip had been the perfect opportunity. After a week of demurely sitting at the older man’s side at the summit and visiting Abuja’s finest stores under the escort of her father’s security team, Tobi had finally persuaded Kemi to sneak out with her—by blackmailing her.

			“If you don’t come with me, I’ll go by myself,” she threatened.

			“Tobi!” The idea of her little sister being set loose upon the Abujan party scene alone was more horrifying than the idea of going out. So Tobi had bribed their father’s security team with items from their bulging jewel boxes for safe and unrestricted passage from the hotel.

			Now, her father’s security guard was parked some distance away, waiting for his signal to bring them back to the hotel. Kemi hated being out in the open, so exposed. The only thing that kept her calm was that here, in this great city, no one would know who they were. They’d fit right in with the multitude of girls crowding the entryway in tight, fashionable dresses, looking to drink, to dance, to flirt, to get their hearts broken.

			She hoped.

			Tobi had chosen well; the dimly lit nightclub was one of the newest, hottest places featured in the society papers, and goodness knew Tobi kept up with her society papers. Despite the hum of air-conditioning and several industrial fans, the interior of the room was muggy and warm, and a faint sheen of perspiration broke out on Kemi’s skin within moments of entering. She could see the charm of the place, however. Medium-size round tables littered the space, creating nooks for intimate mingling, and leather booths lined the walls, shrouded by lush greenery that looked so real Kemi itched to touch it. It smelled of cigars and alcohol, smoky grilled meat and the mingled perfumes of thousands of women who had been there. A dance floor that stretched out to an enormous covered patio featured an elevated stage with a live band playing a throbbing, pulsating juju beat that set toes tapping just as soon as they entered the space. Tobi had never looked prettier; her large eyes gleamed with fun, and her full lips pursed speculatively.

			“It’s beautiful,” Kemi admitted, raising a hand to tuck her braids behind her ears. She loved music, loved to dance, and the rhythm was sliding warm and seductive over her skin. She swayed, just a little bit, and Tobi saw this and grinned.

			“The bar,” she decided, and navigated Kemi firmly toward the large marble-topped edifice that took up the center of the room. Men and women hung out there, eating off small tin plates, drinking, gossiping, sizing up the crowd. It was the single men and the ones who hung out in pairs that worried Kemi. They looked assessing. Speculative. Hungry.

			Wolves.

			Tobi adjusted her cleavage, then asked for two gin and tonics from the bartender, a slim fellow dressed all in black with crooked but bone-white teeth.

			“I got enough from the guard for two rounds,” she whispered to her sister, extracting a small bundle of bills from her minuscule handbag. Kemi’s stomach knotted. While this part of Abuja was posh enough to be considered relatively safe, it was still well after dark—and this was still a city they didn’t know. It made them vulnerable in ways Tobi likely wouldn’t think about. Kemi tucked her own handbag as tight to her side as she could manage and winced when a large, friendly-looking man in a suit just a hair too tight bumped into her, muttered an apology, did a double take and grinned.

			“How now—”

			“Keep walking,” Kemi snapped, a little more nastily than she wanted to; nervousness had given her an edge. The man lifted his brows but did walk away, and Tobi managed to pull up her slack jaw.

			“Kemi! He could have bought us drinks!”

			“He was being a creep,” Kemi muttered, even though it wasn’t true. Their glasses came just in time, and Kemi took a long sip, though she really didn’t like the taste of gin.

			Tobi scowled and smoothed her face out with some effort, then reached out and cupped Kemi’s cheek in her hand. “No moralizing,” she said. “I am determined to have some fun, and you’re going to be the one to do it with me.”

			“Tobi—”

			“No.” Her sister shook her head. “Stop being a martyr, Kemi. Whatever happened in the past, Dad’s behavior is outrageous and you know it.”

			Kemi felt her skin grow hot. Neither of them had alluded to her past that night, but it had hung over both of them like a cloud, context that neither wanted to admit to. Kemi reached over absentmindedly and massaged the length of her arm.

			The scar tissue there stretched from the elbow all the way to her shoulder and still hurt badly sometimes, even though the bullet fragments had long been removed from where they’d embedded in her skin, muscle, bone. Surgeries had left her with use of her arm, but a limb that still, despite its repair, ached sometimes, as if reminding her what she’d gone through. She’d spent years learning to write and navigate with her left. Even now, it felt awkward, and that awkwardness felt as if it’d penetrated every area of her life, as if she was consistently doing everything slightly wrong.

			Her sister’s quick eye caught the gesture. “Does your arm feel all right?”

			Kemi nodded. Tobi continued to chatter away, something about getting them a table and Kemi taking an aspirin for any pain, but she was fading out, her mind anchoring to a memory, pushing out light, sound, everything else in that moment.

			Three bullets.

			She’d never forget the number, and she’d caught them on a night much like this one. She’d been wearing a dress quite similar to the one Tobi wore tonight and out on a balmy evening during the rainy season, much like this one. There had been music, and handsome men, and a nightclub, and she’d been as daring as Tobi was that night, scaling the palace wall and meeting her friends. She hadn’t realized what was going on until there was a semiautomatic pressed to the small of her back—

			No. She exhaled, and quickly, bringing herself back to reality with a whoosh. Tobi was peering into her face, looking so worried that Kemi managed a rather sickly smile. She swayed slightly on her heels, then managed to lift her chin and look her sister in the eye.

			“Oluwatobi Temitope Olufunmilayo Oluwadara Obatola,” she said sternly, “you will behave.”

			Her sister actually stepped back and looked cowed for a minute, then she laughed and wrapped her plump arms round Kemi’s waist.

			“I will,” she promised and planted a kiss on Kemi’s cheek, then reached up to tuck one of her sister’s long braids behind her ear, speaking a little more gently now. “We’re going to dance, and we’re going to drink, and we’re going to find some gorgeous bachelors to buy us cocktails and the best rice and chicken in this neighborhood—”

			“Bachelors? I can bet that three-quarters of the men here are married.”

			Tobi ignored her, then took her hand and drew her toward the patio, where the band had segued into a playful highlife beat. “This music is about sixty years old,” she said disdainfully, “but I picked this place because I know you like it. Dance with me, sister.”

			Kemi went—at least dancing would get them away from the men at the bar—and in the first few moments, she found herself relaxing. She did so love traditional music—the starts and the stops, the playful ways the drums interacted with each other. The bandleader winked at her. He was a middle-aged man with a fine baritone that he navigated skillfully, making it an instrument of sorts. A soft, rainy breeze from the showers earlier that day washed over them through the mesh walls of the patio, and the lead singer’s voice was deep and rich, caressing the familiar words of one of her father’s favorite songs.

			“I told you this was a good idea!” her sister shouted into her ear, and Kemi felt her lips curving up, despite herself. She settled into a rhythm of her own, hips and waist swaying gently to the beat, working in harmony to twist themselves round the music. She could feel people bump against her, as warm and as damp as she was, and just as carried away, laughing, showing each other up. She sighed and threw her head back, feeling her long braids skimming the small of her back. When was the last time she’d let herself relax?

			She hated to admit it, but perhaps Tobi was right.

			

			Luke Ibru loathed social events of any kind, but he liked money, so here he was.

			“You’ll love this place,” his longest-standing and highest-paying client, Jide Abalorin, said cheerfully. Jide had flown in from his home in Las Vegas that week to outline a new security plan for one of the many nuclear plants he oversaw in the United States, making the sole condition of renewing his multimillion-dollar contract with Ibru Enterprises one night out on the town. “Don’t you think you’ll enjoy it, Luke? Dinner? Drinks? Maybe even get you a date?”

			“Nothing could be worse” was Luke’s crushing response. Jide had laughed in his face.

			“Do you know what nickname they’ve given you at my firm, Luke?” Jide paused for effect. “‘That sad bastard.’”

			“Good,” Luke had said at the time. He didn’t care what people thought of him—had he applied for the position of Father Christmas? Did his business depend on being nice?

			Jide prevailed upon him, though, and Luke had spent three hours—three!—sitting in a crowded booth at an absolutely tacky nightclub, drinking whiskey that tasted as if it’d been distilled in a boot and eating grilled suya that was deplorably underdone, and would quite possibly give them dysen—

			“I can’t deal with you anymore,” Jide said exasperatedly and left him to join the crowd of women mingling on the dance floor, resembling well-dressed butterflies in their bright dresses. Luke wasn’t sorry; he knew it would be a failed experiment. He finished his watered whiskey with all the satisfaction of a grump who has successfully spoiled someone else’s mood, then he approached the dance floor in an attempt to corral Jide. He’d completed the three hours he’d promised his friend; it was nearly ten, and he was ready to go. He walked to the edge of the dance floor, scanned it for Jide. The man, he noted with astonishment, seemed to be engaged in some sort of dance that resembled the flopping death of a sea bass removed from water. The man was thirty-four, for goodness’ sake. Had he no sense of decorum?

			Before his divorce Luke had been married for so long that he’d nearly forgotten how to notice women, beautiful or not, and he definitely hadn’t stepped foot on a dance floor. To Luke, nightclubs were networking places for clients who wanted some fun before flying back to their home countries. A little flirtation was a necessary evil, sometimes, if his guests were inclined in that direction, but he certainly never sought out female company himself.

			Nothing had changed since his divorce and all the unpleasantness that had followed. In fact, he’d never been less interested in pursuing anything romantic, whether casual or otherwise.

			Then, just at the corner of his vision, a young woman caught his eye.

			She was dancing in the midst of the throng, and unlike the others round her, she was so completely lost in the music, utterly unaware of the flirtations and gyrations that went on around her. Her concentration was on the stage alone, on the highlife now shaking the floor, and when her eyes were open, they were fixed solely on the band. He watched her deftly avoid one, two, three men who attempted to come up behind her and dance—not nastily, but with a shy, almost diffident shake of the head, followed by a touch on the arm and pointing at the band. Some men lingered for a few moments, trying to start up conversation, but they quickly moved on when it became clear she was completely enraptured with the music.

			Luke told himself that he was looking because he’d never seen such a young woman so taken by a common nightclub band, but a more visceral part of him was attracted to more than that. Despite full curves that would have rivaled any Nollywood actress, long, well-defined legs topped by full, soft thighs and breasts that he told himself he would not stare at, she made the minidress of soft gold she wore look almost demure. That was it. She looked so out of place—it was impossible not to notice her.

			Classy. A virtue, he thought, that was severely lacking in some of the women he encountered on the nightclub set.

			His attention was distracted when he was prodded by Jide, who gave him a drunk but mischievous grin. He’d seen, and he approved. “I found a friend,” he said cheerfully, indicating a busty young woman who was making her way to the coat check. “Looks like you did, too—well done, man. We’re going to—well. Find somewhere a bit quieter. Have fun after I leave, eh, oga?”

			Disgusted and embarrassed by his own lack of professionalism, Luke shook his head. “I’m not—”

			“The hell you were,” Jide said cheerfully. His eyes were bright, interested. “You have to go and talk to her! This is the first time I’ve ever seen you even look at a girl since—”

			“That’s enough,” Luke said sharply. There were some things that even Jide didn’t get to bring up.

			To his surprise, his friend threw an arm around him—he must be very drunk even to dare, Luke thought irritably—and spoke just a fraction more quietly.

			“I know it still hurts like hell, Luke,” he said. “It won’t always, I swear. But you’ve got to try. You’ll never be able to move forward if you don’t make an effort.”

			Luke’s jaw felt tight. If it were anyone but Jide, he’d curse him out without a thought, but Jide had been there through everything, and—

			“Please, man, for me,” Jide said, and the happy-go-lucky drunk was, for the briefest of minutes, very, very sober. He clapped Luke on the shoulder, hard. “Do something that makes you happy, for once.”

			With that, he was gone, and Luke was left wordless on the edge of the dance floor, mouth as dry as if he hadn’t had a single drop, his heart thudding dully in his ears.

			Do something that makes you happy. Jide was assuming that there was something left, after everything he’d lost. Talking to a girl who looked like the ink was barely dry on her university diploma would do nothing to assuage the damage that he suspected would follow him for the rest of his life.

			More importantly, he had no desire to change.

			But still—

			He must be more tired than he thought. And that, he told himself, was why his eyes still lingered on her.

			A song ended, and she was approached again, this time by a stout gentleman with a beard, a shirt that was far too shiny and a determined look on his face. He was not as easily put off as the others; he used his wide shoulders to block her, leaning in. She stepped back once, twice, three times; when she was against the railing of the patio, nowhere else to go, the man started talking, gesturing earnestly. He saw the young woman begin to glance round the room, a trapped look in her eyes. Her companion pointed to the bar, then walked rapidly toward it. He was getting drinks for them, it looked like. Best-case scenario, he was attempting to get her drunk, and worst case... Well. He hoped the young woman knew better than to take drinks from aggressive strangers.

			And that, he told himself, was why he found himself heading back to the edge of the dance floor, as if propelled by some unseen force.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“YOU CAN SAY you’re with me, if you want.”

			Kemi was so distracted by the suitor she’d been trying to get rid of that the voice didn’t register at first, but then the speaker said it again. His voice was very quiet, but deep, rich and so strong it stood out from the sea of laughter and conversation on the crowded patio. She turned left, then right—and then she saw him.

			Kemi registered a hazy impression first, of a tall, thin man in a tailored suit that skimmed impressively over lean muscle. A snowy shirt was open at the neck, contrasting with the rich brown tints of his skin, so much deeper than hers, smooth and perfect. His face was half-hidden in shadow, but her heart fluttered—and not from panic, either.

			“I—” Kemi found herself moving closer to him, still swaying gently to the beat. The band had segued into a grave rendition of an old Ebenezer Obey song; the lead singer was crooning, softly, of love and commitment and not listening to detractors that kept lovers apart. The man who had spoken to her tilted his head, as if sizing her up. She could not tell what assessment he was making; despite his pleasant tone, his eyes were veiled. Unreadable.

			She hesitated. Did he want to...dance? He wasn’t moving; he was like stone.

			“I know,” he said, “that you are perfectly capable of taking care of yourself. But I’d be happy to say you’re here with me, if you like.” He spoke with an odd note of reluctance in his voice that didn’t match the curiosity that was sparking through the blankness of his expression. His fine-featured face was sober as a judge, almost grave—but she’d intrigued him.

			She felt her skin flush hot.

			There was something very familiar about the handsome stranger, something familiar enough, at least, to make Kemi nod her head. Had she seen him at one of her father’s events, perhaps, or was he one of the minor celebrities on Nigeria’s social circuit that her sister was so obsessed with?

			Tobi. She glanced sharply round and exhaled in relief when she saw her little sister engaged in what looked to be lively conversation with a girl of her age at a standing table. She could also see her “friend” headed back in their direction, with an alarmingly pink-hued drink in his hands and a determined look on his round, bearded face.

			“Thank you,” she said to her rescuer.

			“Dance?” he said casually, and Kemi, a lump suddenly taking up all the room in her throat, nodded.

			His hands settled at the curve of her waist, and Kemi felt her whole body tighten involuntarily. Not from nervousness, as she expected, but from a shock of awareness that surprised her more than anything else. She had brothers, and a father, of course, but she’d never been so hyperaware of maleness in all her life. It was all heat, a spicy scent with no identifiable source, the overwhelming feeling of being smaller. Softer.

			He bent his head, and she felt the slow, gentle warmth of his mouth at her ear.

			“Just do what you did before,” he said. “I’ll follow.”

			Kemi swallowed. So he’d been watching her. The thought gave her more of a thrill than she cared to admit. She didn’t even have to tell her body to move; dancing with him was as easy as with herself. He moved easily, coaxing her through the rises and falls of the rhythm; his grip at her waist and lower back was not tight. He didn’t press against her, but it was impossible to have no contact; her breasts brushed against the wall of his chest, and her body responded so readily she had to bite back a sound.

			She ached.

			His hands hadn’t wandered, not even a bit, but she ached, low in her gut, where desire—it couldn’t have been anything else—was beginning to stir. She hadn’t felt this level of intensity since—

			Since never, really.

			His eyes were closed; he was humming his own bass line under his breath, once that matched the lightness of her steps. She bit her lower lip, and hard; his voice did something to her, too, there—

			Get a hold of yourself!

			“I’m Kemi,” she said. She hated how breathless she sounded, but she needed to say something.

			“Kemi, finest dancer in Abuja.” His voice was wry and matter-of-fact. “I never dance. You have powers, apparently.”

			“Oh.” Kemi felt her face grow hot again. Was he making fun of her? He hadn’t volunteered his name. She’d never been very good at flirting, never had the opportunity to, but she wanted to prolong this conversation for some reason. “I—Thank you.”

			“You would have been fine. I should thank you for giving me the opportunity.” His voice was unhurried, unbothered, but there was nothing lazy in it; the timbre caressed her as languidly as the hands at her waist did. “Can you understand what he’s saying?” he added, nodding at the band leader.

			Oh. He wasn’t Yoruba, then, despite the fine features. She cleared her throat, wondering where he was from but too shy to ask. “It’s a love song,” she said, and her lips stuck on the words.

			“I guessed.”

			Kemi turned her head so she could hear better, then took a breath and rested her hand on her companion’s chest. If he recognized it as an opportunity to draw her close, he did not take it, and Kemi felt strangely disappointed. “He’s telling her,” she said, after licking her lips, “that his love isn’t a lie, no matter what others say.”

			“Go on.” His voice rumbled low; his eyes had darkened with interest. In her or in the song, she had no idea.

			“He’s saying...he only has eyes for her. That others are beautiful, yes, they are—but only she matters.” Her skin flushed hot as she said the next bit. “When they’re together, when she moves beneath him—her skin, her eyes, her face—”

			“Mmm.” The single syllable, like a caress, ran lightning hot, razor-sharp, to the part of her that was genuinely, completely, undoubtedly aroused. Inexplicably so. Kemi pressed her thighs together, forcing herself to keep talking.

			“And now—he is hers until the end of time. They fit. They’re—meant to be.”

			As she’d been translating, she’d been drawing closer, like one pulled to the heat of an open fire during Harmattan chills. She did not know how to articulate it, but she wanted this man to draw her close. Nothing too wild—they were in public, after all, and he was a stranger. But this was the first time Kemi had ever felt such complete, undeniable attraction. To anybody.

			“Do you believe him?” His fingers were dancing at the small of her back now, and Kemi felt slightly faint. She opened her mouth to answer, having no idea what she’d say, but the song ended with a flourish of drumming, and the lead singer was calling out that they were taking a break and guests were welcome to say hello at the bar.

			They stayed together for another few seconds, just a lingering moment, and then the man pulled back, bent to kiss her cheek. The skin of his mouth was soft and warm, and Kemi felt her eyes fluttering closed. She wanted to ask him to stay, to talk to him about more love songs, to figure out why he looked so familiar. She wanted to know why the simple pressure of his fingers at her waist had left her trembling, wanted to know if the skin of his chest and shoulders was as smooth as that of his hands, and she wanted to know why, suddenly, for the first time this week, she wanted to be somewhere besides the security of her hotel room.

			Magical. Tobi had claimed the evening would be this, for both of them, and then this stranger had shown up. A prince stumbling on a dancing princess, on an enchanted evening. Perhaps Tobi had been right. Perhaps—

			Don’t be silly!

			Kemi had never felt so utterly unsure of what to do as she was at that moment. What did women do in these situations? Tobi with her quick wit and bright disposition would know exactly what to say; Kemi felt completely dull in comparison. She said nothing, only smiled, just a little.

			He peered into her eyes, for a moment, as if he were looking for something. Kemi caught her breath, wondered if he’d find it, or be disappointed.

			“Thank you, Kemi,” he said and inclined his head. Then he turned and walked away.

			

			Kemi.

			He’d not only looked, he’d danced with her. Kissed her. On the cheek, yes, but the memory of the full softness of her mouth... It was an enchantment, had drawn him in despite himself.

			Stop it.

			Perfume still lingered on his fingertips, hung round his head and shoulders, a soft, gentle cloud of fragrance. More than that, her face still lingered in his mind. It’d been a lovely face. Sweet. Soft. Her body, though his hands had barely skimmed it, was much of the same. He’d danced with a woman for the first time in—how long? Certainly it had been before his marriage.

			He couldn’t even blame this on drink. He’d had a single glass of watered whiskey with Jide, and he hadn’t even finished it. Every bit of intoxication he felt had come from the young woman herself.

			Go home, he told himself. He had no business being in this corner of Abuja at this time of night, dancing with beautiful girls and flirting in a way he hadn’t realized he still knew how to do. It was more than flirting as well; even now, from that relatively innocent contact, his body tightened in a way it hadn’t since...since—

			He forced the thought out of his mind.

			His quiet apartment at the Abuja Standard Hotel awaited him, and he could not wait to retire there, to shower off the stickiness of the evening. When he walked outside, hands shoved deep into his pockets, he glanced around with very little curiosity, until he heard a woman talking.

			“Oluwatobi! Tobi? Where are you?”

			Her voice was frantic, panicked, and Luke knew that it was Kemi. He wasn’t sure why he was so certain; he couldn’t even understand what she was saying, as she was now speaking Yoruba so fast he hadn’t a hope of picking out even a word. But her voice stood out from the din outside the door; it was soft and sweet, even in its urgency. It matched the face.

			His eyes caught up with his brain a moment later, and there she was, illuminated by the watery light streaming from the club entrance, shaking her mobile as if she were angry with it. She peered into the darkness beyond the nightclub, past the lamps that illuminated the parking lot, a decidedly frightened look on her face.

			She muttered something under her breath and squinted down at her phone again.

			“Are you all right?” Luke asked. The words left his mouth with absolutely no permission from him; he couldn’t have stopped them even if he wanted to.

			The woman looked up, clearly startled at his address, and Luke felt a violent lurch deep in his stomach when her eyes met his. They were brown and as dark as they’d been on the dance floor, beautifully shaped, and accentuated by long, wispy lashes that were currently quite damp.

			“I can’t find my sister,” she said.

			Her sister. He hadn’t noticed her with anyone inside, but then again, he hadn’t had eyes for anyone but her while she swayed on the patio. He stepped a little closer and saw her tense, then stopped for that very reason. “Is she in danger?”

			“She ran away!” Frustration twisted her lovely face into something both angry and worried. “She was talking with a group of college students and went off with them—She’s only nineteen—”

			“College students?” The danger was greatly lessened then; at least it hadn’t been with a man. “And it was a group?”

			Kemi nodded, and her cheek deflated as she bit the inside of it, shifting nervously from leg to leg. “We’re visiting—”

			“Lagos?” he guessed.

			“No, Badagry. It’s impossible to keep track of her. She’s very impulsive—”

			“Right.” Sounded about right for a teenager. “I’m Luke,” he said after a beat.

			“Luke?” That seemed to catch her attention, and she finally looked away from her phone and peered into his face. “Luke Ibru?”

			“Yes,” he said, taken aback.

			“I—You’re one of the speakers at the summit, aren’t you? I saw you yesterday. Onstage.” The frustration in her voice had been replaced by fascination, and he saw her straighten up, superciliously tugging the hemline of her dress down before extending her hand. “The security expert. You spoke on safety for women in the modern world. When you came up to me earlier, I thought you looked familiar—”

			So he had. He was surprised at her quick recognition of him, in this dark and smoky club, and took her hand wordlessly. It was small and soft and trembled just a little bit. This arm was scarred, he realized belatedly, and released her, not sure if it would hurt. There was a faint flush, tinting the soft brown of her skin with the stain of wine.

			“It was wonderful.”

			“Thank you,” he said carefully looking down at her face. Was she a student, perhaps? She looked older than that, though. Mature, and not just in body. She had the face of someone whose life experience had sobered her. She was peering down at her phone again, a worried look on her face, speaking half to herself. “My father is going to kill her.”

			Kemi was absentmindedly tugging down her dress—and yes, he was looking again, remembering the way the soft fleshiness of her thighs had looked in the light, her skirt shifting over a shapely backside as she danced. Close up, the bare skin looked butter-soft and a little fairer than the skin of her face, as if it didn’t see much sun. He cleared his throat and opened his mouth, wondering why the hell he was still there, but their conversation was cut off by the sound of an engine revving. Both turned in time to see a bright red convertible, top down, with a group of young people spilling out the sides, screaming along with a pop song blasting out of the speakers, shaking bottles and laughing uproariously. The driver was a young man in a bright green sequined cap, who was navigating his vehicle with a young woman’s arms looped round his neck. She twisted his head toward her and kissed him full on the mouth, making the other occupants of the car scream with laughter and mock applause.

			Again, the exclamation from Kemi’s lips was something he could not understand, but he understood the look on her face, as well as the way she raced forward, screaming so loud the veins stood out on her neck. “Tobi!”

			That was her sister, he presumed. He had no time to react, though, because the driver of the car, thrown off completely by the passionate embrace he was locked in, veered sharply to the right. Kemi and Luke both leaped aside nimbly, and the car was gone, taillights dancing in the night.

			“I think she may have ditched you,” Luke said.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			I’m safe!!!!!! Don’t worry. David said he will follow. At party outside Abuja University. Call car, go home and get some rest. I put money in your purse.

			“I HOPE THEY all get arrested,” Kemi said with a vehemence that was quite unlike her.

			Luke stifled a laugh into a cough. “That isn’t very nice, big sister.”

			Kemi felt heat rush up to her ears. It’d been barely twenty minutes since Tobi had ditched her to attend the off-campus party with students she’d met in the nightclub; at least she’d had the sense to have their driver follow. In Kemi’s anger, she’d also managed to divulge every single detail of the evening to the virtual stranger standing next to her, and though he still wasn’t smiling, he was looking highly amused.

			Luke Ibru. Even looking at him now made her skin tingle. She’d seen him not forty-eight hours previous, speaking on Nigeria’s responsibility to provide security for its citizens.

			Kemi and Tobi were basically at the summit for show: her father liked flaunting his daughters to the adoring throng of educators that had gathered for the summit. They would never know, Kemi thought darkly, that neither she nor her sister had ever been to school, not in person. He’d employed tutors for them, followed by online university. The result of his vigilance had been one daughter who barely opened her mouth in public settings and another who couldn’t keep it shut.

			The first night of the summit, Kemi had sat quietly beside her dozing sister, prodding her at intervals and listening to the speeches of the young women who mounted the podium and shook hands with her father and the other dignitaries present. They came from a variety of backgrounds—some were doctors, some scientists, some artists, some writers. Some had studied abroad; some had stayed within Nigeria. All had made contributions that made a significant impact on the world, had done good things. Important things. Things for a better Nigeria, and a better Africa.

			The speeches had made Kemi’s heart ache with dull longing. She’d done nothing in her twenty-five years, she thought, but sit in her father’s house, eat the finest food, languish away in her gilded palace. If she were braver, or smarter, or more clever, she’d have been able to break away, but—

			You can’t blame him. Your own foolishness is the reason your life is like this.

			She’d always longed for something more, and if she did not know exactly what, she knew she wanted the opportunity to strike out on her own, to discover what that might be. However, her guilt at the trouble she’d caused everyone had held her fast. She’d already proven she couldn’t be trusted and could not protect herself. Her father had been forced because of her recklessness to pay a price for his daughter’s life. She could not put him, or her family, through that again. And so she remained in her father’s house, a virtual prisoner, and she’d locked poor Tobi in with her.

			Luke’s gentle bass voice broke through her thoughts. “Will you be all right to get home then, Kemi? I can arrange a ride for you.”

			He’d been handsome on the stage—so handsome it was almost unreal, with his designer suit, carefully styled hair and eyes that seemed to penetrate the audience, find her where she sat wide-eyed and listening intently. He’d talked passionately of fear, of the legacy that violence had left behind, of the fact that it was unconscionable to live in a modern state where young women feared to go out, to socialize, to go to school, to live.

			On the dance floor, she’d felt the intensity of his gaze, knew their attraction was mutual. His eyes had flickered over her bare thighs and up to her chest. Kemi was accustomed to being looked at, especially at the events her father hosted at the palace, which were breeding grounds for men of high society, both young and old. Still, no man, not then and not now, had gotten close enough to even kiss her, talk less of anything more, and certainly none had never elicited a bodily reaction from her the way Luke Ibru had. She’d been startled out of her worry for Tobi when her belly tightened and her skin flushed hot and—

			He wasn’t scary.

			Since her abduction, Kemi had treated men with a mixture of indifference and, yes, a little bit of fear. Although her captors had been relatively gentle with her, she knew that her position and her father’s prompt response to their demands were mostly to credit for that. Men, strange men, could be brutes. You never could know what lurked behind their facades, and she’d avoided any intimate interactions since the incident, taking her father’s overprotectiveness as an excuse to shield herself.

			Luke, in only a brief conversation, had scaled that wall, peered over it to see the girl within. Also, damn it, she couldn’t stop blushing. Being attracted to a stranger you’d seen at an event from far away was all well and good. You could fantasize all you wanted, like a teenager with a poster on a wall. Having him standing in front of her, close enough to touch, was a different matter.

			She’d googled him after the summit, of course. He was a Delta State native who’d designed high-level security systems for years in Russia, America and the UK, and his clients supposedly included the CIA, KGB and MI6. His brain, magazines hailed, was a “feat of human engineering.”

			Those extraordinary eyes stood out piercingly from the shadows of his narrow face in every publication Kemi read, and he topped more than a few eligible-bachelor lists. He’d returned to Nigeria after years abroad, using his skills to design security systems for senior officials, government buildings, schools, universities and other places in the country that needed to stay safe.

			Security. Perhaps that was what Kemi had sensed in those few moments they’d spoken. He was solid. Immovable. He possessed a confidence that went far beyond any sense of danger, and maybe she was attracted to that because she wanted those qualities so badly in herself.

			She swallowed hard, and when she did speak, the words that came out of her mouth surprised her. “Might I—buy you something to drink?”

			Luke’s heavy brows lifted, and she forced herself to focus on something just above his left shoulder so she wouldn’t blush again.

			“I actually am just leaving,” he said slowly.

			Oh. Embarrassed, Kemi took a step back. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have assumed...”

			“...but perhaps you’d like to come with me?” The corners of his mouth tipped up. It wasn’t quite a smile, but that was the closest she supposed she’d ever get from him. The gesture made something deep in her chest turn over. There was an attraction, but this was something else entirely, almost involuntary, almost primal, something that made Kemi emerge from her self-imposed shell and push the interaction.

			“I don’t know...” she faltered. In a strange city? This was stupid, at best.

			Luke’s face gentled; again, Kemi had that vague feeling he was reading her mind. “I’ll arrange for a taxi,” he said, “and while I’m in Abuja I live in a public hotel just a street away from the bar I have in mind. You will be quite safe.”

			There was no accusation in his tone; he barely seemed to care which way she answered, and it was this that made up her mind, speaking over the pounding in her chest. What if God, or fate, or the universe, or whatever it was, had arranged for this one small window of opportunity for her to do something exciting, something completely out of character—and with a man she admired so much? Would she take it, or would she turn away, retreat back into the shell that she’d added layers to by the year?

			There was a glimmer in those dark eyes that made her tummy quiver. She took a step back, released the lip she didn’t even realize she’d been biting.

			“I will come,” she said, so rapidly the words nearly ran into each other.

			

			“I’ve never seen someone so excited about a garden bar before,” Luke teased.

			The swanky Maitma’s Gana street was far behind them, and they were now in Jabi, where street stalls had been fired up since dusk and the mingled smells of smoky meats from dozens of red-hot grills hung heavy in the warm, damp air. The open-air bars would have been filled with men drinking ice-cold beer after work hours ago; now they had cleared out for the party crowd and people who lived in the neighborhood who were hungry, bored and eager to mingle. It was that magical hour when night cloaked the streets with a warm and welcome darkness. The heat of the day was gone, and the air fairly crackled with life. Kemi’s blood warmed; a flush roamed from her face to a place low in her belly. She instinctively moved closer to Luke, who smiled that grave smile that did not reach his eyes.

			Kemi felt as if she was in one of those dreams where awareness is heightened, where you can speak, and move, and choose what you want to do, but your surroundings are nothing like you’d have in real life. Luke hadn’t said a word since they left the party. Now she reached out, allowed her fingers to skim his hand, and he took it, squeezed it once.

			She instantly felt better.

			“Is it safe?” Kemi whispered when she saw the crowd.

			Luke glanced at his watch. “It is. It’s not late enough yet for crime to be an issue—see? Neighborhood people are out with their children still. And this bar is one of the posher ones—it’s attached to a restaurant, with a rooftop. I’ll get us a table there. You’re safe.”

			He had a way of stating exactly what would reassure her, she thought.

			“And I’m with Nigeria’s top security man,” she said with a note of laughter in her voice. She looked up at him from beneath her lashes, and he cleared his throat, spoke quickly.

			“‘Point and kill,’” he said, indicating where fat, meaty catfish wriggled in their tanks. A young woman in jeans, a loose white shirt and a hot-pink hijab studded with rhinestones commandeered the area. “I thought a girl from Badagry might appreciate seafood. And after that...” His voice trailed off. “My place isn’t far from here. Maybe a drink?”

			Kemi felt her eyes go round. If he was saying what she thought he was—

			And she wasn’t horrified, she found. Not at all. In fact, she shifted a little closer to him, avoiding a raucous group of young men that walked by, jostling them, talking, joking loudly. He placed a hand on her waist, and she did not protest when he drew her close. In fact, she took a breath and then eased herself against him.

			“Thank you,” she said, so soft even she barely heard it.

			Anticipation was building low in her gut, the sort of nervousness that churns the belly and makes color burn hot beneath skin.

			Anticipation for what? What, exactly, was she doing here? Kemi was innocent in many ways, but she wasn’t naive; she knew exactly what an invitation such as Luke’s probably meant. However, her attraction to him had startled her with its intensity, and that was enough to propel her forward, to make her want to explore it. What if she never felt like that again, about anyone?

			She’d been convinced after her kidnapping that some vital part of her had been broken, a part that wanted human contact. Her brief encounter with Luke at Café Abuja had made it roar back to life, and she could not abandon that.

			Luke cleared his throat, and she peered up at him, a little shyly.

			“We can talk in a moment, over dinner, I think,” Luke said quietly, against her ear, and there it was again, that desire roiling slow and heady over her. She exhaled and let her body fully relax. The warmth of his palm burned against her skin. “Are you hungry?”

			She nodded dumbly.

			“Good. I am.” His eyes lingered on her mouth, and—oh, he wasn’t talking about food, was he? Kemi raised a hand to her throat, feeling a little faint.

			Foolhardy wasn’t the word. And yet, curiously, Kemi felt no fear. Perhaps it was because she was so unschooled in these things, but the sixth sense that had been her hallmark since her abduction years before was nowhere to be found. She felt none of the stomach-tightening anxiety, the prickles of fear on her scalp, the metallic taste in her mouth that usually came when she was in a situation she felt she could not control. Luke Ibru devoured her with those stormy, smoke-filled eyes, and she followed him. Willingly.

			The Hausa restaurateur wielded her wooden stick with accuracy, and Luke ordered both pepper soup and grilled catfish, along with the suya. When they climbed the steps to the rooftop, Kemi was surprised to find it completely deserted.

			“A few naira in the right hand can do anything,” Luke said dryly.

			The fish arrived, roasted to perfection and nested in a bed of spicy, savory chili sauce, garnished by candy-sweet plantains fried golden brown. The soup was a marvel of flavors as well; bitter utazi, smoky-sweet crayfish and enough pepper to make the tongue tingle, to break dampness out on skin.

			It was all delicately seasoned and fragrant, but Kemi couldn’t manage more than a few bites; her stomach knotted tight round each mouthful. She wished he would just say something. Anything. Yet, all he was doing was looking at her calmly, meticulously separating bones from his fish.

			Kemi waited for him to initiate conversation, but he didn’t; Luke was engrossed with the food on his plate, and she was left feeling oddly bereft. Had she imagined their connection while they danced? And if she had, why did she ache to be close to him, still? Those few moments they’d shared, pressed together in Café Abuja, and the all-too-brief feeling of his leanness pressed against her...

			Kemi dropped her fork and stood abruptly, and Luke stared up at her, those dark eyes soft as they rested on her face.

			“Are you all right?”

			No! She wasn’t! She was suddenly hot and cold and shaky all at once, and could hardly keep her body from trembling. Kemi turned, pressed her hands to her cheeks, wishing she could cool them by will—her entire body felt too hot, although the rain-washed air was mild for this time of year.

			“It’s warm out here,” she said through lips that tingled with warmth from chili pepper and curry. She walked past him to the edge of the roof, peered out over the city. They were high enough so she could see Abuja glittering in all directions, hear the mingling sounds of the city, of cars and lorries and faint music and the hum of the enormous generators that would ensure partygoers could eat, drink and make merry in perfect comfort.

			She felt rather than saw Luke come up behind her, and she spoke without turning around, feeling she should say something to explain her jitters. “I was—injured when I was a teenager. A kidnapping. I was shot. My arm.”

			He was silent, but then—thank God, thank God—she could feel him close to her back, lips once again hovering round her ear. Kemi took a deep breath and exhaled, leaning back against him. She was working purely on instinct now; she would not know what to do with the desire she felt even if he’d asked her. So, she talked. It brought up some semblance of intimacy, anyway.

			Hold me. Touch me.

			“I sneaked out to go to a party with my classmates,” she said, “and I got caught up with a group of armed robbers. I came out of it all right,” she continued, through lips that felt very stiff. “But—what you said at the summit—I loved it, Luke. It’s not about systems, or gadgets, or manpower. Society everywhere needs to change so that women don’t need that to be safe, so they’re not afraid of even the most normal things—”

			Her voice broke a little, and she paused to swallow. Something in him must have heard what her body cried out for; his arms slipped round her, cradling her close. When he spoke there was a husk in his voice that she was grateful to hear; she wasn’t the only one affected by his nearness.

			“Kemi. When I said dinner, I truly didn’t mean more than that,” he said, and there was no reproach in his voice, only kindness that pulled her to him even more. Aside from freedom from the confines of the palace, she’d never wanted anything more than to have this tall stranger with the angular planes of an ancient brass carving kiss her until she couldn’t think anymore.

			“Kemi?”

			She sighed again, letting her head loll down to his shoulder, peering up through the mesh at the night sky, and Luke’s hands were finally skimming the cradle of her hips, resting there as if they belonged. There was a gentle pressure, and he was turning her around, and she was looking up into that dark, narrow face, as inscrutable as it’d been when she first arrived. But she knew better. She’d seen the little flashes of desire at the nightclub, when she’d pressed the full curves of her body into his leanness downstairs, and now, when her breath quickened and her breasts were swelling, full and soft, against the wall that was his chest.

			Kemi wordlessly stood on her toes, slipped her good arm behind his head, but it was he who bent, closed the inches between their lips and kissed her.

			

			Luke had no business doing this. And yet, he couldn’t stop.

			Kemi was absolutely decadent, every last bit of her. There was simply no other word. Kissing her was a pleasurable assault on every sense he had, and she yielded so readily, parting her lips, tongue sliding slow and hot over his, that heat spread, slow and sexy and sure, over every part of his body. Things he’d sworn he’d forgotten were coming back in vivid detail. The scent of a woman’s skin. The soft noises she made, deep in her throat, when she wanted more. The musky sweetness of her arousal, and the way the curves of her body were made for his hands. Not to mention the quiet vulnerability she’d shown him in those moments... She’d been hurt, he knew, and badly. Even someone who hadn’t seen her arm or heard her speak of safety would know that. That alone should make him run in the other direction.

			Still, here he was, sliding his hands down the length of her as if they’d been destined to do this from the beginning.

			Luke did not think Kemi a skilled seductress; she’d been too uncertain for that, too unschooled in the games that usually characterized encounters like this one. However, everything Luke knew had been learned by observation, not by experience. He’d met his wife in school, stayed with her through his university years and married her. He had never been tempted by anyone else; when he was young and idealistic, love was more than enough for him. Afterward, when he’d lost her, the thought of a woman, a stranger, was most unappealing. Why would he throw his dignity away on a cheap gilt imitation of the fine thing he’d ruined?

			Regardless of reason—this was as uncharacteristic for Luke as he suspected it was for Kemi—he was older, bigger, stronger. He had the upper hand.

			If this was going to stop, it would have to be from him.

			Kemi whimpered soft against his lips, a sound that crumbled any headway he was making in resolving this. Her small hands slid beneath his jacket, eager to touch him; they skimmed his waist once or twice, then slid back up.

			Luke was not as restrained. His fingers dipped to trace the skin that swelled full and warm above her bodice, watching as her breasts strained, lifted; the fact that they were so restricted by her dress made the sight all the more arresting. His other hand slid over the generous curve of her bottom, cupping, stroking. Kemi gasped into his mouth and adjusted her hips; he had to swallow the curse that wanted to escape. The center of her was now pressed to where he throbbed for her—soft, yielding and so warm. Her head tilted back, and he lowered his mouth, dropping one soft kiss to where her pulse raced in her throat.

			“Luke, please,” she gritted out.

			He very carefully kept his eyes on her face; her breasts were threatening to escape the bodice of her gown, and if he looked, he might end up just taking her here, after all.

			Enough.

			It took every bit of self-control Luke had, but he took a full step back, wrenching his body away from Kemi’s. Even through his shirt, his body burned from her touch.

			“Kemi,” he said, and managed to speak sternly.

			Her eyes looked overbright, unfocused.

			“I think it’s time to take you home.”

			Kemi had crept forward into the light; her arms were wrapped round herself. Her eyes were still dark with want, her full mouth kiss-swollen. Wet.

			Beautiful.

			“I don’t want to go yet,” she said, and her voice trembled slightly.

			Luke pressed his lips together against the soft curse that wanted to escape. He could still feel her in his arms, how yielding and soft she’d been. The way she’d trembled, whispered things he could not understand against his skin. They’d only embraced for a few minutes, but he still felt her touch now, as palpably as if she’d spent the entire night in his arms. How could she feel so familiar already, when he’d only kissed her for the first time tonight?

			“You didn’t ask me if I wanted to stay.” Her voice was so quiet he could barely hear her. The party was still going strong below; he could hear indecipherable voices talking and laughing, the sound of the DJ spinning tunes.

			“I’m not in the habit of manhandling strange women on rooftops,” he said bluntly. “And you don’t seem to be the type of woman who likes being manhandled. It’d be a tryst at best. I don’t do trysts. And especially not with women who—” Even as he said the words, he was surprised by them, by the depth of wanting this. Luke hadn’t wanted anyone for so long that his reaction to Kemi was utterly unexpected. He wanted to know why this was, and desperately, but he didn’t have time. Not to explore her, not to ask her questions, not to know anything about her.

			Her lips curved up a little, gleaming full and soft in the darkness. He saw her head dip.

			Silence hung between them for a moment, then Luke sighed.

			“You kissed me,” she said, finally.

			“That I did,” he admitted, and he did not move when Kemi took a step toward him. The dim lighting of the roof illuminated her in eerie half shadows; the smell of lilies was intoxicating, hanging heavy and sweet in the humid air.

			“I know you asked me to go,” she said after a moment, very softly. “But you don’t get to speak for me. I—I don’t want to leave.”

			She stood on her toes then, leaned in and pressed those full, soft lips to his with only the smallest bit of hesitation.

			To his body it was as if he and Kemi had never had those brief moments of separation; he was instantly hard again, blood throbbing between his legs. Kemi sighed as if she knew it, canting her body soft and full against his own; her arm lifted, twined round his neck, and she kissed him again, wriggling against him.

			“You feel so good,” she breathed against the skin at the corner of his mouth, and it took all the willpower inside Luke to capture her wrist between his fingers. It was as round and soft as the rest of her, and she looked up at him, lips parted, an expression of trust on her face that wrenched somewhere deep in his gut.

			The last woman who’d looked at him like that had been his wife, and that had turned out worse than either of them could have ever imagined. He’d loved her, but love wasn’t enough to prevent him from spoiling both their lives, from ushering in the kind of devastation that had torn them apart forever. Love hadn’t been enough; it never was. If he was to do this with Kemi Obatola—here, and now—he’d have to make a few things clear.

			Strength came to his voice as he lifted his chin, felt his back go ramrod straight. “Tonight. That’s it.”

			She looked up at him. Those lovely, heavily lashed eyes were cloudy with want; he felt his own response surge strong, a hint of pleasure to come that he fought back. He’d always been a fool for lovely eyes, and he could read everything in hers. “Tonight,” he repeated, and his voice was a little softer this time. He gave in to impulse and cupped the smoothness of her silk-soft cheek, running a thumb over the curve of it, down to where her lips parted and her breath hitched. She was so gloriously responsive and had not the sort of dissembling that would make her hide it. He’d be able to bring her to pleasure quickly, he sensed. Intensely.

			“That’s all that I can give you.” His fingers traced down to the hollow where her pulse beat wildly in her throat, then farther down, over the warmed silk that was her décolletage, pausing to dip between the fullness of her breasts. Perhaps it was unfair to give her this choice while his hands roamed her body, hot and slow, but he couldn’t help it.

			“Luke—” Her voice trembled already.

			“Let me speak.” His voice was gentle but allowed no disagreement, and he lowered his mouth to first kiss the soft shell of her ear, then hover over it as he spoke.

			“You don’t have to leave—I won’t send you away.” It’d be stupid to deny his interest, when he was harder than he’d ever been in his life and pressed against the soft fullness of her hip. “But tomorrow, you’ll go back to Badagry, and that’ll be it. You have to promise me, Kemi. Or I’ll take you downstairs and put you in a car right now.” How was the curve of her neck so warm, so fragrant? The scent of lilies was gone; it had been replaced with something clean, and sweet, and womanly, something that crept across his skin, held him fast. He nipped at the tender skin, soothed it with his tongue; he felt her buckle, then sag against the wall of his chest.

			“All right,” she gasped. “I’ll do anything you say. Just—”

			“Come here,” he said roughly, and he did not have to pull her to him, for Kemi lunged forward, soft and yielding and so eager, and he kissed her again.

			He could not say what it was—perhaps the eager slide of her tongue on his, allowing the plunder of her honey-sweet, wine-tinged mouth, or perhaps the way she melted back into the concrete wall behind them, seemingly too overcome to stand. Whatever it was, it unleashed something in him that he’d thought was long dead and buried. He slid his hands down to grip the fullness of her hips, anchored his abdomen close to hers, to let her feel him—all of him. He would take her back to his room, undress her slowly, feast his eyes on those magnificent breasts and that soft, warm, yielding body, take his time.

			He had only a brief period in which to get this maddening, utterly fascinating woman out of his system, and he planned to make the best of it.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			IF HER FATHER, the king, had any inkling that his daughter was now in a massive gold-plated four-poster bed in the most opulent hotel suite she’d ever seen, and with a man she’d just met, he’d likely faint, Kemi thought a little ruefully, then pushed the thought away. Her father was the last person she wanted to think of at this moment when her body ached so badly. She felt a wild wanting now that far surpassed anything she’d ever known. It burned on her skin, warmed her cheeks, kindled a low flame deep in her belly. The want outweighed the guilt.

			One night.

			Despite her relative inexperience, she wasn’t afraid. There was something in the quick, slender, dark-eyed man’s face that pleased her ever so much. Luke reminded her of those old rock structures Nigeria was famous for—craggy, rough and impenetrable, but occasionally, light and sweet water trickled from the cracks. She lowered her lashes, and then—finally—Luke was kissing her.

			He kissed the way he did everything else, with a studied deliberateness that left no room for anything but carefully curated control. She was so engrossed in the kiss she did not notice his fingers on her back, did not notice the smooth slide of the zipper until she felt cool air tickle her spine. Her stomach leaped.

			I’m really doing this.

			Luke’s fingers paused.

			“It’s all right,” he said.

			Perhaps he was saying it to give her an out, to let her leave if she wanted, but Kemi instead took it as a reassurance that she wouldn’t regret this. She cleared her throat, dropped her hands to her sides. The boning inside her party dress released her breasts from the confines they’d been in all night. She hadn’t worn a bra; it was one of the benefits of having everything custom-made by the palace tailor. They rested heavy and hot on the wall of her chest for one shy moment. Her fleshy, full-busted figure likely would have been more fashionable sixty years ago, and it had never been scrutinized this closely by any man.

			She took a breath before lifting her eyes to Luke’s. She wanted him to look at her, wanted her body to please him.

			Luke’s eyes dilated to a smoky hue that stopped the breath in her throat. Her body seemed to answer of its own accord; she lifted her shoulders proudly, arched her back, thrusting her breasts forward in a way so brazen even she was shocked. She saw his eyes flicker over her injured arm with curiosity, but they quickly went back to her breasts, to the full, dark nipples that had distended nearly to the point of pain.

			“Lean back,” Luke said, his voice thick. “Take your dress off, completely.”

			Kemi lifted her chin. Her body had been taken over, it seemed, by some wanton, quick-acting woman who had seized control of her brain, her speech. “You do it.”

			He laughed a little raggedly. “You don’t want me to rip it.”

			Again, a thrill went through her, rippling in a lightning-hot path that made her nipples throb, made that soft, secret place between her thighs ache so badly it stole her breath. Luke was in front of her in a moment, watching the subtle bounce of her chest as she scooted backward to the mound of pillows on his bed, catching his fingers in the sides of the dress and yanking down.

			Kemi didn’t have time to dwell on her nakedness, for soon Luke was stretched out beside her. Not on top of her, not pinning her down, but looking at her with an expression that was so oddly gentle that she blushed.

			He reached out and cupped one of her breasts, balancing the heavy weight of it in his palm. She inhaled, tried hard not to squirm when his thumb moved whisper-soft over the jutting nipple. It was as if he sensed her inexperience; everything about the way he touched her was deliberate. Slow. Measured.

			“Beautiful” was all he said, and then he drew her to him. She wanted to ask him what he liked, what he wanted her to do. She wanted to ask him why he was still fully dressed. But his mouth had moved to her neck and he was kissing it, tenderly, and she hadn’t any idea how sensitive a spot that was until now—

			Luke pinched her nipple gently, and the sound of her ragged breath broke the silence in the room. She closed her eyes tight; she did not want to see his face when he looked at hers, see the naked wanting there. He’d shifted to the other breast now and was kneading, circling her nipples, stroking back and forth, his mouth never leaving her neck. He was breathing things half in English and half in a language she didn’t understand, filthy and low—

			“Luke—” she gasped out, but that was all she could say, because the sensitized tip of her left breast was captured in the warm wetness of his mouth, and he sucked hard—

			Kemi cried out. She couldn’t help it. The throbbing between her legs had intensified to the breaking point, and pleasure overtook her in waves, drawing her body taut, manifesting in the sort of shuddering release that she’d never felt, not with another person. Luke’s slim fingers dropped between her thighs, easing them open, coaxing the rest of her climax from her with quick, skillful fingers. Kemi was gone, swept away by want, by sensation; she clapped her hand over her mouth, squirmed away from him, half turned over, reached for a pillow to hold to her face.

			He’d barely touched her.

			She fought to breathe, concentrating hard on the rustling sounds he made; there was low laughter, as well. “Kemi.”

			She didn’t look back; his hands settled on her hips, down to her bottom, squeezing appreciatively, and that deliciously achy feeling was back. It heightened when he swore softly, following her curves with his hands. “Kemi.”

			She still could not speak, but she scooted half-shyly back against him. She wanted to roll over and face him, to stroke his face and press her lips to the hollows of his cheeks and touch him as a lover would. But he was a stranger, and she didn’t know how to do this.

			Not to mention that turning round, in a way, felt like visiting a point of no return.

			“Kemi?” His voice rumbled low in her ear. “We don’t have to do anything else, you know. It’s all right.”

			She squeezed her eyes shut. It’s all right. She swallowed and half rolled, and there he was, face hovering close to hers. The lust had tempered into something else—a gentleness that was fast becoming familiar, and more than a little curiosity.

			“I haven’t done this before,” she blurted out. It was dreadful, she knew, but she could not baldly go into this, cool as ice cream. Her sister, Tobi, would be able to, but she’d never had Tobi’s devil-may-care attitude about anything. She was too careful. Too terrified.

			His brows lifted. “You’ve never gone off with a man at a party?” he teased. “Neither have I.”

			“No. I’ve never gone off with a man at all.” She bit her lip, closed her eyes briefly. She hoped that she would not have to explain herself further and thought she heard Luke sigh.

			His eyes shuttered, but that easy half smile never left his face. “Well, you have to get it over with at some point,” he said lightly.

			Oh. Kemi felt a dullness in her chest, a stab of disappointment that was quite unexpected. She didn’t know what she was expecting. A declaration of love, perhaps? Or for him to beg her not to share this moment of intimacy with him, to give it to someone else? He was a virtual stranger. She would be a fool to expect anything more from him.

			She was a fool to be doing this, and with this person. Impulsiveness had never been her strong suit. No wonder she was bungling this up so badly. She felt a puff of air-conditioned air waft down from the wall unit and shivered a little, though it wasn’t just from the cold. Luke’s heavy brows came together, and he peered down into her face.

			“Terrible attempt at a joke. I’m sorry if that sounded insensitive,” he said gravely. He followed up his words with gentle kisses on the corner of her mouth, her shoulders, that tender spot just south of her ear that made her shiver every time he touched it.

			She nodded. She couldn’t speak. Odd quivers were back, weakening her limbs.

			“What I was rather awkwardly trying to say is that it isn’t an issue for me, but...” He paused again, and seemed to consider his next words carefully. “This can stop here,” he said. “It’s—it may be more important to you than you realized.”

			Kemi was shaking her head even before he finished. This was not the time to tell Luke about the wild longing that made her body coil tight, or the need she had to do something that was all for herself, for once. “I want to.”

			“What do you want?” His voice had lowered to a husk, and Kemi swallowed hard as he pulled back, drew his shirt over his head. His undressing revealed miles of gleaming skin, the flat, muscled abdomen and—him, jutting proudly from between lean, muscled thighs.

			“You are beautiful,” she murmured, and he laughed without smiling.

			“I should be saying that to you.” He tilted his head. He was very clearly aroused, but the stillness of his body indicated none of the wild wanting she felt. “What do you want?”

			Could she even say it? She wanted his mouth on her breasts again, wanted him to kiss them, bite them, make her feel as good as he had only moments ago. She wanted him to touch her where she could feel slickness between her thighs. She wanted to part her legs, wanted—

			“I’d like to kiss you,” she said, and quietly. She— There was no way she could ask for anything else.

			“Have at it, then.” His laughter was low, pulsed deep in his throat, and it warmed her like nothing else could have.

			

			Luke tried his best to feel nothing.

			He succeeded at first, by concentrating solely on the physical. She was beautiful, and her body was soft, pliable. Warm. She was quite possibly the most responsive woman he’d ever touched; only a few minutes of stroking her full breasts and she’d shattered in his arms and arched, pressing her wetness to his mouth, writhing in a way he knew would haunt his dreams for days to come.

			His body, despite his indifference, responded to her with a decisiveness that made him smile inwardly. After four years of self-imposed celibacy, what kind of witchcraft had this virgin used on him? Kemi, who could barely look at his face as she cupped the hard length of him in those small, soft hands, who pressed her face in the innermost recesses of the soft down pillows to muffle her cries, who flushed deep beneath the amber-brown tints of her skin as he kissed every inch of it?

			He concentrated on giving her pleasure, and he succeeded. He brought her to release once more with his mouth, reveling in her honeyed sweetness; he’d forgotten that heady musk, the pleasurable tang of a woman on his tongue. He held her fast until she could take it no more, pushed away his head with feeble entreaties. His duty tonight was to ensure that when the real love of Kemi’s life came along, she’d have no bad experiences to sully the sweetness that clung to her, along with that ever-present scent of lilies.

			He kissed her, let her taste herself on his tongue, told her in her ear in Edo and in English precisely what she tasted like, how much he liked it, how he would dream of her breasts and smooth skin and lovely eyes for days to come. And to his surprise—he felt himself meaning every word he said. They flowed off his tongue, smooth as silk and sweet as honey, because he meant them.

			She did not say much, aside from little sighs and whimpers; when he finally sheathed himself and settled between the soft haven of her thighs, he looked upon her, thinking of how lovely she was. Something in him was drawn to her, besides desire. Perhaps it was the fact that he’d recognized himself in her, in those early days when love was enough, when his insides were not as barren as the desert that surrounded the oil fields that had contributed to his fortune. Loss and grief had left him dry.

			He’d seen loneliness in Kemi’s eyes before he’d kissed her. Maybe that was why he was so drawn to her.

			When he finally slipped his hands beneath her hips, teasing her entrance gently, she reached up over her head. Her breasts moved enticingly with every breath she took, but his focus was on her face. He’d never seen anyone look so soft, so open.

			“It’s all right,” she said, and he bent to muffle her small cry of pain when he penetrated her. She locked him in with her legs at the small of his back; he paused, wanting to give her time to adjust to his size, but she shook her head.

			“Do it,” she husked.

			“Not until I know you’re all right.”

			To his surprise, she shifted, drew him in deeper, reached up with her good arm and held his shoulder, tight.

			“I thought it’d be terrible,” she whispered. “I thought I wouldn’t like it. But this is wonderful, and you—”

			Locked together as they were, he could not avoid the intensity that flushed her skin, drew her face taut—and a pressure began to build in his chest, one that shocked him so thoroughly he nearly pulled out of her altogether. It tightened his throat so he could not speak, but he didn’t need to; she slid her hand up, rested it on the side of his cheek.

			“So good,” she sighed, and he instinctively began to move.

			Kemi cried out, and yes—he felt it, deep inside his bones, resounding through him as if he’d been the one to make the sound. He gritted his teeth, then muffled it by leaning forward, pressing his lips to hers, dampening every expression. Pleasure crashed into shock; both mingled together. Something about Kemi had reached out and taken his reticence by the throat and dragged it away from where he wielded it like a shield, dragging it down to this soft, white bed where she arched beneath him, whimpering and gasping and crying out all at once, making his heart ache all the more with every thrust—

			When his breath vented on a groan himself, it was so foreign-sounding to him it startled him, and he froze inwardly. His fingers dropped down instinctively, gently skimming that little bundle of nerves between her legs, doing what he needed to do to end this, and quickly.

			Kemi’s body tightened against his, even as he found release, and his last coherent thought was that he was in trouble.

			No trouble, he told himself sternly. There would only be trouble if this continued, and he’d made it clear this was just tonight. Even as he cradled her in his arms, he planned his escape.

			They would never see each other again.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			PREGNANT.

			Kemi found out exactly six weeks later, in a whirlwind twenty-four hours that involved bribing a maid to buy her a test from the pharmacy. It made sense, she thought, with a feeling of growing horror, the moment she knew for sure. In the weeks since Kemi returned home, she’d found herself a little abstracted and more than a little spacey. She often found herself daydreaming, staring out of windows to the waves crashing on the rocks below, eroding pale sand. Her body was very much back in the palace, back in the gilded cage that was her childhood home, but her mind was still with Luke.

			The very thought of what she’d done with him horrified her as much as it tantalized her; she’d had crushes since she was a girl, of course, but none of them had manifested in anything like this, and she’d never felt about any one of them the way she felt about Luke.

			Nights were the worst. Kemi lay in her soft, white bed that smelled sweetly of lavender water and eucalyptus oil. She would close her eyes and relive the feel of warm breath on the side of her cheek and her neck, feel gentle hands tracing loving patterns in her skin, before drifting into sleep. She awoke from vivid dreams with a rapidly beating heart and flushed skin, her body reduced to a dull throb between her thighs. She would rise on unsteady legs, drink cool water, turn on the air and allow it to waft over her heated, sweat-dampened skin. Frustrated. Still wanting. She avoided Tobi; she avoided everyone. She attempted to shake off her melancholy, buried herself in reading, in volunteering to appear at charity events at local schools. But the sun would always eventually go down, and memories of Luke would be waiting for her.

			She couldn’t love him, she thought; that would be absurd. She’d known him less than a weekend. However, his gentleness with her on that single night had planted something deep within her, something that blossomed a little more with every memory. She lost her appetite; she grew pensive. Tired. Quiet.

			And then she’d missed her period.

			Stupid, stupid, stupid! How could she have been so stupid? This was the same heady impulsiveness that had nearly gotten her killed years ago, an impulsiveness that she thought she’d buried under a decade of self-imposed rigidity. And how had it happened? Luke had used a condom, she remembered. He’d mentioned a tear at the end of their evening, which had rather soaked the whole encounter with cold water. But Tobi had managed to procure emergency contraceptive from one of the maids, and she’d taken it. Still—

			Panicked, Kemi reached out to Luke in the only way she knew—a public email attached to his website. She knew that it was very unlikely he read it and cringed at the thought of a secretary knowing her business.

			This is Kemi Obatola. We met a few weeks ago. Please call me. It’s important.

			There was no reply.

			Three days later, she sent a second message.

			Luke, I have something important to tell you regarding our evening at Café Abuja.

			Nothing. Finally, on the third try and second week, desperately—

			I’m pregnant.

			He would not know the weight behind those two words, of the fear that sluiced through her body every time she saw a calendar and watched the missing days turn from weeks, to a month, to six weeks, to two months. Her father would know soon, and when he did...

			Kemi choked back a sob. She’d done it again, ruined her life because of some stupid, selfish impulse. At least, she thought, rubbing her eyes, no one had nearly died this time. Instead, there had been Luke, and an evening of lovemaking she’d remember for the rest of her life. He’d seen her, seen what she wanted. He’d taken her seriously. He’d shown her she didn’t have to be afraid, and for the first time in years, she’d felt worthy enough to take what she wanted.

			It would do no good to linger over him in her mind. Having feelings for him was a serious error; he’d warned her, hadn’t he? He had nothing to offer her, and no doubt she would have to navigate this pregnancy alone.

			

			When Luke received the first message, and the second, he dismissed both with ease. Over the years Luke had developed a talent for ignoring unpleasantries for the sake of his own self-preservation, and Kemi’s reaching out to him was certainly unpleasant. What was she about? He’d clearly stated the terms of their night together, and though his body pulsed with pleasure at the memory of how he’d had his way with her, of the way her body had tensed with unbridled passion, a passion she’d never before had for any man—

			He’d taken her virginity, that heated night when she’d tasted like wine and spice and the control he’d wielded for years had crumbled. He’d whispered things into her skin he’d never before said to any woman. She’d shattered in his arms. And now—I’m pregnant.

			There were no demands in the message, no threats, no ultimatums, only a quiet desperation that struck him at the center of his heart. Luke swore furiously, then pressed a hand to his mouth. He stared at the screen until his vision blurred, as if he expected the letters to separate and perhaps—hopefully—turn into something else. Anything else.

			They didn’t. She was pregnant.

			He couldn’t even disregard this as a trick—he knew it had been a possibility, however remote. When it was all over, when she’d ceased trembling in his arms, he’d kissed and caressed her and finally, when they separated and he’d seen to the thin latex he’d sheathed himself with—

			The tear had been small, but it’d been there. He’d gone to Kemi, her eyes still soft and dreamy from their union, and he’d told her.

			“You might want to get emergency contraception,” he’d said. It was the first thing he’d said to her after leaving the bed, and his customary crispness had returned. Kemi had shrunk away from him a little, and a bit of the light had left her eyes. He’d ignored the way his stomach twisted at that, and instead offered to send her the drug by courier the next morning. She’d lifted her soft chin, shaken her head.

			“I’ll take care of it,” she’d said, and the situation was so absolutely uncomfortable, he hadn’t insisted.

			He was cursing himself for not insisting now. He knew instinctively that the shy young woman would not be capable of the duplicity necessary to bring him to this deliberately, but still—

			Kemi Obatola. He had a name, at least, and an email address. He knew she lived just outside Badagry and was a woman of some means. He knew she had a sister, and he’d seen the marks on her arm. Kidnapped, she’d told him. Bullet wounds.

			He also knew in his heart that this was not a matter of extortion. Aside from Kemi’s obvious inexperience, she’d been as eager to leave his room that night as he’d been to have her gone. She wasn’t poor, either; her hair, clothes and elegance all were markers of someone of higher class.

			Nigeria was a huge country, but he had enough to go on. He would find this elusive Kemi Obatola, find out exactly who she was and, hopefully, solve this problem quickly. He took a breath, rubbed a hand over his eyes, then began to laugh. Laugh.

			He’d been in this situation before; he’d gotten a woman pregnant when he wasn’t supposed to, and the tragedy that had resulted had left him destitute emotionally, if not financially. Memory was reaching out with icy fingers to grip him by the throat, to bog him down. But he could not allow memory, no matter how painful, to keep him from thinking objectively. She was pregnant. And if she was planning to keep the baby—

			Luke coughed hard to keep the nausea from rising in his throat. A baby. A child. His child. He forced the rising panic down with much effort and drew deep breaths.

			It took a moment for calm to return, but it did, and he reached for his phone. He would get to the bottom of this, and quickly, find out who the hell she was—and make a decision on what he was to do. As his panic faded, logic returned.

			The summit. She’d been there, and there was a list of guests. Thoughts of her gentleness that night and the pregnancy that resulted had obscured his thinking.

			All he had to do was check that list.

			

			Sleepiness was the only symptom of pregnancy that Kemi had, and it was severe. She blamed it on a mild bout of malaria and spent much of her time holed up in her room, AC blasting and covers pulled over her head. Despite her exhaustion, it took sleep a long time to come; whenever she closed her eyes, she replayed her utterly disappointing lack of communication from Luke over and over. Not one word—not a call, not a response, not anything.

			Perhaps it was all those hormones that she’d read about in her impassioned late-night searches on the internet about pregnancy and childbirth, but all of a sudden she wanted to cry. She’d been locked up for ages because of one stupid decision, and now, she was pregnant because of another.

			Kemi was no romantic. Growing up in the midst of political intrigue with a father with multiple wives had ensured that. But, somewhere in the innermost recesses of her heart, she wished for something different. Maybe not necessarily wild and passionate love, the type in a romance novel or in one of the Nollywood movies she loved, but at least of partnership. Someone who loved her, who appreciated her and would be a good parent to whatever children they had. Now, Kemi wondered if the only thing she was good at was making poor decisions. She squeezed her eyes shut a little harder. Her faux illness would only buy her a few days; she would have to emerge, to tell her father everything. She felt sick inside at the very thought.

			It was two days later, during one of her many naps, that she was awoken by the sound of a lorry rumbling outside the palace gates. She blinked a little sleepily, wondering what it was. The driver, who clearly was disgruntled at the lack of speed with which the gateman attended to him, began honking his horn obnoxiously.

			Kemi threw her covers off and slid out of bed. She crossed to the window that faced the main entrance of the palace and threw aside the blackout curtains, streaming the room with the white-hot light of early afternoon. From her tower room on the third floor of the palace, she could see Yusef, the gateman, marching over to the lorry, looking flustered. The driver was gesturing, talking so loudly that Kemi could hear his voice, if not words.

			As they argued, Kemi heard another rumble; another truck was pulling up, this one bigger than the first one, the size of a truck that normally transported animals. She squinted through the security bars, straining to see. It made a groaning noise as the driver hit the brakes and killed the engine; the bright red door opened, and a second driver joined the fray. It was when a third lorry pulled up, stirring up enough dust to choke the entire neighborhood, that poor Yusef was overcome and began to shout. Loudly.

			Kemi hurriedly pulled on a dressing gown and slippers, then ran downstairs. Aside from the house girls, no one was home—her father and her brothers were attending a function that morning, and Tobi had gone shopping under the careful watch of a maid. Disheveled, confused, but finally completely awake, Kemi burst into the compound and through the gate.

			“What in God’s name is all of this about?” she demanded, then choked and fought back a wave of nausea. The smell of petrol was absolutely unbearable; it burned hot in her lungs. “Who are you people? We expect no deliveries today.”

			The first driver barely glanced at her; in her dishabille he must have assumed her a maid. “My oga’s name is Luke Ibru,” he said condescendingly. “He’s sending gifts to His Highness, the Oba of Gbale, in celebration of his marriage to Princess Kemi Obatola.”

			The floor seemed to shift under Kemi’s feet. “Marriage?”

			She could see now that the back of the first lorry was piled high with tubers of yam, rough and brown and smelling vaguely of earth and dust, yam enough to feed an entire village.

			“The second lorry has fabrics, and the third wine,” the driver continued, a little self-importantly. “The rest is coming, and if your gateman could so kindly let us in—”

			Kemi was no longer listening to him; her heart still hammered with shock, and her mouth was dry, for she recognized the car now coming down the king’s private road slowly, majestically, imperiously. It stopped half a meter behind the last lorry, and Luke emerged from the owner’s corner. The driver got out, hurried to the boot and produced a flat box of mahogany wood, which he tucked in his employer’s hands, then stepped back.

			Luke peered over to where Kemi stood, and she took a step back, hand flying to her throat.

			“Hello,” he said gravely. “Princess.”

			The word cracked between them like a shot; his eyes shone so fiercely that she stepped back.

			Luke navigated the space between them with his usual slow, easy steps. When he reached her, his eyes flickered over her; Kemi’s skin burned as if his gaze had penetrated her dressing gown. She wrapped her arms round herself protectively; he held out the box, a gleam of challenge in his eyes.

			“It’s for you,” he said quietly. “Your wedding set. Open it.”

			When Kemi didn’t move, Luke bent and placed the box on the gateman’s stool, then opened it with a creak and stepped back. Kemi stifled a gasp—just barely.

			On a bed of soft red velvet lay two necklaces—if these fantastic pieces of jewelry could be called such a paltry name. The first was made of three heavy strings of coral, rendered in a mixture of traditional orange-red beads, smooth as glass, intertwined with delicate chains of beaten gold. The second was a string of emeralds set in gold, each larger than her thumbnail, arranged in a pattern that would make a collar that encircled her neck, spread over her shoulders.

			Jewels, really. She couldn’t misrepresent them by calling them mere jewelry.

			Dumbly she looked up at him; his eyes were burning with a heat that she felt deep in her chest.

			“I had to do some digging to find you, and I got quite a surprise when I did,” he said. “A king’s daughter?”

			She swallowed. “He isn’t a very important king.”

			Luke’s full mouth twitched once, and he turned his head to Yusef. “See these men inside and make space for these things in the compound!” he ordered. The man did so, and Kemi and Luke were left alone.

			

			She didn’t move. Perhaps she was frozen with shock.

			Luke reached out impulsively, pressed the back of his fingers to her cheek. Despite the heat of the day, it felt unnaturally cool. Her eyes looked heavy, as if she’d just been roused from deep sleep, but she straightened, pulled her shoulders back.

			Princess. The title fit her, he thought. She held her head as if she wore an invisible crown. When he’d discovered her true identity after scanning the list of guests at the summit, he hadn’t been surprised. Her father, the oba of a tiny seaside village called Gbale, just a stone’s throw outside Badagry, too small to even be included on a map, but a thriving fishing community. The man had a reputation for being stern and was also infamously religious—he’d lost a young wife early on, Luke learned, and he’d turned to God as a result. He had only two daughters, both of whom were active members of the local church community, and according to local whispers, he was very, very strict with them. No outings alone. No school. Most residents of the town had never seen the girls, except for church and for formal occasions.

			These findings had explained some things rather than muddled them. The fact that she’d been clearly well-off, for that matter, and the fact that she’d initially been so shy.

			Thinking it a silent assent, Luke reached into the box, lifted the emerald necklace. It was just as hefty as the jeweler had promised, and even more exquisite than it’d been, displayed in its case in Lagos.

			“Move the fabric from your shoulders,” he commanded. He was suddenly impatient to see it on her, to dress his princess, to drape her in jewels.

			His princess. Did he think, then—

			Luke pushed the thought from his mind. As if in a trance, Kemi lifted a trembling hand and moved her long gold-studded braids from her shoulders; Luke fastened the necklace, perhaps lingering a little longer than was necessary on the softness of her skin, then took a step back.

			“Extraordinary,” he breathed, and it was not of the necklace he spoke. Dark color flushed beneath the soft browns of Kemi’s skin.

			She’d never looked more beautiful.

			The green absorbed the light from the sun, lighting up the fine tints of her round shoulders and neck, making her skin glow with health and vitality. Her lips were parted; her lashes were full and soft. She made a sensuous picture of fertility, of beauty, clutching her garments to herself modestly and looking up at him as if she wasn’t sure who he was.

			“Luke,” she managed.

			Luke’s first emotion was of surprise; he had not expected this near-violent surge of want. He could not help it, however, any more than he could help breathing; he stepped forward till their bodies nearly touched, cupped her cheek in his hand, inhaled that subtly sweet scent of hers. “You’re warm,” he said.

			“I just got out of bed.” Her voice wavered just a fraction. She signed and softened against him, her breasts warm and unfettered beneath her dressing gown, and then—

			When she pulled back, he blinked, thinking the driver had come back, but the blazing in her eyes told him otherwise.

			“Kemi—”

			“You have,” she spat out, “the most audacity of any man I’ve ever—”

			She was angry? Luke’s brows lifted high. He’d expected surprise from her, of course, but not anger. “What?”

			“You show up here,” Kemi said accusingly, “unannounced, after I told you I was pregnant—”

			“I was working on all this!”

			“No calls, no acknowledgment of my many messages—”

			“I am here now, aren’t I?”

			Kemi threw her hands skyward and stalked toward the gate, speaking Yoruba rapidly. He could only understand a few words, but he could definitely guess at the rest.

			He stared for a moment before following. “Kemi.”

			She’d already reached the gate, and turned, her eyes flashing in frustration. “What?”

			“Are you going to tell me what is upsetting you, or do you prefer to shout?”

			That was the wrong thing to say. Kemi took a step forward, and for one thrilling moment Luke wondered if she was going to shove him. This furious creature was so different from the demure young woman he’d taken to bed weeks ago that he was quite amazed.

			“I,” she said, with clear and decided elocution, “am not going to marry you.”

			This Luke had prepared for, although he hadn’t thought she’d respond with so much vehemence. “Why ever not?”

			Kemi gaped. “Because—I don’t love you. And you don’t love me. You don’t even have the courtesy to reply when I try to speak to you. And you’re arrogant, and you’re—”

			“You let me touch you, just now.”

			He certainly hadn’t expected to say that, and Kemi clearly wasn’t expecting to hear it from him, either; she took a full step back and folded her arms round herself in a gesture he was finding increasingly irritating. “What?”

			“You let me put jewelry on you,” he said mildly. “And touch you rather intimately on a private street. Which, at least in my estimation, means you don’t find me as repulsive a partner as you claim, at least in the physical sense. Why wouldn’t you marry me?”

			“Why would I?” she floundered.

			“Come inside and I’ll tell you.”

			Her eyes flashed again, and he was struck by the wariness in them, the tiredness. She looked older than when he’d last seen her, not because her skin was slack or less vibrant, but because she looked beaten down. Unsure. “You must be very sure of yourself, inviting me into my own home.”

			“The home of my future father-in-law,” Luke said, and immediately apologized. “All right—I was an ass for that one. Please, Kemi. It’s warm out here.”

			She stood shaking with what he assumed was rage, but good sense prevailed, and she turned and walked toward the house, head held high. She did not look to see if he was behind her, and when they were finally seated in the small receiving room off the front hall, she did not look at him while she called a house girl to bring water, tea. The studied princess was back, cool, dignified, remote, but he’d already uncovered the fire beneath the coolness, and it no longer satisfied him. He wanted her, the fire, the anger; this aloof remoteness was no longer enough. That realization was a new one, but he had no time to dwell on it.

			“I can’t marry you,” she said again.

			“You won’t marry me,” he corrected. She’d forgotten she was still wearing the wedding necklace. Even paired as ludicrously as it was with that heinous dressing gown, she was radiant. Suddenly, irrationally, he wanted her to marry him, very much. “And why wouldn’t you?”

			“I already told you. I don’t—”

			“Would it help if I told you that I wasn’t keen to marry you, either?”

			He saw surprise enter those dark brown eyes, but he did not let her react before continuing. “I was clear that I could offer you nothing after what happened, Kemi, and you became pregnant, nonetheless—”

			“You’re acting as if it was my fault!”

			“I didn’t even ask you to take a paternity test, although we will carry that out when the child is born.” Luke spoke slowly, deliberately; he didn’t look at her face. Every time he did, he seemed to stop. “Despite the fact that you didn’t take my advice and use emergency contraceptive after the fact—”

			“I did! Did you think I wouldn’t?” She was near tears. “I got it at a local pharmacy. You know drugs in those places aren’t reliable—”

			“—that is immaterial now.” Luke lifted his shoulders. “You’re pregnant. You are the daughter of a prominent man, a prominent man who has a reputation for his conservative views—”

			“Do you think I’d have slept with you if I knew?”

			Luke sighed. Ruminating over the past was useless; he should know. He did it often enough. “I’ll speak plainly. I am not willing to lose my reputation over a bastard, or over a king who chooses to badmouth me once he finds I’ve impregnated his daughter.”

			He heard Kemi gasp but steamrolled on—he’d finish what he came to begin, damn it. “You can divorce me after a week if you wish, Kemi Obatola, but we will marry.”

			There was none of the heat that had characterized their kiss outside only moments ago. Luke felt as if he was encased in ice, as if he was incapable of feeling anything but the logic, the cool practicality, that he was exhibiting now. “Come, Kemi,” he finished, and his mouth curved up slightly. “You aren’t a child, or a blushing college student. You’re certainly not a virgin anymore—”

			“You are cruel,” she burst out.

			“I am truthful,” he snapped. “And I’ll always be that, Kemi. Whoever I am, I will always be honest with you. Tell me this—would you rather marry me, and be mistress of your own house, and potentially become your own woman, or would you rather bear your child in this prison—yes, it is a prison, isn’t it?”

			Kemi had gone ashen to the lips. She stared at him, unblinking; her hand had traveled to rest on her abdomen, and she was trembling.

			“Oh, you hid it well,” he said flatly, “but I researched you very carefully, my dear.” He began ticking off on his fingers. “You don’t travel unless it’s with your father. You didn’t do your national youth service. You don’t even leave the compound without permission, and according to your gateman and the employees my people questioned, the answer is usually no.”

			Tears were pooling in Kemi’s eyes, but he ignored them and went on.

			“You didn’t go away to university—at least not in person—you have no friends except that sister of yours, no access to money—”

			“Are you here to make fun of me, then?” Kemi demanded.

			He stood, drew his jacket closed, buttoned it.

			“I did not come here to distress you,” he said gently. “You are an intelligent and beautiful woman, Kemi. Use me. Use this. Take your freedom.”

			He did not allow her to answer; instead, he turned to leave the room. Kemi might not like it, but she was as practical as he was, steel wrapped in silk. She would see she had no choice, and she would agree. And being honest, part of him was glad to be able to play this part in her liberation. It would be a redemption of sorts for him.

			Goodness knew he could do nothing else for her.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			TAKE YOUR FREEDOM.

			Kemi had been so focused on Luke, on his maddening inaccessibility, she’d completely forgotten about herself in the process.

			Take your freedom!

			She’d slept with him, yes. She’d given the magnate something she couldn’t repeat—her first experience in a man’s bed. She’d found it arousing in more ways than one. Not just sexually, but he’d woken something in her that she’d not allowed to breathe, to thrive, for years. The kidnapper’s bullets had made her force it down, choke off its air. It was as if her brief encounters with Luke Ibru had pried a lid off, letting in sunshine, fresh air, nutrients, and it was growing.

			Whom could she become, as Kemi Ibru?

			Kemi spent the rest of the afternoon nervous as a cat, starting at small noises, feeling a vague nausea that she wasn’t sure had anything to do with the baby growing beneath her ribs. She paced her room; she snapped at and fought with Tobi; she locked her door and tried on the wedding necklaces, one after the other, with trembling fingers. She remembered the way he looked at her, eyes lingering on her breasts in that absolutely inadequate dressing gown, and desire pooled low in her belly. She wanted this, and if she was honest, her freedom was only a part of it. Perhaps if she could get this cold, enigmatic father of her child alone, in the most intimate of situations...

			She splashed cold water against the heat suffusing her face. Again.

			Her own father hadn’t said one word of dissent and hadn’t answered any questions. Perhaps the extravagance of the bridal gift, combined with his daughter’s wan face, told him more than he wanted to know. He’d only reacted when Kemi told him quietly that she wanted to marry soon. Very soon.

			“You’re a king’s daughter,” he said, sharply. “Invitations alone will need a month to go out—”

			“Baba, I—” She’d rested a hand on her abdomen, unable to say the words out loud. Her father’s face in that moment had been a study—disbelief chased anger, followed by something she could not define.

			“How—”

			Kemi closed her eyes. She could not confess without implicating Tobi, and would not. “Baba—”

			“Did he hurt you?” the king said, almost roughly.

			Kemi shook her head. The look on her father’s face... “No,” she said, then cleared her throat, forcing out the next words. “Quite the opposite.”

			Her father sat motionless for a full minute, not a muscle moving in his face, and when he spoke, Kemi knew that he was washing his hands of her. He told Kemi shortly that if she wanted to marry soon, a small, quiet wedding was not even to be considered; the diplomatic and social advantages this wedding would bring were nonnegotiable.

			“I’ll give you three weeks.”

			Trembling, Kemi lowered herself in a small curtsy, whispering her thanks, and left the room.

			She showered and dressed; then, stomach still fluttering with nervousness, she called Luke’s mobile.

			“Hello?”

			Right on cue, her stomach twisted with knots. “I’d like to speak to you.”

			“Fine. I’ll pick you up,” he said easily.

			“My father...”

			“Wants to get you married. I’m Nigeria’s top security person, Kemi. You will be safe with me and he knows it.”

			“Right.”

			Twenty minutes later, Kemi sat with Luke in the back of the massive Mercedes, hands twisting the skirt of her dress in her lap. She might as well have been a part of the car; Luke gave her a polite half smile, then looked out the window. “Are you hungry?”

			She shook her head. She wouldn’t be, not until they resolved this. “If we marry—”

			Luke looked at her, a glint in his eye. He’d been expecting this. “You have terms.”

			“Yes.” Finally, something this hard-hearted businessman would be able to understand. She took a breath. “I’ll marry you and play up our big love story—that’s fine.” As she spoke, Luke’s hands went to where her hands were knotted in her skirt, freed them.

			“Relax,” he said gently and peered down into her face. “I’m not a monster, Kemi. I want to help you. Just let me know what you want.”

			She let out a short laugh. Help her? She didn’t even know where to begin. “I’ve never done anything like this—”

			“You say that a lot to me,” he said dryly.

			“Don’t make fun of me!”

			“I’m not.” His lips twitched. “Marriage is a merger, Kemi, nothing else, and our marriage more so than most. We’ll reassess in a year or so and see where we are. If there are no more mutual benefits...”

			Kemi waited breathlessly for the end of the sentence, but it did not come, and she restrained herself with some effort from grabbing her skirt again. “You’ll divorce me.”

			“We’ll divorce each other,” he corrected and turned his mild eyes on her. “We’ve both gotten ourselves into a fix, Kemi. I don’t intend to hold you to this permanently.”

			“Divorce?” She could hardly believe it. In barely a week she’d become not only a bride, but a future divorcée.

			“Yes. It’s quite painless when done correctly.”

			She gaped. “You’re divorced?”

			“Indeed, I am.” He paused, wondering if he should share the next bit, then forged forward and did it anyway. “I haven’t been—dating. Or anything. Not for at least four years. You don’t have to worry about any...rivals. I have no interest whatsoever in any romantic pursuits.”

			Kemi did look at him then, and surprise colored her features before she shuttered them again.

			“I’m glad that you found out your equipment still works.”

			Luke actually recoiled; then, to his surprise, he began to laugh.

			Kemi leaned backward, eyeing him suspiciously; that only made him laugh harder. He reached out and took one of her hands, turning it over in his. The slide of butter-soft, warm skin on his brought back memory of the way they’d felt on his body, exploring with an eagerness that belied shyness, fear, inexperience. Kemi was frowning, but she wasn’t pulling away; in fact, the look in her eyes had softened.

			“Thank you, Kemi,” Luke said simply, and he kissed her there, just a whisper of contact where her blood pulsed in her wrist. He felt her body tense slightly and relax, as if she’d let out a sigh. He took a moment to allow that sweet, clean scent of her to engulf his senses, then raised his head.

			Kemi’s eyes were soft—just as soft as they’d been when he’d held her close, thrusting deep within her only weeks before—and wet. Not with tears, but with the type of emotion that only comes from that sort of deep connection that is more than mere chance. Spiritual, for lack of a better word.

			Too bad it wouldn’t last.

			He had never been able to give any woman anything except pain.

			

			For the remainder of their time in the car, Luke marched her through the terms of their deal with all the detached exactness of a military officer. He spoke of clothing allowances, of allowances for the baby, of a driver, a maid, a security team for her own use, of the society events she’d be expected to host, and to attend...

			When he asked her if there were any questions, Kemi blinked. “Um—”

			“Were you listening?”

			“It was a lot of information,” she said defensively. Was she marrying a man, after all, or a sergeant-major?

			Luke sighed through his nose. “Any questions?”

			She chewed her lip, then tentatively stepped out on the territory she’d been eyeing with trepidation. “Your ex-wife...?”

			“She’s not on the invite list, if you’re worried,” he said dryly. “She lives in Enugwu with her new husband, whom she flaunts rather tackily on social media. A senator, with the most impressive beer belly. She’s better off—he spoils her abominably.”

			“Well,” Kemi gasped. “Did you knock her up as well?”

			At that jibe, the change in Luke was extraordinary; his entire body stiffened, and his bourbon-dark eyes narrowed to slits in his face. When he spoke, however, his voice was still very carefully under control. “I’ve given you this information as a courtesy, so you don’t find it out from some gossiping woman in the toilet. That does not mean it’s up for discussion. Under any circumstance, and certainly not through any ill-thought-out attempts at humor.”

			He was angry. So Luke Ibru could show emotion, though it wasn’t close to what she’d been looking for. She swallowed hard and leaned back against the leather seat of the car.

			“It was rude of me,” she conceded quietly, after a moment. “And yes—I will marry you.” It was the only sensible thing to do.

			Luke cleared his throat. The fierce expression was gone, and he rubbed a hand over his head.

			“Why don’t you let me say what I have in mind, then?”

			She nodded. Anything would be better than sitting her in uncomfortable silence.

			“I live part-time in the Seychelles. It’s quiet, away from the bustle of Nigeria. I propose we go there after the wedding, for a few months, and then to America to have the baby.”

			Of course he’d want his child born there; most rich men did—and kings, for that matter. There or Canada. She nodded wordlessly. Seychelles. America. Two places she’d read about, seen on television or in films, but never visited, never thought she could visit, until perhaps when her father had gone to sleep with the kings before him.

			“You want your child to be a Yankee, then?” She couldn’t stop making idiotic jokes, she supposed.

			“You know it makes it easier.” His voice was crisp. “We’ll work on getting you a passport, too.”

			“You’re a citizen?”

			“Not by birth. My ex-wife was.”

			The elusive ex-wife. Kemi bit the inside of her cheek. She wondered wildly what sort of woman it must have taken to capture the enigmatic businessman’s attention, and wondered whether her birth status had anything to do with it. He frowned as if he knew what she’d been thinking, per usual. “It wasn’t a visa marriage, Kemi.”

			Her face burned. “I would never—”

			“You were. Now let me finish.” Luke took a breath as if to steady himself, then spread his fingers wide. “After you have the baby, I’ll file for you, and you’ll stay.”

			“In America?”

			He lifted his shoulders. “I say the States because they have fine university programs.”

			“I have a degree.” She cleared her throat. “In education.”

			He smiled. “You don’t have the in-person experience. Trust me, you’ll want to do uni in person, and a master’s will serve you well. You can go all the way up to doctorate, if you want. I’ll get you an apartment, a car, a maid, an au pair for the baby—you’ll be able to have the life you want.”

			This was too much for Kemi’s rather limited imagination; the possibilities were rising in her chest, cutting off her air. She lifted a hand to her throat. “And you?”

			“I’ll visit. I won’t be a stranger to the baby. Once we can file for you—say two, three years—we can talk about formal separation.”

			So cold. So clinical. What the hell was she getting herself into?

			She swallowed. “What happens now?” Kemi picked up the rest of her ginger ale, sipped it again.

			“We have a wedding to plan,” Luke said, and his voice had returned to its usual dryness. “You have your jewelry already, and your ring will be sent from South Africa by the week’s end. I’d prefer to have this done as quickly as we can, if that is agreeable to you.”

			Kemi bit the inside of her cheek hard enough to draw blood and nodded. It had to be agreeable to her; she had no other choice.

			“Oh—” he said, as if the next words were an afterthought. “We need to pick a house.”

			“A house?”

			“Yes. I have one there, but it’s the one I shared with my ex-wife before I divorced. It’s on the market.” He cleared his throat. “I’ve got my eye on two. There’s one on Eden Island, which is pretty secluded and away from the main town. Houses there are small, but I will purchase three, renovate them into one. Then there’s one on Victoria Island, in Mahe—the main hub. Busier. Noisier, but closer to everything. Then there’s—”

			“You expect me to pick from here?” Kemi’s head was beginning to spin.

			“Yes. I’ll have the agent send you the links and pictures. Just correspond with him, tell him which one you prefer.”

			“Without seeing it in person?”

			Luke was beginning to look impatient. “I trust him impeccably, Kemi. And if you don’t like the place in person, we’ll swap it out for another one. You’re pregnant. I’m not dragging you round resorts until we can find a home, like some demented tourist.”

			“Some demented tour—” Kemi simply stared at him, not knowing whether to laugh or to open the car door and make a break for it. She was leaving her father’s house, yes, but there had been moments today when Luke made her wonder if she shouldn’t stay with the devil she knew. He typed busily away at his tablet, then handed it to her. “Swipe.”

			The beauty of the estates on the screen took her breath away; king’s daughter or no, she’d never seen anything like them. Green, rolling hills served as backgrounds for stunning homes that arched up to reach the sky. The first overlooked a rocky beach with glass-clear water and a sky that rivaled it in blue.

			“I thought you might like the water, being from here,” Luke said from over her shoulder.

			The second was a series of small, elegant houses that were interconnected by floral-lined glass passages. An infinity pool served as a front lawn, and even in the photos the water looked cool and inviting.

			“Pretty, but hell to maintain,” Luke posited.

			Kemi swallowed. “Aren’t I supposed to be choosing?” It was a joke, but her voice came out a bit more wavery than she’d intended. This was so overwhelming. She touched the button on the tablet’s screen, turned it off. “I’ll do the rest later. I’m tired.” She looked up at him through heavy lids. “Will you take me home now, please?” she asked.

			Luke nodded, then, to her surprise, he leaned in, looked into her eyes. His own were soft and cool, and Kemi felt those familiar stirrings of desire, deep down. It was funny, how the body could still be so aroused when the mind was so conflicted. She could not tell Luke that, however; even the thought was anathema to her.

			“It will be fine,” he said, with so much confidence that she almost believed him. There it was again—that sense of safety, despite the uncertainty of everything else.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			IT WAS SURPRISINGLY easy to play the role of ecstatic bride in front of a crowd, and Kemi did it to perfection. Her father spared no expense in celebrating her wedding to one of the wealthiest men in Nigeria, and there certainly had never been an event of its magnitude in the sleepy old town of Gbale. The traditional wedding, of course, would be held first. She and Luke had both agreed that the church wedding should be smaller, more private and held after their child was born. The traditional wedding was enough trouble, really—and as a representation of Yoruba culture, would be more than enough to satisfy her father and his societal obligations.

			Early on her traditional wedding day, Luke came to the palace, flanked by a band of men playing talking drums as well as his groomsmen, dressed identically in tailored tunics and pants, hats perched jauntily on their heads, beads encircling their necks, swinging walking canes and calling out for the king to let them in. Kemi and Tobi peered down at them from the balcony overlooking the palace walls, laughing at the theater; the king’s representatives met them at the door, and all the men lowered themselves to the ground in obeisance, fanning crisp hundred-dollar bills out as an appeal, asking amid loud joking, laugher and singing to be let in.

			Kemi’s gown was absolutely ridiculous in its opulence; in between her newly pregnancy-inflated bosom and hips, she could barely breathe. It was skintight, low-cut, studded with beading and peacock feathers, and still somehow staggeringly chic. She carried an enormous fan of peacock feathers, which she waved grandly at the guests, the lack of her husband’s family noticeable. Luke was an only child, and his mother, he confided, had died a long time ago. His father did not live in Nigeria, and she did not push for more details.

			The ceremony itself was long, elaborate, drawn out—a state occasion, almost. There were speeches and blessings by nearly every clergyman of importance in the area and formal recognition of dignitaries, some of whom had traveled internationally to attend, despite the short notice. There was a massive celebration lunch, on crowded tables groaning under the weight of soft pounded yam and spicy, nutty soups, hearty with meat and fresh vegetables. There was not one but several cakes, glossy with frosting, and wine flowed like water. When the celebration was winding down, a fleet of armored vehicles arrived to bear the new bride to the chartered jet they were to take to the Seychelles.

			“I’ll miss you,” Tobi whispered once she had brought her sister the peacock-feather wrap she’d wear over her gown. She reached up and adjusted the stiff gold headdress on Kemi’s head, then bent and kissed her cheek.

			“I’ll miss you, too,” she whispered and wrapped her arms round Tobi’s shoulders, tightening as if she’d never let them go. The girls had spent their last night together only hours before, Kemi sitting on a low stool at her sister’s feet as Tobi put the finishing touches on her braids. Kemi had eschewed one of the many hairdressers at her disposal in favor of Tobi, whose nimble fingers and graceful hands had swiftly parted her sister’s hair into what seemed like thousands of thin, silky braids over three days. The final result was a marvel—yards and yards of dark hair interwoven with tiny glass and gold beads that twinkled at the barest hint of light.

			“It will last for at least two months if you’re good about wrapping it at night,” Tobi had said briskly once the last bead was attached, after the ends of the extensions had been sealed in hot water to which she’d added a few drops of lavender oil. “I’m sure you can find someone to fix it for you over there.”

			“Not as well as you would,” Kemi said softly, and the two girls held each other for several moments, overcome by the emotion of it all. Tobi, of course, knew the secret of the child that grew beneath her sister’s ribs; she’d shared it with her the night Luke arrived. After the initial shock, Tobi had taken the whole thing in her stride.

			“It’s not quite the thing,” she said, “to marry someone like this. But there’s nothing that has ever been normal about us, sister. And if you think he can make you happy... God willing, you will have a healthy baby, but things happen. Do this for yourself. And if it doesn’t work out, come home.”

			In her heart of hearts, Kemi knew that would never happen. That single, near-enchanted evening she’d spent in Luke Ibru’s arms had sparked a chain of events that she knew would change her life forever. And now—

			“Kemi?”

			It was time to stop reminiscing. Kemi arranged her face into a smile and turned around to face her husband—her husband!

			Luke looked marvelous, and her heart gave a little skip to see it. The slim, tailored dashiki and pants, in the same emerald green as her dress, suited Luke quite well, skimming his narrow, muscled frame. The green of the tunic made the deep tints of his skin glow, as did the tiny gold stud in one ear. Did he wear that normally? She hadn’t even noticed he had a piercing. He hitched a brow, and she felt her cheeks flush again.

			What was wrong with her? She couldn’t even blame this on drink; she’d had only half a glass of sparkling apple juice, thanks to her condition. They had barely interacted during the event, which was fairly easy to do; traditional Nigerian weddings were so jam-packed with activity that actual interaction by the bride and groom could easily take a back seat. Luke’s large hand fastened round the handle of her bag, and his other dropped to the small of her back.

			“Our plane is waiting,” Luke said quietly.

			Kemi’s heart felt as if it was lodged in her throat. Wordlessly she moved back and slipped her hand into Luke’s; he turned it over, looked at the slim gold ring on one finger. He’d shown Kemi dozens, but in the end she’d only wanted a gold band. She did not, she thought, want to return an opulent ring once this was all over. She didn’t want any personal gifts that would be difficult to part with, that she couldn’t afford herself.

			“Simple,” he said, and his voice was dry. “It suits you.”

			Kemi nodded; she had no energy for wordplay. For a moment, just for a moment, she allowed herself to sag against her husband’s side, and to her surprise he smiled gently down at her.

			“You’ll be able to rest soon” was all he said. “Let’s go.”

			

			There was barely time for Kemi to say goodbye to her family or even to change her dress. They’d be flying out of Lagos, of course, and traffic was always unpredictable. They eased themselves into the back of the waiting limousine—dated, she thought, but worthy of their type of occasion—and finally, for the first time in days, they were alone, separated from the silent, deferential driver by a partition. Luke did not say anything. He fiddled with his phone as if he meant to turn it on, then looked out the window, instead.

			They were now in the middle of one of Lagos’s famous traffic jams, and she could see people in their cars talking, laughing, arguing, dancing. None seemed to have the sort of choking awkwardness that had hung over the two of them since they’d left.

			She picked one of the costly beads off her skirt, then reached up to where the emerald necklace lay heavy on her neck and shoulders. She really should have insisted on changing before leaving instead of staying in this ridiculous outfit. Despite the air-conditioned interior, her hands were sweaty, as was much of her body—a side effect of pregnancy, she’d heard, and not one she was particularly fond of. Her fingers slipped on the clasp once, twice—she swore under her breath, and then Luke was there, next to her, his fingers gentle on the back of her neck.

			“It’s a delicate clasp. Let me help you,” he said, and the feeling of his breath on the back of her neck did absolutely nothing to cool her down. She picked up the ridiculous peacock fan from where it lay on the floor of the car and began circulating air as quickly as she could. Her damned dress was far too tight, as well; she should have never let her stepmother talk her into this sexpot style, should have gone with the traditional, roomy iro and buba instead—

			“Kemi.”

			She squeezed her eyes shut, concentrated on breathing. Tears were beginning to sting behind her lids; she forced her attention to the movement of her diaphragm. In. Out. In. Out. The interior of the car was receding, light, then dark; it was taking on that wavy shape round the edges that she knew heralded unconsciousness. She’d fainted only once, as a child after playing hard in the summer heat, and she remembered the feeling of breathlessness, the complete loss of control. She wasn’t there quite yet, but in a moment—

			She heard Luke’s voice, risen high and sharp with concern, and there was a metallic, sour taste in her mouth. She tried to answer him, but all she could get past the lump in her throat was a gasp. She heard Luke swear, violently, shout something at the driver, and then, thank goodness, there was a violent tug, and she felt her body expand, fill with precious, blessed air as her dress opened in the back. She gulped, then sucked in more air, and then, hot and humiliated, began to cry.

			“Breathe,” Luke commanded. His voice was much less alarmed, almost brisk. “Breathe, darling. With me, all right, Kemi? Breathe.”

			She obeyed him, inhaling, exhaling, the buzzing behind her eyes reducing a little with each exhalation. Luke’s hands were inside her dress, on her bare skin, pushing the material away. His hand brushed the side of her breast, bared by the boning and cups built directly into the dress, and she batted his hand away feebly.

			“I assure you, that’s the last thing on my mind,” Luke said dryly, and Kemi found the strength to shift away from him, turn so that she could face him head-on and lift her chin. It would wobble despite her best efforts, and tears were running down her face, but at least he wasn’t touching her.

			“Thank you,” she said. “I can handle it from here.”

			“I doubt that’s the case,” he said, and his voice was a little rough, but still gentle in a way it hadn’t been before.

			“My dress was too tight,” Kemi said, but she knew that wasn’t the only reason she’d had a meltdown. It was the sudden, overwhelming knowledge that she was free now, that she was now at the mercy of a man, this man, that she wasn’t quite sure the decision she’d made would be any better than what she’d left.

			And now, to make matters worse, the memories of his hands on her skin were coming back, crowding out the anxiety, the fear. Her body was reacting in an entirely inappropriate way, both for this conversation and for the place, and her breasts, threatening to break free of her unfastened bodice, were beginning to ache. She knew without looking that her nipples were swelling, pushing hard against the scratchy fabric. They remembered how skilled his hands had been, how gentle his mouth had felt. Pregnancy had made them twice as sensitive, unfortunately, and that sensitivity seemed to have traveled to every nerve end in her body.

			Her husband.

			She swallowed hard and turned away.

			“You’ll have to take that ridiculous thing off,” Luke said, loosening his collar and clearing his throat. There was a different kind of tension now; Kemi knew without asking that her husband quite likely was remembering what she was remembering, although she could wager he was nowhere as uncomfortable.

			“Kemi.”

			She shook her head.

			“Talk to me,” he said. “Get it out, whatever it is. It’s not good for the health of the child otherwise.”

			She was too cold now, all of a sudden; the sweat on her exposed skin made her shiver.

			“Kemi—”

			“Why did you marry me, anyway?” Her voice was piteous and she hated it, but she had to know. “Why? You could easily have paid me off.”

			To her surprise he half laughed, somehow combining it with a rueful grunt. “You won’t like the answer.”

			“Try me.”

			For a moment the only audible things were the air conditioner and the faint strains of Flavour, serenading his imaginary lover in a song on the car’s sound system. Luke’s driver thought it appropriate for newlyweds, apparently. If only he knew.

			For the first time since she’d known him, Luke looked...uncertain. Exposed, and it was such a surprise it kept her silent, slowed her breathing, quelled the racing of her heart.

			“I wanted,” Luke said, “to take care of you.”

			Kemi felt a glow of pleasure, followed just as quickly by dismay. At first the words sparked a little beat of her heart; then, just as quickly, she felt it drop to her stomach. Tender feelings had not inspired this statement; this was Luke. It didn’t matter how gentle he was with her in bed. He didn’t have feelings for her and never would. Kemi might have been an innocent, but she was schooled enough in human emotion to see when it threatened to carry her away. If she allowed herself to think of Luke in any terms but business, she would be hurt, and badly. If she wanted to emerge from this marriage unscathed—

			What if he falls in love with you?

			Kemi drew in a breath. Of course that part of her that still believed in fairy tales would think that way. Just because she was a princess didn’t mean she was headed for a happy ending with the man who’d come to rescue her.

			Kemi blinked and looked up to see her husband peering curiously into her face. She forced a smile that covered crippling anxiety.

			“I don’t plan to be a liability,” she said quickly.

			Luke turned his head, looked at her in the darkness. “Pardon?”

			“I’ll do my best to be an asset to you. I don’t want to be a burden. I’m not—I’m not a charity case, Luke. I might have been sheltered, but I have a lot to offer, too—”

			She was babbling and was fully aware she sounded insane, but she couldn’t seem to shut her mouth. Luke was staring at her with so much astonishment that it would have been funny in any other context. She dug her freshly manicured nails into her palm, trying to shut herself up.

			“Did I ever in any way, shape or form, imply I considered you a liability?” Luke asked.

			Now she felt more than a little ridiculous. “No,” she said in a small voice. “You didn’t, but—”

			“I’ve never done anything I didn’t want to do,” he added. “Do you understand what I’m trying to say, Kemi?”

			Her face felt as if it was on fire, now, and she was glad for the warm, muggy cover of night. “I—”

			“You are—” and here Luke began ticking off his fingers “—a king’s daughter. You are pregnant with my child. You’ve brought me increased social status and an immediate family—”

			Kemi swallowed. She’d never felt more like a commodity in her life, although she supposed her father might agree with Luke.

			“Don’t underestimate your value, Kemi. Come on,” Luke said briskly, and just like that, she realized the car had stopped. Luke gave her his coat to pull on over her dress, and in a flash, she was mounting the stairs to the jet, the portal to her new life.

			The interior of the jet was a study in luxury. Rendered in soft shades of buttery gold and rich brown, it featured oversize pods with built-in workstations, plus carpet so deep that the heels of her mules sank into it. Soft music played over the speakers. Luke gave her a lightning-quick tour as two attendants milled about, making the cabin ready for takeoff. There was a sleeping area complete with a working shower, and a bed made with sheets and blankets so lush and thick her fingers lingered on them.

			“This is your life now,” her husband said simply. “It’ll take you anywhere in the world you want to go.”

			They sat down and strapped in for takeoff, and when the plane finally reached cruising altitude, they were free to move around the cabin. Luke motioned for her to join him in the sleeping cabin, pulled a curtain aside to reveal loungewear specifically for the seven-hour flight—sweats, dressing gowns, yoga wear, all in fabric so soft it would feel like nothing on the skin.

			“I’ll leave you alone,” Luke said, then tilted his head. “Do you need help...?”

			“No,” Kemi said quickly, then blushed when Luke lifted his eyebrows. “I mean—maybe. I’m sorry—”

			“If you apologize to me one more time, I’ll leave you on the tarmac.”

			She supposed he was joking. “You have to acknowledge this is strange,” she said, and shrugged his coat onto the bed before presenting her back to him. She could feel the air-conditioning on the bare skin of her back, and she wished, fleetingly, that she was wearing something more substantial under the dress than the flimsiest set of lace underwear ever. Not that it would move her husband, she thought a little bitterly. Sometimes she felt as if that night of passion had been a figment of her imagination.

			She closed her eyes as Luke came up behind her, the warmth of his body radiating onto her skin. When she stood like this, when he could not see her face, it would be safe for a moment to close her eyes, indulge the slow roll of want she’d learned to expect. Not that she could tell him this. Her wants were not part of the bargain involved in this marriage of convenience.

			Luke’s fingers brushed the length of her spine—completely unnecessarily, she thought with a flush of something very much like anger.

			“I’m not entirely sure,” he said after a pause, “how, after a day of partying so hard, you can still smell so good.”

			What? Her cheeks were fairly burning now.

			“At first I thought it was perfume,” he said, and the husk that had entered his voice made her breath catch. “But no. It’s you. It was the same at the lounge that night...”

			The night they’d had sex, that one and only time. Kemi immediately felt a heaviness in her breasts, a tightening in her nipples. They remembered Luke, and how good he’d made her feel. They wanted his hands on her. Luke’s slim fingers flicked open one hook at the small of her back, then another. Kemi gulped.

			“Your skin is so warm,” he said, almost idly, and she felt the dress give a little more. Three. Four. He’d reached the soft lace waistband of her underwear now, and his fingers skimmed the inside, just a whisper of contact.

			“New?” he murmured, and his lips grazed her ear. When they made contact, there it was—that surge of molten heat burning right at her core, spreading outward. She wondered helplessly if it was different for women who were more experienced—married women, or women who had sex all the time. Was there a way to cap this, to react in any other way but this pulsating, aching want that burned a lighting-hot path from her breasts to between her legs? And as for Luke, who was he? What kind of a person treated her with such supreme indifference, then turned round with the next breath, proclaimed he wanted to protect her, and, currently, was stroking her skin with the backs of his fingers, as if—as if—

			She twisted out of his grip and turned, facing him, groping impotently for the bodice of the dress. It was a wasted effort. It already sagged at her hips. She wrapped her arms around her chest instead, feeling incredibly foolish, but determined to speak.

			“Are we going to have sex now?” she blurted out, then clapped a hand over her mouth. She couldn’t believe she’d said that.

			His brows lifted, and high. “If we were, probably not anymore.”

			Kemi felt her face grow hot, but she forged ahead. “I just need to know—” She paused, trying to find the words. “Is this—in name only? Are we having sex? Am I expected to make sure that you’re satisfied in that area?”

			“Kemi...”

			“Will there be other women? Will you—” Kemi choked a little. “I don’t know how this works. I don’t know the rules.”

			Luke sighed. “Get dressed.”

			“What—”

			“Get. Dressed,” he repeated. “We’re not having sex, and I think you can get out of your dress well enough now. We can talk when we get to the Seychelles.”

			Not ever, or not for the moment? Kemi scrambled into a long-sleeved cashmere shirt and matching palazzo pants, heart still thumping oddly. She draped a thin shawl over her shoulders, slipped her feet into delicate slippers with a designer logo Tobi certainly would have killed for and walked out into the main cabin, doing her best not to look at the bed she left behind her.

			

			Luke was half-disgusted with his own behavior. The second he’d gotten her alone, putting his hands on her, and—why? He’d had no intention of trying to seduce his wife. He had no intention of doing anything except keeping an eye on her till she had her baby, then ferrying her off to whatever place she fancied most, leaving him to live the rest of life in peace.

			The problem was his body was refusing to cooperate. One look at Kemi in that state of half undress, her arms barely able to contain the flesh they were trying very inadequately to cover...

			What the hell was wrong with him? Even now, although he wasn’t as rock-hard as he’d been in the cabin, he was nowhere close to being in a state where he’d be able to think objectively.

			The next hour was cordial, though it was strained. He bullied Kemi into eating something—he still wasn’t happy with the lack of color in her face—and he showed her to the main sleeping cabin. He was relieved when she fell asleep, tucked soundly into her converted bed. She could not know it, but the day had been an incredible strain for him, too. He could feel tension tightening at the corners of his temples, threatening to spill over into a headache that he knew would cripple him if he allowed it.

			Heaviness was creeping in as well, a blanket of melancholy that he recognized and even welcomed. This sadness had been his constant companion for years and was as familiar as a relative, or an old friend. This he knew how to navigate.

			His feelings for his young wife were something else entirely.

			Luke had danced, had smiled for photographs, had held Kemi close, had even kissed her when the occasion demanded. He had greeted her countless relatives and sat in a hard, uncomfortable chair beside the king and laughed and joked with her brothers and danced with her young nieces and nephews and made merry for what seemed like hours and hours. The exhaustion of the facade was stealing through his body now. He was numb, ready to lie down, strip off his finery and curl up in the dark until he felt normal again. The hundreds of people he had interacted with today would have no idea that he was as numb inside as a winter’s evening. They would have no idea he felt nothing, and hadn’t felt anything in years. People would go back to their homes to tell the story of the princess and the billionaire and laugh and smile and wish for such a Cinderella story for themselves.

			They had no idea. No one ever had any idea. Pain was for him, and him alone, and if he never felt any sort of joy at anything again, it was nobody’s business but his.

			Yet the lovely young woman half curled up in her bed, only a few feet from him, stirred things inside him that he’d thought were long dormant. It wasn’t about lust, or about sex—Luke had and could live without those. It was a fierce sense of protectiveness, of caring, of wanting to fold Kemi into his arms, to protect her from the world’s ills.

			She’d seen so much already. And he was her husband now. Unfortunately, he was possibly the most damaged person for the job.

			Luke sighed inwardly and half turned over, staring out at the inky darkness of the night. He received word from his men on the ground that the house that they’d purchased in the Seychelles was ready to receive the two of them. He looked forward to it. His room would have a stout lock and a stocked minibar. He would be able to immerse himself in this darkness that was quickly creeping over all his extremities, just for one night, and then he would bury himself in work until the darkness was gone. It was how he’d managed for years, and nothing would change.

			Kemi stirred and muttered in her sleep. He peered over at her. Her lovely face was troubled, even in sleep, and she threw out an arm, muttering something—

			She was having a dream, and not necessarily a happy one.

			As she stirred, she grew all the more agitated, and Luke sat up.

			Her face was drawn in an expression of such vivid pain that his breath caught in his throat despite himself. The look on her face was one of sadness, one of pleading, one of regret. She whispered a fervent “no!” and then twisted sideways, shoving the fine down blanket to the floor.

			“Kemi?” Luke asked, sitting bolt upright in his chair.

			She did not hear him; she was too deeply entrenched in that world between waking and asleep, held fast by whatever the demons that disturbed her were telling her. She began to mutter things in Yoruba, but her distress was clear though the meaning was not. She threw out her hands, and the cry that escaped...

			“Kemi!” Luke sprang to his feet and crossed the few feet between them, placed a hand on her arm. She was visibly shaking now, and the words she spoke were mingled with tension and grief. He shook her a little, and she moaned. He reached out and placed a hand on the side of her face.

			“Wake up,” he said, low and consistent. He did not want to shake her. She looked so fearful, and he did not want to add to her distress. “Kemi. You’re having a bad dream. Can you hear me? It’s Luke. Wake up.”

			Her eyelids fluttered as if they were reluctant to leave their place of slumber, but Kemi finally opened her eyes. They were cloudy with sleep and confusion, and she looked up at her husband. The fear in her eyes made him take a step back; she looked like a hunted animal.

			“Kemi,” he said, loudly this time, and clearly. “It’s Luke.”

			Kemi drew away from him, pulling back as far as she could go, rubbing her arms against the goose flesh that had prickled up. “I—”

			“You had a bad dream,” Luke said.

			She swallowed hard; he could see the motion going down the line of her throat.

			“What were you dreaming about?”

			Shame crossed her face. “I didn’t mean to disturb you,” she said. “It happens sometimes, but— Was I—was I screaming?”

			“Do you usually scream?” He peered into her face hard, trying to read her expression.

			A vivid flush crept over her face beneath the lovely brown tints of her skin. “Sometimes. Only when I’m— Oh, it doesn’t matter. I’m so sorry I disturbed you.”

			Luke did not know what caused him to do it, but he sat down on the end of the bed. Kemi drew her legs in close as if to avoid contact with him, but he ignored this.

			“Were you dreaming about the abduction?” he asked bluntly.

			She looked down at her hands.

			“Does it happen very often?”

			“Almost every night,” she said softly.

			“Do you always wake up as terrified as this?”

			She was silent for a long moment, and then she spoke. “The dreams happen when I’m deep in sleep, or when I’m very tired. Different things happen in them. Sometimes it’s at that moment, that first moment when they pull the gun on me. Sometimes I’m in a crowd, and they’re chasing me, and I’m trying to press through the bodies, and I know someone is calling me but I can’t quite break to the edge of the crowd, where I know I’ll be safe. Sometimes I see the men themselves, and their faces, and they hold me down, and they try to touch me—” Her voice broke.

			Nausea roiled through Luke. “When you were kidnapped, did they—”

			She shook her head quickly. “No, thank God. But they told me pretty much every minute that they could, if they wanted to. They rough handled me once or twice, and—” She swallowed, and hard. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”

			They sat in silence for a moment, a silence only punctuated by Kemi’s soft, irregular breathing.

			Luke reached out without even knowing what he was doing and touched her face. Her skin was cool and clammy, covered with a thin layer of sweat. “So it’s been like this for you since you were—”

			“Sixteen.” Kemi’s fingers were wrapping nervously round the base of her braids, pulling tight until the lack of blood left her fingertips a dull white. “My sister and I sleep in the same room, and that helps. They gave me sleeping pills for a while, but that made it worse. It just made it harder to wake up when I was in the middle of one.”

			“Have you ever talked to anyone about these nightmares? Do you have panic attacks, or anything else?”

			She lifted her shoulders. “I don’t have panic attacks, although I am anxious sometimes in crowds or spaces where I haven’t identified any exits, or I’m in the middle of strangers. I’m rarely alone—that helps.”

			They sat in silence for a long time, corrupted now only by the humming of the jet. “Have you ever talked to anyone about this?”

			“Well, Father Sylvester said—”

			“Is Father Sylvester a psychologist?” Irritation crept into his voice. He knew the penchant his people had, especially the more religious ones, for turning to religion instead of science, but the terror on this young woman’s face was not something that could be banished by prayers or oil or lighting candles. He waited one long moment before he sighed and gestured. “Move over.”

			She stared up at him; her dark eyes went wide. “What are you—”

			“I’m not your sister, but you are pregnant and you need to get some sleep,” he said flatly. He stared at her until she, eyes still wide, scooted over, and he eased himself onto the bed beside her.

			“They are meant to sleep two people, anyway, and I’ll try my best not to snore,” he said. “You need help, Kemi, and you will get it soon. But for tonight, if you need someone to sleep with you, I will.”

			The residual fear on her face had faded away to something else completely, something that was reluctance mingled with a softness that tugged somewhere deep in his chest, despite himself. “You don’t have to—”

			“Yes, I do,” he replied immovably. “I said that I wanted to marry you to take care of you, and I will. I haven’t always been the best at anticipating the needs of people, but I will try my best to anticipate yours. I meant what I said today in front of the priest, Kemi. We may have married for unorthodox reasons, but it is my intention to make sure you want for nothing.”

			Kemi said nothing, thank God, but her eyes blurred just a little, and she allowed her lashes to drop. Her only response was to slide beneath the covers on their airplane bed, and after a moment he did the same. They did not speak, not until the regularity of her inhales and exhales told him she was back to sleep.

			Sleep was not to come as quickly to Luke, however. He was utterly aware of Kemi beside him, of the soft, sweet smell of lilies that hung over them both, of the warmth radiating from her silky skin. He would not touch her; this was not the time or the place. But he could not deny that feelings were stealing into places that he’d thought were long locked down.

			He remembered the terror in her face, her soft moans, the way she’d twisted and tensed with pain. He could not offer her love, but he could help her overcome this, help her abandon the ghosts that had scarred her mind as well as her abductors had scarred her body. He could hire experts to take care of those psychological scars. He could take care of her, give her the life she’d been denied because of one mistake.

			Perhaps, he thought wearily before drifting off to sleep himself, this would be the key to his redemption. He had destroyed his ex-wife’s life; perhaps he could make it up by helping Kemi to build hers. He could not love her, but he could get her to a place where she finally could forgive and love herself.

			Unfortunately, he was beyond repair. But he would not give up on her.

			

			There it was again, that overwhelming feeling of security and safety that seemed to associate itself with Luke.

			Kemi kept her eyes closed tightly until she was sure he was asleep, then half rolled over to look at his face. In the dim light of the cabin, it looked more handsome than ever, outlined gently with the shadows that filled sharp crevices and depths. She was tempted to reach out and touch his face, to run her fingers over the smooth planes as he’d done while cupping her cheek, but she held herself back. Sex was one thing; allowing herself to indulge in any sort of sentiment toward Luke was quite another.

			She’d been quite impulsive enough already. And Luke had made it abundantly clear that this marriage was about mutual benefits to both of them, not anything that would ever resemble tenderness. If she was to guard her heart, she must begin now. She must not allow herself even a single thought that bordered on sentiment about this quiet, stern-faced man she had married.

			I’m going to take care of you.

			The words echoed in her mind nearly every time she looked at him. She believed him with all her heart, and that was where the danger lay.

			Impulsiveness had gotten her kidnapped. It had gotten her pregnant. She could not risk her heart the way she’d risked her body those two times. A broken body could be repaired by a skillful surgeon; a broken heart was far harder to fix. And perhaps a broken heart lay beneath the impenetrable wall that was Luke Ibru.

			Why else would he be so stoic, so silent?

			Why the hell did she even want to find out? Why couldn’t she leave well enough alone? Curiosity had never brought her anything but pain.

			Luke’s eyes opened wide just at that second, and he grimaced, then hissed. Kemi screamed, loud enough to wake the dead, and sprang backward. She would have definitely ended up on the floor in a pile if Luke hadn’t been as fast as he was. He reached out, gripped her wrist, hauled her back up to the bed.

			He was laughing.

			She’d never seen him laugh before, at least not with the glee of a teenage boy who’d managed to startle a girl. It brightened his eyes, changed the symmetry of his face. He looked younger. More vibrant. She was so arrested by this new image of her husband that she took a deep breath and quite forgot to be angry.

			“You look scared to death,” Luke said, sounding very pleased with himself.

			“If that is how you comfort people who just had nightmares, I’d rather have you sleep where you were before!” Kemi huffed. She drew the blanket up to her breasts and sat bolt up in bed. “Really, Luke—”

			There was something in his eyes other than amusement, something so fierce and possessive that it quite stole her breath. “I’m sorry about your nightmare,” Luke said.

			She squirmed a little. “It happens.”

			“As my wife, you have unrestricted access to every resource you need. When we get to the Seychelles, I’m going to have someone on the ground for you to talk to. A professional...”

			Kemi’s heart was beating so rapidly in her chest she placed a hand over it in an attempt to still it. “Luke, I don’t expect—”

			“And besides that, just tell me what you need, and it’s yours. You haven’t had anyone stick up for you all these years,” Luke said emphatically. “I’m going to.”

			The words sat warm and full in Kemi’s chest, engulfing her like an embrace. “Luke, I don’t—”

			“No, Kemi, listen to me,” Luke said, gently. “You are far too young and the world is far too wonderful for you to be buried because of a simple mistake. You owe it to yourself. You owe it to yourself to do well, and to have every dream come true. What do you want?”

			Kemi’s mouth went dry. As a princess, and after what had happened to her, no one had ever asked her that question before. She licked her lips. “I’m not sure—”

			“You don’t have to answer me now, but you must want something. What is it? School? To live somewhere? To get involved with philanthropy? I have all the resources to make whatever you want your reality. You must give me your word that you will let me help you.”

			The urgency in his voice took Kemi aback completely. She did not know what she’d done to cause it, or to make him feel as if she was this much of a priority. They’d had one night of passion together, yes, and he’d shown up and taken her away from the palace, and from her father’s oppression. Still, there was no reason for him to be so invested in her—no reason she could actively see.

			“Why are you saying these things?” she asked, and she had to swallow to keep her voice from trembling. “We’re having a child together Luke, but you could have access to that child without anything from me. It is your right. I would not keep the child from you. We’re not in love, and we are not going to be. You don’t have to feel so responsible for me—”

			“You are my wife,” Luke said insistently. “And I want you to be happy.”

			Kemi could very much be flattered, could be swept away by the timbre of his voice and the passion of his words, but she knew instinctively that they weren’t for her. She sat up completely, allowing the blanket to slide down to her lap and crossing her arms over her chest. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Go ahead.”

			Kemi licked her lips before speaking. “What happened to your ex-wife?” she asked. “Why did you two break up?”

			The silence in the room, she thought, was dense enough to be measured.

			Luke was looking at her, but he wasn’t really seeing her, not at all. There was a distance in his eyes that she recognized. It reminded her of the way she sometimes tried to disassociate herself from her own memories, to step outside her own body, to look at herself as an observer instead of one who was actively reliving an experience.

			“We had a son,” he said. His voice had taken on the type of clipped quality one uses when one is relaying important but particularly painful information. “He died.”

			Kemi placed a hand over her mouth, feeling shock rush over her, ice-cold. “Oh my God—”

			“It happened a long time ago, Kemi.”

			A long time ago? The man sitting before her was in his midthirties, she knew that. And unless he’d married as a teenager, a long time ago wasn’t a timeline that made sense. “How long ago?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” he said calmly.

			Shame swept over her as she realized how insensitive her question must have sounded. “Luke, I am so, so very sorry. I had no idea. If I’d known—”

			“There is nothing to be sorry about,” Luke said crisply. “It happened. My wife and I were unable to resolve differences that came up soon after the loss of our son, and we separated. She has, quite fortunately as I mentioned before, found herself a new situation, and I have gone on myself to be quite successful. It’s a part of my life that I don’t care to relive, Kemi. I am telling you because it is your right as my wife to know the larger parts of my past. And—” He paused, then looked down at his hands, at the slim gold band there, as if it was some foreign object he was still trying to become accustomed to.

			“You lost a son,” Kemi said softly. A brief shadow crossed her husband’s face. It happened so quickly that she could have imagined it, but there was nothing, she thought, that could make one imagine this. “Was he sick? Was he—”

			“Sickle cell,” Luke said tightly, with all the wire-fine control of a general issuing orders.

			Oh. Kemi bit her lip. The name of the genetic disease alone carried much weight. Luke took in the expression on her face and nodded his head.

			“I’d rather not speak about it now,” he said crisply. “We’ll get this child tested, of course, and you as well.”

			Kemi swallowed hard and nodded her head. She had no idea if she was a carrier herself; her father had never brought it up. “Understood,” she said softly. “But I do want you to know how very sorry I am for your loss.”

			Luke offered her a small smile. “That is very kind,” he replied, but the smile didn’t come close to reaching his eyes.

			Emotions, unbidden, emotions that threatened to boil over, roiled through Kemi. She was shocked to find that she desperately wanted to close the distance between them, to wrap her arms around her husband’s broad shoulders, until he drew her against his narrow frame the same way he had that magical night they’d met. But even if the forbidding look on his face did not prevent that, the alarm bells pealing in her head did.

			She could not afford to get emotionally involved with Luke Ibru. She could not afford to want to peel back the layers that surely hid a darkness, a hurt that he wasn’t saying. She recognized hurt, having experienced it so deeply and so palpably herself so many times. She knew exactly what it looked like, and more than that, she knew what it looked like when it was being hidden by a facade of respectability and stoicism.

			There was no way she could help Luke. Not when she was so messed up herself, and not when helping him was dredging up feelings that she knew could lead to nowhere but heartbreak.

			She lifted her chin. “Thank you for everything,” she said, softly. “I will do my best, Luke, not to be a burden to you in any way.”

			A gleam of what might have been admiration entered her husband’s eyes. “You are not a burden to me,” he said. “And all I want you to do is to enjoy yourself, Kemi, and take advantage of this marriage to be the woman you want to become. I failed my first wife. I swear that I will not fail you.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			WHEN LUKE AND Kemi exited the jet he’d chartered to the Seychelles, he immediately felt a sense of relief, a sense of lightness, combined with the melancholy that he knew would increase slowly as the days progressed. The Seychelles were beautiful—in fact, other than Nigeria, they were his favorite place in the world. But they held memories.

			Years ago, a young Luke purchased a sprawling estate there for himself and his family, a way for them to get away from the bustle and the madness of Abuja and Lagos, and to have time together. His ex-wife, Ebi, had always loved the Seychelles. She always said a little dreamily that they reminded her of Eden, or some other paradise in a fairy book.

			They had been a paradise then for both of them. Now, the place was a graveyard for memories that he knew would haunt him for the rest of his life. When he arrived at the large, gloomy airport he’d passed through so many times, Luke felt the familiar prickles of pain creeping up his spine to his head, tightening his temples.

			None of this has power over you. Nothing has power over you.

			At least his house was gone, sold to a businessman with a sprawling family who’d needed a summer home. He’d finally managed to nag Kemi into choosing one of his suggestions, and now that they had arrived, he was pleased. And Kemi seemed pleased, too. Her eyes had widened with wonder as they left the airport, and he’d had the driver take his time so that she could peer out the window, stare out at the landscape as they drove through Victoria.

			“It looks very much like Nigeria, but not,” she’d exclaimed, and Luke knew exactly what she meant. The lushness of the land, the bright greenery that shrouded the roads, the muggy air...that was all familiar to them. But the Seychelles featured narrow gray paved roads that curved up and around hilly, rocky areas, and stone fences that hugged the side of the road, some new and painted bright, some so old and weather-beaten they blended with the greenery, seemed almost happenstance. Faded red roofs dotted the hills around them. The waters were clear as blue-tinged glass. The air with each breath whispered the promise of pleasure, of ease, of rest.

			“Don’t kill yourself leaning out the window,” Luke scolded, pulling Kemi back to the seat of the Range Rover that had met them at the airport, but the joy on her face could not be blanketed by his usual dourness.

			“It’s paradise,” she breathed, her eyes sparkling with excitement. The fatigue and fear from the flight were completely gone; her skin was dewy and velvet-soft, and she looked years younger. “Do we have to go to the house right away?”

			“What would we do outside?” groused Luke.

			“There are things to see. I Googled,” she said, and lifted her chin. “The Sir Selwyn-Clarke Market—”

			“No one calls it that. It’s just the central market,” Luke said, amused. “And it’s on our way, I think. We can go, if you’re so eager to buy dead octopus and rotting fish.” There was something else that sparked deep in his chest when Kemi looked like this, so alive, so beautiful. It did not completely obliterate the heaviness within him, but it nudged at it, just enough to let a little light through.

			“Do you know,” she said, her face growing serious, “that aside from the Abuja trip, I hadn’t been outside my father’s compound in years, except under guard?”

			He opened his mouth to reply, but she continued. “It’s never more than an hour or two, and it’s always connected to church, or something official. Something where I’m monitored, where security forces go ahead and behind, armed. This morning I woke up when we landed and realized that I could go out, that I could order a car, go shopping, go to the market, to a nightclub, even—”

			“Even with the way it worked out the first time?”

			Luke was surprised at the laughter that broke from her throat. It transformed her face into something so bright and animated that the pressure in his chest he’d begun to associate with her widened and tightened.

			Mine.

			The word came to him, soft as it was unbidden, and he swallowed. He could not think of Kemi in that way. He was far too damaged to possess any woman, especially one who’d been through what she had.

			“At least I can’t get pregnant this time,” she said and smiled, splaying her hands over her belly. When would she start showing, he wondered? He couldn’t remember what it’d been like with his first child. He had a sudden impulse to draw her in his arms the way he had already, to skim his palms over where she bloomed with new life. But he did not. Instead, he cleared his throat.

			“One stop,” he said, and she clapped her hands. “The central market?”

			“The central market,” she repeated, and he knew the look of pleasure on her face would stay with him for a long time. He fought it down with some effort. He could give her today; then he’d find enough to keep her busy.

			He could not afford to be delighted with her company.

			

			To go to the central market meant mingling with the hundreds that swarmed the enormous shopping center on foot beneath brightly colored umbrellas and stalls swathed in bright colors. The smells of spices, seafood and perfumes all mingled together, sometimes in perfect harmony, sometimes clashing horribly, but always interesting. They made their way slowly through the perimeter together, sans car or driver, with Luke to open doors and help Kemi down and carry the knobby packages and bags she filled as they proceeded. Mangoes, coconuts, plantain...she bought it all. Shopping, even for food, was definitely a weakness of Kemi’s, and Luke was first astounded, then amused, then curious.

			“Your father is a king,” he jeered, watching his wife bury her neck in a pile of cheap amber necklaces. “You’re buying the same things as eighteen-year-olds on a gap year.”

			“I like to shop,” she said defensively, then smiled. She knew her face was shiny with perspiration and likely unflatteringly round beneath the broad-brimmed hat she’d purchased to protect her skin from the sun, but she didn’t care. She was free for the first time in years, and the steady pressure of Luke’s hand on her lower back made her insides curl pleasantly. She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek; he looked surprised, but not displeased.

			“Thank you,” she said simply.

			He attempted one of his grouchier looks, but it didn’t quite land, especially when Kemi nestled into his side and wrapped her arms round his waist, ignoring the damp, sticky heat. “Princess...”

			“This has been my nicest outing in a very long time,” she admitted.

			“An open-air market? No need to flatter me,” Luke jeered.

			She slapped his arm gently. “No! I’m serious. My father was so paranoid about kidnappings that we only went to high-end boutiques, you know? Places that could be swept first, or that would open early or late...” Her voice trailed off as she became lost in memory. “We were never out in public, not really. This is—nice. It’s different. And don’t worry—I know this doesn’t mean anything.”

			He relaxed marginally. “All my resources are at your disposal, Princess. Kemi—listen,” he said and lowered his head so that he could look deep into her eyes. Suddenly it seemed very important that he tell her this, and tell her now. “Listen. I want you to create the life you want and let me help you make it.”

			“Luke—”

			“I mean it.” He paused. “Just because we’re not...you have to come out of this with something.”

			“Something. Just not you,” she said a little wryly, then cleared her throat and pulled away.

			The sudden feeling of loss was as sharp as it was surprising, and he cleared his throat, licked lips that felt dry all of a sudden.

			“You don’t have to worry about me,” she said after a long moment.

			“Good.” He kissed her on the forehead. “Let’s get you home.”

			

			Home.

			The soft gray stone villa Kemi had selected lay on the edge of a private beach and featured pieces that had been imported, bit by bit, from places around the world where the former owner had found fine and unique building materials. The house was not large, but every room was exquisite, lovingly honed, carefully curated. There was a huge garden dotted with stone benches, a maze of roses and other local flowers, and a fountain in the middle.

			The house itself featured a massive kitchen, dining room and multiple sitting rooms for entertaining and for dining. Luke’s favorite room was the library. He’d instructed the staff to line the walls with the biographies and military histories he loved to read, and soft, hand-braided rugs lent the tiled floor a little cheer.

			Luke and Kemi were greeted by Kingsley, the housekeeper that Luke had sent ahead. He’d been the overseer at his previous home. The older man’s face was bright with curiosity. Luke knew his staff must be buzzing about his marriage, but he wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of a full disclosure. Kingsley smiled and inclined his head to both.

			“How are you, sir?” Kingsley asked. “And welcome, madam.”

			“Doing well, Kings.” Luke swung the single bag he carried up on the porch, and the two men faced off. Kingsley was the only link to Luke’s past in the Seychelles; after much consideration, Luke had kept him on. At least Kingsley would know the full context of his employer’s odd behavior. He had been there that night, after all, the horrible night his infant son had gone into crisis, and he’d been the one to drive them to the hospital, as Luke had been completely incapacitated himself—

			He fought the memory down with some effort.

			“Will you be taking your meal in the dining room, sir?”

			Luke shook his head. Food was of little interest to him. “No. You may go, Kings. I’ll get something when I’m hungry. And there’s enough food to feed half the island in the car... Kemi and I did a little shopping.”

			Kemi cleared her throat. There was a gleam in those soft brown eyes that could have been anything. “I actually wouldn’t mind something, Kingsley. I’m pleased to meet you.” She then rattled into a Yoruba greeting and extended her hand; Kingsley’s face brightened with delight, and he took it, bowed in the traditional manner, then answered back in the same language.

			“Should I leave you both alone?” Luke asked dryly.

			Kingsley snapped back to attention. “Oh! Madam was asking me where I’m from,” he said, looking more animated than he had in years, Luke thought with half amusement, half irritation. “I told her—”

			“Never mind,” Luke said crisply. “Kemi, why don’t you let Kingsley show you around and then we’ll eat?”

			He said it more as a question than a statement, and he thought he saw Kemi stifling a smile.

			“That would be lovely,” she said, almost demurely.

			“Very good, sir. I will take your bags up. Madam, you can come with me.”

			Luke nodded, unbuttoning the top two buttons of the dress shirt he’d worn for the flight over. He’d make sure their meal ended as quickly as possible, and—hopefully—get some time alone. Their afternoon together had been completely off script, as had been the fun he’d had. He’d enjoyed steering Kemi through the marketplace, enjoyed their banter, enjoyed the easy way she’d opened up. It was all very well and good to enjoy her company—he wanted her to be happy here, after all. But he had to watch the lines, the ones that would blur at the edges, shift from camaraderie into something deeper. Something that would require his heart and would hurt in the end.

			He could not allow Kemi to become someone he wanted to hold on to, not when he had such a talent for losing what he loved.

			

			Kemi was a princess, yes, but nothing about her upbringing had prepared her for the absolute splendor of the estate. In person, it looked far different from the photos she’d been given to choose from. The house was a four-story stone edifice that loomed tall and proud on beachside acres of lush vegetation; the warmth of sunshine and the perfume of flowers tickled her nose, even indoors, and if she listened closely enough, she could hear the sea.

			Kingsley droned on about architecture and the artists commissioned to custom-make tiles for the infinity pool that curved round the property like a moat, and the solar panels on the roof that conserved energy, and their celebrity neighbors, but Kemi was instantly lulled by the serene beauty of the place. Creamy tiles with just a hint of color, like a blush under skin, were cool beneath her bare feet. In every common area, glass windows stretched from floor to ceiling, and the sun streamed in through curtains of the light, translucent silk linen. Light and softness seemed to be the theme in the villa; even the hard edges were tempered by touches so delicate they made Kemi wonder. This exquisite house seemed so far from Luke’s graveness, it was absolutely incongruous.

			She thought about his ex-wife and what their home would have been like, then pushed down the thought. Luke had been frank enough about his past; it was their present that she should worry about, and what would become of them.

			What did she want them to become? She had to admit the question had no answer as of yet. The only thing certain was the fact that she was finally free. Her life stretched in front of her, bright and full of promise, and an excitement she’d never allowed herself to feel before began to bubble deep in her chest.

			Kingsley showed her to an enormous bedchamber, rendered in soft colors that reminded her of the beaches back home—blues and greens and silvers, and again, filled with plenty of light. The room was beautifully decorated but completely impersonal—it would take time to make it her own. There was no sign of Luke in the room, and she presumed he had his own apartments. Sleeping arrangements, she thought, her stomach turning a little, were not something they’d discussed, and perhaps her husband had made the decision for her already.

			She washed quickly in the enormous cream-and-blue-tiled bathroom and dressed carefully in a diaphanous caftan of sea green that seemed to match her surroundings. Kingsley returned for her at the appointed time, then showed her to a dining room. It clearly was meant for intimate meals; there was a small, gold leaf–coated round table and chairs, and a steaming spread of all her favorites: fried rice and stewed meat, candy-sweet yellow plantain fried crisp round the edges, a virgin cocktail in a tall, slim tumbler.

			The table was set for one. Her face burned, and she looked at Kingsley, who looked uncertain for the first time since they’d arrived.

			“Oga is resting, Ma,” he said and cleared his throat. “He asked me to tell you to go ahead, and he would see you in the morning.”

			Kemi sank wordlessly into her chair. All the exhilaration from seeing her new home had evaporated completely with Luke’s disappearance. She had no right to be disappointed, she knew; this was no ordinary marriage.

			Night came with rain, a tropical rain that softened the edges of the sky, turned the famed Mahe sunset into a smudgy gray. After Kingsley retired for the night, Kemi found herself quite alone. She was tired but not yet ready to go to bed. Aside from their night on the jet, this was the first time in years she’d sleep without Tobi’s reassuring closeness there, in the room, and she was a little apprehensive, silly as it was. She was a grown woman, after all!

			Perhaps in this new environment, the dreams would dissipate as well.

			Kemi peered out into the darkness, then slipped barefoot out onto her bedroom’s enormous balcony, dressed in a soft cream T-shirt, a holdover from her hen party, that reached midthigh. Despite the overhang and the netting on the balcony, the rain quickly misted on her skin and clothing, and she closed her eyes, welcoming the refreshing coolness. She could have walked through the house, but she still felt odd about that as well. For all she’d chosen it, it was Luke’s home. She’d contributed nothing, except perhaps the life that sparked in her womb. She folded her hands over her tummy. She wasn’t quite showing yet, and wouldn’t for some time, but she did feel so very different. Fuller. Sensitive. More aware.

			“Are you going to like the rain?” she whispered. It was the first time she’d talked to the little one growing within her. It felt odd, but she pushed on nevertheless. “I’m glad for it. The sound means we’ll both get some sleep tonight.”

			A rustling noise behind her made her whirl round, alarmed, and her heart jammed up into her throat. “Who—?”

			It was Luke.

			He looked very different from the dapper businessman who’d accompanied her on the trip; lounge pants hung low on his hips, and a V-neck T-shirt in snowy white showed off a great deal of chest. Circles had darkened the skin under his eyes, and his mouth was drawn. Taut. He looked as tired as she felt.

			“I’m sorry for scaring you,” he said and peered through the doorway. “What are you doing out there? It’s pouring.”

			“I was just getting some fresh air—I was trying to see the hills. You—” She paused. “You weren’t at dinner, and—”

			“No, I wasn’t,” he agreed. “Come in here.”

			Kemi did so, pausing to take off her wet slippers at the doorway. The dampened fabric of her shirt had it sticking to her skin; she realized a little uncomfortably that it was quite translucent now, as well, and the air-conditioning in the room...

			Luke’s eyes skimmed over her body with that odd possessive air he had, and she felt her skin flush.

			“You’re not showing yet,” he remarked mildly, and Kemi’s hands flew to her lower belly.

			“I’m not sure when I will be,” she admitted.

			“The doctor will tell us tomorrow.” He took a step closer, and Kemi’s sensitive nose detected the unmistakable scent of whiskey. He was not slurring his words, however. “I just had a nightcap and wanted to offer you something but remembered you can’t,” he said, with one of those flashes of humor that came and went with him. “And I know you have nightmares,” he added simply. “I didn’t want you to wake up and find yourself alone in an empty house.”

			A little spark in her chest grew, blossomed to flame. “You came.”

			His face looked as if he regretted it already; a line of bone jutted out of his jaw. Kemi swallowed and stepped into the pool of light inside her bedroom.

			“Thank you,” she said simply.

			Awareness was next, awareness that came from his closeness, from her state of undress, from the knowledge that she already knew how well their bodies fit together, from the fact that, yes, she was lonely, and had been for years, and her one-night stand with Luke had sparked longings in her that had long lain dormant.

			“You’re wet,” he said, and his irises were dark as the warm, damp night, dilated against the whites. Kemi felt her stomach tighten to the border of pain; it was longing, a longing she didn’t expect. She knew without looking that her nipples had hardened to the point of making her simple nightwear nearly obscene, and that it would do nothing to hide the shadow between her legs, either. She lifted her arms instinctively to cross them over her chest; then after the barest moment, she dropped them.

			For some reason she didn’t want to hide herself from him. Not tonight. There was some niggling part of her that wondered, if she did this, if he’d react—

			“There’s a little bit of a curve, just here,” she said, placing a hand flat on her abdomen. “You can touch, if you want.”

			His coal-dark eyes flashed dangerously, and Kemi felt heat engulf her from head to toe. It was a dangerous invitation, and they both knew it. He crossed the distance between them, and his fingers closed on the hem of her T-shirt.

			Kemi’s breath quickened.

			“This isn’t what I came here for,” he said gruffly.

			“It wasn’t why I asked you to touch me.” She sounded a little breathless. It was not a lie—not really—but she had wanted him to draw close to her, and if this was to be the consequence—

			“Tell me why,” her husband said, “you want to have this baby. I’ve never really asked you that.”

			Oh. She swallowed, then bit her lip. Tobi had asked her the same question, too, and it had left her just as silent. Not because she didn’t know the reason why, but because there was no way on God’s green earth she could say it out loud to anyone. No. That would leave her even more exposed than she was now, near-naked and trying not to tremble.

			“Luke—” she started, then faltered. Why would her heart betray her in this way, when she needed courage now most of all? She could not say the truth—that the heady, lust-soaked night in Abuja and Luke’s gentleness with her in his bed had given her an attachment she felt she had no right to have. There was a longing to love in Kemi, so much that it threatened to spill over sometimes, so hard that it manifested in physical pain. Luke had awakened that, and though she knew even then she’d never have him, he’d given her a gift.

			A baby. A child she could protect, could love unconditionally, could pour out that love on. But she could not tell Luke any of this; instead she licked her lips.

			“My mother was ill after having me,” she said, and her voice was soft. “It was a risk. She didn’t die, but she was always in poor health because of it. I lost her a few years ago, but she did something meaningful. She gave me life. She loved me. And when I was in a position to do the same—”

			Luke nodded, his expression veiled. His slim hands slid over her hips, beneath the damp fabric of her T-shirt; it was growing increasingly difficult to speak, but she managed, stuttering a little as those slow palms went round to where her backside curved, a whisper-soft caress on her skin. Heat. Every touch of his left a burning path. “Luke—”

			“Loving a child is like nothing else,” he said, and his hands stilled, and he suddenly looked so very sad that her own throat filled. He reached out, cupped her face. “You’ll see.”

			She knew that the whiskey was likely responsible for this sudden show of...whatever this was, but—well.

			Perhaps it was an excuse for what they both wanted. Kemi had never been needed, either, and the thought that Luke might have come to her that night for that reason, even subconsciously so—

			“And what about you?” she asked. The words were a little bit shaky; his hands had slid to her lower back, and upward, and she’d never wanted her breasts touched more in her life. Kiss them. Suck them. Make me feel— They were words she could not...was too shy to say.

			“About me?” Yes. His hands had come round to cup the weight of her breasts in his palms. His thumb skittered over her pebble-hard nipple, and she swallowed a gasp.

			“You will love the baby, too,” she said, and even through the haze of lust her voice came through, clear and sure. “I know you will. You—you’re a good man, Luke.”

			There was an intake of breath as if she’d hit him, and when she looked up his face was so forbidding she nearly stepped back. He looked absolutely haunted, for just a moment, and then he cleared his throat.

			He did not acknowledge what she said, but he pushed up the hem of the thin T-shirt, where she was already bare and swollen, aching with need. His fingers danced between her thighs, and she shook her head.

			“Kiss me first,” she said, through lips that barely moved. Her husband’s eyes could not grow any darker than they were already, but they deepened. In a moment they were transported back to that mad, magical night when they’d connected in the first place.

			He slanted his mouth against hers, and she closed her eyes.

			There it was, she thought, and tears sprang to her eyes at the unexpected tenderness of it. She tasted alcohol and warmth and wondered for one wild moment if perhaps this was wrong. But he cradled her face in his hands and kissed her mouth, her chin, her cheeks, where moisture slid from her lashes, and when he eased himself against the cradle of her thighs he fit so perfectly—

			This was more than indulging in lust. That would have been hurried, frenetic, unskilled. This was slow, careful, a gentle slide of skin on skin, calm where she was agitated, sure where she was shy, teasing out what she wanted. He let his lips hover over the skin of her lower belly, breathing in the scent of her, kissing her there with the same tenderness as he did her mouth, holding her close as her body shuddered release once, twice.

			“I feel like I’ve got butterflies inside,” she said shakily, after, when he asked if she was all right. Then he laughed, transforming his face to something softer, younger.

			“No nightmares tonight,” he said, almost as an order, and she shook her head vigorously, loosening her braids from the high coil they’d been in for bed. She bit her lip hard, then sat up.

			“I want,” she began, but she couldn’t finish the sentence. Instead she slid one leg over where he still strained for her, reached down to touch where he was smooth and hot. She could not look at him, but she did hear his intake of breath.

			“Please,” she said, and his hands slid beneath her hips, lifting her, helping her, and finally, finally—

			She cried out as they came together, and his voice was little more than a gentle rumble in her ear. She could not make out the words, but she could feel the way his body tightened beneath hers, feel how perfectly they fitted together. He was patient with her, guiding her, holding her steady till she found her own rhythm, chased pleasure exactly the way she wanted it—

			When she finally collapsed against the broad warmth of his chest, totally spent, his arms crept round her, and she fell into a deep and exhausted sleep.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			THE NEXT MORNING, Luke slipped away from her bed in the early morning, when light was just beating the darkness back, and went back to his own room. He’d forgotten to turn on the air-conditioning before sleeping, and the heat was nearly overpowering; it had increased as the sun came up. It was oddly cleansing, although Luke felt drained and weak.

			He took one of the water bottles that Kingsley had left on his nightstand, downed it and exited into the compound. He made his way back to the main house and over the cool, sweet-smelling carpet of grass to the mosaic-lined pool that surrounded the main house, almost like a moat in a castle. The freshwater pool had been scrubbed clean and filled with cool, clean water; it smelled strongly of chlorine. Luke shucked off his shirt and pants, then stood at the edge of the pool, flexing his arms for a moment before diving in.

			The cool water was a shock to his system, and his head instantly cleared. He surfaced and floated on his back, looking up at the deep blue sky with its soft white dusting of clouds. He loved the sky here. It seemed to stretch into infinity, a near-otherworldly shade of sapphire blue, a perfect match for the water that lapped across his body.

			He would swim around his house again and again, and he would eat food when Kingsley brought it to him, and he would sleep, and he would avoid Kemi, completely. Last night had been enough warning. Life had seen fit to, in a horribly ironic way, set him up with exactly what he’d lost. And it was terrifying.

			There were so many things to be afraid of. The feelings for his new wife that budded, unbidden, every time he looked at her. The health of the child that was to come, and the fact that he might, as scarred by the past as he was, do nothing but fail both. He enjoyed the cool, slippery resistance of the water on his body, and he thought.

			Happiness hadn’t evaded him, not really. He’d avoided it, because there was always something there to snatch it away. Those first losses had nearly broken him. How much was a man to take before he said, enough?

			Luke swam until his limbs were quite tired, then walked on the rubbery legs to the covered porch. He sank into the nearest chair and wiped himself down with the towel that had been left there, probably by Kingsley. It smelled faintly of lavender and lilies, bringing back yet another memory, one that was completely unrelated to his ex-wife or to their little infant son, resting in the All Saints’ Anglican Cemetery only a few miles away. He remembered the softness of a warm female body, yielding to his while music played below them, and his own body throbbed with life. He remembered the tender way she’d touched him the night before, and the way she’d called him a good man. It’d melted him completely. Completely. It was disconcerting to find that the walls he’d erected so effectively had been risked with a single touch from his wife.

			Kemi.

			She had been so absolutely ready, so eager for him, despite her innocence. He had taken her virginity, despite the fact that he knew next to nothing about her. It had been a moment of impulse that was completely unlike him. His ex-wife had been his first; there were no promiscuous years in Luke’s past. He had been raised by a stern and unyielding military father who had drilled his own values into his son, and besides, he and Ebi had fallen in love so early that it left him little time to indulge in many of the indiscretions his mates had. They had made fun of him because of his devotion to Ebi, but he hadn’t cared. His heart, mind and soul had been solely for her. He’d made his fortune; they’d married. But his carelessness had killed their son, and he’d lost her as well as the child.

			There would be no room for pursuing anybody else in a romantic sense, no matter how sweet Kemi had been, or how beautiful she was, or how much she’d trembled in his arms, or how naturally she fit there. She would have the baby; he would provide for them.

			That was all he was capable of doing, and he reminded himself of it as he saw her approaching. She held a tray of the simple fare Luke usually enjoyed while in Seychelles: fresh locally baked bread, butter, fruit and cold meat sliced thin and sweet, and a pot of tea so strong he could smell it even without lifting the lid. Without looking at him, she set it down on a small table that waited poolside, then lowered herself into the nearest deck chair and folded her soft, small hands.

			“That was rude, disappearing the way you did this morning,” she said.

			Despite himself, his breath caught. She wore another one of those thin, diaphanous dresses she seemed to favor; this one skimmed her full hips, and slits at the sides allowed for easy movement, as well as unfettered access to the legs beneath. His gaze skimmed down their smooth, gleaming lengths as she sat and tucked fabric around them; he couldn’t help himself. When he looked back at her face, her eyes followed the beads of water sluicing down his abs to the waistband of his trunks, as if fascinated. He cleared his throat, and she blushed.

			“I’m here because I don’t want you to worry,” she said and cleared her throat. “Yesterday—”

			“I’m not worried,” Luke said pleasantly, ignoring the thudding in his chest. This was fine. He’d eat this fine breakfast, ignore the new softness in his wife’s eyes and have her busy with the things he had planned for her in no time at all.

			First thing: he’d take care of that nightmare issue of hers. He could not sleep in her room night after night, after all. That certainly had been counterproductive. And far too dangerous. She was much too alluring, and he was too susceptible. If he thought her the kind of person who could have sex with no strings attached, it’d be different, but—

			He closed his eyes briefly. Even the thought of his heart getting involved filled him with dread. The quicker Kemi was fixed, the faster he’d have his redemption, and she’d be free. And they’d deal with the nightmares tomorrow.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			KEMI DIDN’T REALIZE she was seated with a therapist until the middle-aged woman in spectacles peered over them at her, a kind expression on her face. She had a laptop on the small table Kingsley wheeled into the main sitting room for her, and she smiled.

			“I’m glad you agreed to see me today,” she said, serenely. “I’m Agnes.”

			“Kemi,” she replied, confused. She’d been treated to a bewildering series of appointments her first few days in the Seychelles; there was a doctor, a nutritionist, a yoga instructor, a man trained in self-defense... All showed up on a schedule handed to her each morning by Kingsley, and so far, she’d seen every single person meekly.

			Luke hadn’t shown up for a single appointment.

			All Kingsley had said that morning was “the doctor is here, Ma,” and she, assuming her to be a gynecologist, had assented. Now the woman was asking—

			“Will you tell me why you’re here, Kemi? What are your goals?”

			“To have a baby?” Kemi said, confused.

			The older woman’s lips twitched, ever so slightly. “Your husband mentioned that you’d been having nightmares?”

			Disbelief dragged Kemi’s mouth open. “I’m sorry, are you a—”

			“I’m here to talk. But only if you want me to,” the woman said and smiled. “Congratulations on your baby.”

			Kemi took a deep breath. There were a number of things she could say at this point, none of which were useful. The woman was here to help her, after all. But, in the case of her husband—

			It had rained the first three nights that Kemi was in the Seychelles with Luke, and she’d spent all three with him.

			If one could call it that.

			He slept in her room, yes, but as distantly as he possibly could, on a blue sofa moved discreetly in for that purpose. As soon as dawn softened the sky to gray, he crept from the room and was unreachable for the rest of the day. Absent. He sat in his study and pored over his work, and any attempt to invade his inner sanctum was met with polite but cool stares and kind but very brief answers. They left her stuttering, leaving the room, berating herself silently for her lack of backbone. The few times she tried to initiate a response, his head was bent to his computer, the set of his shoulders and head a direct message: Stay away.

			At night, however, he showed up as if he’d been summoned. He climbed onto the sofa and lay there, quiet, until Kemi managed to still her pounding heart long enough to sleep. He never spoke more than a short “good night,” and he never touched her. Kemi did not know whether to be disappointed or relieved. Their one night together—he obviously regretted it, and Kemi hated herself for the lack of backbone that kept her from opening her mouth, from demanding answers.

			And after virtually ignoring her since their night together, Luke Ibru had the audacity to—

			“Please excuse me one moment,” she said simply, then whipped out her phone, texting Kingsley on his house line to bring in tea. That, if anything, would be enough to keep her new psychiatrist occupied until she dragged her reticent husband out of the shadows.

			

			It perhaps wasn’t the classiest approach to stand in the grand foyer of the villa and shout Luke’s name until he showed himself, but Kemi was beyond caring at this point. He was Nigeria’s top security chief; she knew there must be something in the house that was picking up her voice.

			True to form, her husband showed up in minutes, his brow creasing. He wore a linen shirt that clung damply to his skin; he must have been swimming, she realized. “Is the baby all right?”

			“Is the baby—” Funnily enough, in that moment she’d completely forgotten she was pregnant. She took a deep breath and licked her lips, then opened her mouth—

			“Don’t overheat yourself,” Luke warned.

			His utter lack of curiosity enraged her all the more. “Aren’t you going to ask why I’m out here, screaming your name like a fishwife?”

			He exhaled through his nose. “You’re scheduled to see Agnes today, and if you haven’t taken ill, I’m presuming something in the session upset you?”

			Kemi just stared at him for a full moment. “You’re unbelievable.”

			“I—”

			“You’ve come to me every night—” Kemi’s voice wavered “—since we’ve gotten here. Every night. You’ve watched over me. You made love to me once, then tried to act like it didn’t happen. Aside from that, I haven’t seen you at all. And then you foist me off onto a therapist, without my knowledge—”

			“Psychotherapy is very beneficial, Kemi,” Luke said with that exaggerated patience that made her want to punch him. “And prejudice against it is quite backward. I won’t force you, of course, but I think it would be good for you. You’re about to become a mother—isn’t it essential you become the best you can be, for your child?”

			“Our child,” Kemi said through tight lips.

			Luke waved a hand as if the distinction was of little matter, then stepped closer to her. He reached out, placed his fingers beneath her chin as if talking to a child.

			“Listen to me,” he said, and his voice was both soft and urgent. “You went through trauma. Get help, get healthy. There isn’t anything worse than living under the burden of something that’s unresolved. Let me help you start your life anew.”

			The irony of the statement made Kemi nearly reel. Could she call him hypocrite, or merely blind? Could he truly not see the ridiculousness of his own statement, a man preaching a mental health message, whereas he kept himself more tightly closed than a locked door?

			Unless it’s you. Luke had always made it abundantly clear that his responsibility to her extended because she was carrying his child. Perhaps it was ridiculous to expect anything more, to want more. But it was impossible for Kemi to separate the tenderness of that first night in her room from everything else. Night had bled into day, segued by the soft pink light of dawn, and Luke’s gentle consideration had bled into her heart, despite her best efforts. Kemi was not yet cynical enough to be able to draw a line of demarcation that would last. They were like lines she’d drawn in the sand on Badagry’s beaches as a child, lines that only a few passes of seawater would erase.

			She wanted to know more about him, and she was willing to push for it. “You don’t get to do this, not without opening up yourself. If you don’t talk to me, I won’t say a word to her.”

			Luke opened and closed his mouth, and for one thrilling moment, Kemi wondered if he would curse her. Instead he let out a breath, and his mouth twisted downward. “Since you insist—”

			“I do.” She straightened to her full height, set her jaw.

			“Agnes isn’t a stranger, Kemi—I’ve seen her myself,” he said, and his voice was clipped. Clinical. Matter-of-fact. “My son died on this very island, four years ago, because of my negligence. No amount of therapy can change that fact. I am a sickle cell carrier, as you know, and so is—was—my ex-wife. I—we—planned to put off having children until we could safely complete an IVF cycle, which would ensure an embryo with no issues. We were careless while on vacation, and she became pregnant. She refused to consider terminating the child once the genetic results came back, and I became father to a sickler.”

			Kemi’s breath was stuck somewhere in the vicinity of her throat. All she could do was fix her eyes on her husband’s face, on the absolute lack of expression there. He looked like a person who was reciting lines he’d learned, or was reading from a teleprompter; nothing but his lips were moving. It was as if all the air had left the space, leaving nothing but the sound of his voice. He was intent on the shock factor, on blindsiding her with it, on stunning her into silence.

			“There are treatments, yes, some very good ones, and some patients do very well. I poured a great deal of money into medicines, clinical trials—everything. But my son’s case—he was just too weak, and the damage to his organs—” The sentence ended abruptly, as if there were no more words. “Have you ever witnessed a child in crisis?” he asked, and his voice was suddenly soft and yet with sharp undertones that seemed to cut more now. “It is one of the worst things in the world to witness. They cry, Kemi. They cry and they don’t stop. Their bodies grow tense and they shake. You hold them, cradle them, and it doesn’t matter—it hurts them more. Every touch hurts them, no matter how gentle. Imagine being a mother, and doing what comes naturally, and you’re hurting your child.”

			Kemi swallowed hard against the ball of tears that was forming in her throat, but Luke wasn’t even looking at her. He continued.

			“Then you take them to hospital and watch the doctors pump them full of pain medication that’s meant for middle-aged people having surgery. I had to watch it time and time again until my son finally, mercifully, died—”

			“Luke,” Kemi choked out.

			“Oh, it was a mercy. No child should have to suffer that much.” Luke paused. “Then his mother broke down. Understandably. She’d been strong for a very long time.” Luke’s face was ice-cold and hard, and Kemi suspected that he couldn’t stop even if he tried. The worst thing about it was the tone of his voice. There was still absolutely no emotion there, although the words he said were terrible, awful, bringing up images that made her own body tense.

			“She had a breakdown,” Luke said, “a terrible one. And do you know what I did? I looked her in the eyes and I shut down. I couldn’t help her. I couldn’t even help myself. I’d promised at our wedding to be her partner in everything, to protect her, and to protect our family, and I couldn’t—”

			Kemi was weeping quietly by now, tears running silently down both her cheeks.

			“I feel guiltier about that,” he said after a long pause, “than I ever will about anything. You want me to open up, Kemi, to be something for you. I admire you for it. But there is simply nothing left within me to fix. I want you to get the help you need, and to be the extraordinary woman that you already are. But please, don’t try to make this any more than it is. It will not work. I do not want it.” He took a breath. “Are we done here? Agnes is waiting for you.”

			He didn’t wait for a reply; a moment later, he strode from the room.

			Kemi didn’t move.

			Her mind was solely on her husband, on the hard, unyielding line of his back as he left the room. She desperately wanted to chase him, even though she had no idea what she would say if she caught him.

			Luke had wormed into her heart, along with his determination to make sure she was left with no scars from the way she’d been brought up aside from the visible ones. Now she understood why he was so determined for her not to blame herself for her abduction.

			He shared some of that guilt himself, even though it was for different reasons.

			The pain he must have endured—it was pain that he would not allow himself to let go of. Just like her, Luke felt as if he deserved his plight.

			She now in an odd way felt better about the way he’d distanced himself from her. Grief and loss were a punch to the gut. They robbed people of their very existence, but they also made them incredibly self-centered, and in a way that would be nothing but detrimental to both them and the people around them.

			Did Luke not think that he was worthy of love? The thought that he might not tightened her throat.

			Had he consigned himself to a prison of his own making, as punishment for a crime that he still thought he was guilty of committing? How could one person bear that for so many years? And how could she help him realize that he held his own release? She, the wife who had been foisted upon him by an accidental pregnancy, a woman with absolutely no formal training, a woman who knew nothing about him up until this point?

			She cared. Heaven help her, she cared. And she knew in that instant that what had blossomed in her heart during those quiet nights together was turning into something else entirely. Still—the look on his face—

			Protect yourself.

			It would be foolish to fall for Luke. More foolish than the impulse that had driven her to his bed in the first place. And yet, Kemi wanted to find a way to connect with him. Even if he would not—could not—be anything other than this to her, it would be a fitting way to repay him for what he’d done for her and ensure that the child she bore would have a father who wasn’t afraid to love them.

			

			After that disastrous meeting with Kemi, Luke felt closer to panic than he had in years. He had to forcibly hold it in, drawing air through his nose sharply. He attacked the work on his desk with violence. Kemi represented turmoil, a turmoil that had forced its way into his life with the night they’d shared, turmoil that only grew with each passing day. Kemi was light and softness where he was dark and sharp corners. He did not know how to make room for her in his life without dislodging himself completely.

			And also, for the first time, he wondered if being utterly dislodged might not be so bad, after all. But the thought of stepping forward, the very idea that there might be something beyond the wall of grief he’d stayed hidden beneath all these years—

			Luke swore under his breath, slammed his laptop shut. It was no use. The infinity pool beckoned, as did the decanter of whiskey in his room. And then, night would fall, and his wife—

			He swore under his breath again, then started when a knock came to his door. “Enter,” he called in a voice that was much calmer than he felt.

			“It’s me.”

			Of course it was her. Luke closed his eyes, briefly. “I’m working.”

			There was silence for a moment, and then the door creaked open. The door he hadn’t locked, he thought irritably, and he stood just in time to see Kemi in the doorway. She was barefoot and wore one of the soft, filmy dresses he’d come to associate with her, one that just touched the floor round her feet.

			Her face was carefully veiled, even though she smiled, and he only had a moment to realize he didn’t like that at all before she spoke.

			“Don’t worry. I know it distresses you, and I’m not going to push what you said today any further. I just want to say that I’m sorry, Luke.”

			Pity. Specifically what he didn’t want, but he’d blubbered like a fool this afternoon. He lifted his chin. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

			“I know.” There was a look of determination in her eyes, one that immediately set him on his guard.

			“What?” he demanded, and to his surprise she laughed.

			“Are you always this defensive?”

			“I don’t know what you mean.”

			She lifted her shoulders. “You move through this life with such a determination to be aloof. I understand now why that is, but...isn’t that exhausting?”

			Luke was silent. Yes, it was exhausting. But admitting that to Kemi would mean admitting it to himself, and that wasn’t something he could afford to do.

			She continued. “We’re having a child together—” And here, her hand skimmed the soft curve of her belly, almost absentmindedly. His throat tightened; he’d touched her there once or twice during their nights together, dared to let himself imagine for a second what fatherhood might be like. But he hadn’t told her, and he wouldn’t. He could not.

			Control was all he had left, and he could not lose that, too.

			Kemi cleared her throat, and he realized he’d been staring off into the distance. “I’m sorry, please continue.”

			She smiled, and again his heartbeat leaped into his throat, because it brightened her eyes, softened her whole face.

			“I’d like for us to be friends,” she said. “We’re going to be coparenting in a few months, if nothing else, and it’s important. I promise that I won’t... I won’t push for anything else. Plus, you’re helping me far beyond what you probably should—”

			“You’re my wife,” Luke interrupted, and she shook her head.

			“It doesn’t matter. If we were...” Her voice trailed off. “If we were something, it would be different, but we’re not. Friendship is the only thing I’ve got to offer you, and I’m determined to. You need one. And I need one.”

			Luke blinked. This was so absolutely unexpected he had no idea how to handle it.

			“What would this entail, then?” he asked after a long moment.

			She lifted her shoulders. “Whatever comes naturally. The only requirement is that you don’t hide from me. Even if you don’t want to see my face, tell me—don’t avoid me. And we should spend some time together. We haven’t left this house since we arrived—”

			“We went to the central market the first day!”

			“Yes, one unplanned trip.” Kemi smiled again, but this time the light didn’t reach her eyes. “And if you don’t want to take me, I’ll go myself. I’ve spent the past eight years virtually locked up, Luke. I know things are different now, but some things about this feel very much the same. You’re trying to protect me from myself, just like my father did. And I’m tired.”

			There was so much vehemence in her soft voice that Luke was startled. Memory took him back to the first night he’d seen her—so uninhibited, losing herself in the music, allowing herself the indulgence of happiness, just for a moment. It hadn’t been her supple curves, or her lovely face, or the long, dark braids that framed it that had made her beautiful, that had caught his eye. It had been her spirit. And if in keeping her safe, he’d somehow surpass that—

			Luke eased himself to his feet, and Kemi’s brown eyes widened.

			“Friends,” he said guardedly and allowed his lips to tilt upward, ever so slightly. “And no more nights together, either. I think those may end up being more confusing than anything else.”

			An odd look crossed her face; he saw her color heighten, and she dropped her eyes. “I—”

			“Your first experience with love shouldn’t be with me,” he said quietly. “And I’m not going to deceive myself into thinking that just because what we did was under the cover of darkness, it doesn’t count. It was remiss of me.”

			The acknowledgment hung between them for a long moment; then Kemi nodded, and Luke drew in a breath. It was oddly cleansing, as if something had dissolved between them, some sort of barrier that had previously been unspoken.

			“You can trust me, you know,” Kemi said after a moment.

			“It’s not you I’m worried about,” Luke said grimly. “Now go. And please, for goodness’ sake, don’t gallivant about the Seychelles by yourself. I’ll arrange an escort for you when I’m not busy—you’re not a prisoner here. And yes—tonight, we’ll spend some time together.”

			“As friends,” she said, and her mouth twitched.

			“Right.” Lord, what an odd word that was for him. Who was the last person he’d called a friend, who cared about his plight? Jide didn’t count; he saw the man maybe three times a year. The realization that he’d shut everyone out, withdrawn in his own pain—

			How did one even come back from that? How did a person remedy something like that? He pressed his lips together, then realized Kemi was still staring at him, that softness back in her expression.

			No.

			He cleared his throat. “Two hours?” he compromised. “That’ll give you some time to get ready, and me to wrap things up here.”

			Her delighted smile took his breath away, and he knew instinctively that it wasn’t just about going out; it was about stepping outside with him. Which was terrifying but also warmed his insides in a way he couldn’t deny.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			WHEN KEMI EMERGED from the main foyer of the house to see Luke, resplendent in a matching linen shorts set, his feet clad in a pair of surprisingly threadbare yet expensive canvas sneakers, she smiled.

			“What?” he asked.

			“The casual look suits you.” Then she looked outside the open door, clapped her hands over her mouth—and began to laugh so hard that tears rolled down her cheeks.

			Her husband’s smile was inscrutable, but there was a glimmer of something in his eyes that had never been there before, and it warmed Kemi’s heart to see it.

			“What on earth is this?” she asked.

			“If you insist on acting like a tourist, I thought you might fancy one of these,” Luke said dryly. He crossed the first few feet to one of the bright blue technicolor buses famous on the island and tapped on the window. A thin man with a scraggly goatee nodded back at both of them.

			“This is Thomas,” Luke said. “He will be taking us to the beach, and to where we are going to hike. Don’t get too excited about the bus—I can only take so much of this. Our usual car will meet us when we’re coming back. You can muddy your boots until then, though.”

			Kemi took Luke’s hand and allowed him to help her up the steps of the bus, then peered inside and began to laugh again. “Is this what you call muddying your boots? Luke Ibru’s idea of roughing it?”

			“There’s only so much tourist trap behavior that I can stand. I wasn’t about to get on an actual bus.”

			“But tourists don’t take these buses, islanders do!”

			“Do you want to stand here arguing about schematics all day, or are you ready to go?” Luke demanded. “We are very much on the clock.”

			Kemi laughed out loud again and proceeded to the middle of the public bus. The seats had been covered in some sort of soft upholstery that gleamed pale blue in the sunlight filtering in from the sparkling windows, and a minibar was installed snugly against three seats. It was the most ridiculous-looking thing she had ever seen. Luke sat down with a completely serious expression and opened the bar, reaching for a glass of mineral water.

			“Drive on, Thomas,” he said, and the bus lurched off with a groan and a rattle that made Luke wince.

			“You are a dreadful snob, Luke,” Kemi half scolded, half teased. “Haven’t you ever taken the bus in Abuja?”

			“Have you, king’s daughter?” Luke asked acidly, but with no real malice.

			“You know I haven’t. But I would if I could.” She paused and smiled as a memory overtook her. “My sister, Tobi, hailed an okada one day when we were at the market. I’m scared of motorcycles, but she thought it would be a grand adventure. The man took off so fast, and my feet were still on the ground... I hadn’t mounted properly yet. Tobi screamed bloody murder, and he stopped a few feet away and almost fainted.”

			A smile flashed across Luke’s face, a real one this time, and he leaned back with amusement. “I’m sure you miss your sister.”

			“Oh, very much. I would do anything to have her here right now.”

			“Do you think she’d like the bus?” he asked dryly.

			“She would think what I think—that this is a slightly corny yet very sweet and funny gesture.”

			“Nice to know, but I don’t care much what she thinks,” Luke said and lifted his eyebrows. “I only care what my wife thinks at the moment. Would you prefer another mode of transport? The whole thing can be history in about five minutes.”

			Kemi shook her head vigorously and reached for the glass of mineral water he’d poured for her, still laughing. “Don’t you dare. So far, this is the nicest day I’ve had in the longest time.”

			Luke cleared his throat, looking slightly embarrassed, then leaned back onto the seat, touching the soft cover with critical fingers. “I was an only child,” he said. “It must be nice to have a sibling you’re quite close to. Feel free to invite her at any time.”

			“Thank you,” Kemi said, touched. “But I think I’d like to have you to myself for some time. After all, aren’t we supposed to be on a honeymoon?”

			To her surprise, Luke’s mouth tilted upward into the fullest smile she’d seen on him in days. “One hell of a honeymoon,” he said and rubbed his hands over his hair. He hadn’t smoothed it into submission with the pomade that she normally smelled on him, and she found that she rather liked the riot of tiny coils standing up on his head. They made him look younger, less stern.

			“Well, we’re in a gorgeous location, we eat amazing food and we’ve alternated between having sex and fighting,” Kemi said with a perfectly straight face. “Sounds like a honeymoon to me.”

			Luke’s answering laughter was lost in the bumps and jostles as the vehicle lurched onto the main roads, and Kemi peered out of the glass windows, as bright and as delighted as she had been the day they’d arrived. She turned back to find his dark eyes resting on her face with more than a little curiosity.

			“What?” she asked and tossed her braids back over her shoulder.

			The vehicle bumped and jostled over the winding roads, the leafy green of the hills looming in the background.

			“So what would your perfect honeymoon look like, as long as we’re talking about it?”

			He was trying, Kemi noted with some surprise. He was trying to engage her, trying to make conversation that didn’t revolve around business, or future plans, or what they weren’t. Kemi’s lashes lowered. She didn’t know why she suddenly felt so shy. Perhaps the intensity of his gaze had something to do with it.

			“I never really thought about place, or time, or particulars,” she said and leaned back into her seat. “It’s always been more of a vibe, I think. I always imagined myself being somewhere with someone where I felt safe and able to rest. Enjoy each other’s company.”

			“The Seychelles definitely evoke that feeling,” Luke said after a pause. “I first fell in love with them as a place to get away from all the hustle and bustle of Nigeria. Compared to Lagos or Abuja or Port Harcourt, there really isn’t much to do, but it’s a place that facilitates relaxation so much. I had a house here before, on Eden Island.”

			Kemi was staring at him in intrigue; she didn’t think that he would’ve ever opened up so much to her. Something about the bumpy roads and warmth of the sunshine streaming in and the sweet tartness of the sparkling water and fruit that he was sipping seemed to mellow Luke out, and his eyes drifted over her a bit lazily. “She loved it here. And so did the baby. My old estate is on another island, far away from the town. I had no desire to see anybody else while I was here, so that was another enticement to sell.”

			At his sudden foray into memory, Kemi found herself feeling more than a little despondent, something that surprised her. She blamed the pregnancy. But...if he was here the entire time, thinking about the family he lost, and she and her unborn child clearly didn’t measure up, was this outing completely futile?

			As if he’d read her mind, Luke fixed dark eyes on her face. They were calm and untroubled. “I’m telling you this because friends tell each other things,” he said. “Don’t think that I’m not having a good time. I will complain, I will be irritable, but... Kemi, this is nice. Thank you.”

			Kemi was surprised to feel tears springing to her eyes, and Luke was beside her in a flash, handing her soft tissues from a paper box, patting her on the knee. “Pregnancy,” he said by way of explanation, and Kemi nodded, glad to have the excuse.

			“I’ve been so emotional about everything lately,” she explained and wiped her cheeks with the flat of her hand.

			“Tell me what you’re feeling, bodily,” Luke said.

			“Oh, a sensitivity to smell, mostly. I can’t stand the smell of raw fish, but I still can’t seem to get enough of it.”

			“Perhaps you’re going to give birth to a mermaid,” Luke said with a quirk of the lips.

			“Olorun maje,” Kemi said and shuddered. She, like many Nigerians, did not take kindly to any mention of the beautiful, devious water spirits that supposedly caused so much mischief. She knew Luke was joking, but the familiar sugars from her childhood and years of sitting on the hard bench of St. Augustine’s Church in her father’s town had taken their toll. “No mermaids for me, please and thank you.”

			“They’re supposed to be able to seduce any unsuspecting man that crosses their path,” Luke said, a little teasingly. Kemi was beginning to feel a little dizzy from his closeness, and from the fact that the corner of his mouth was tilting up in the type of smile she had never before seen on his face, except perhaps on that first heady evening they’d spent together. “It makes me wonder how easily you managed to get me.”

			“Me I’m not a mermaid, oh,” Kemi said teasingly, in dialect, and she shifted. The mood was much lighter now, although that familiar awareness she felt every time Luke was anywhere in her vicinity was building at that moment, increasing with every second. The bus hit a particularly sharp curve, and Kemi found herself pressed flush to her husband’s side, warmth seeping into her skin. He held her close for the briefest of moments, then released her.

			“Said the girl who lives by the sea,” Luke murmured. His lips were precariously close to her ear, and Kemi closed her eyes. She was almost disappointed when his lips did not brush the soft skin there, and he moved back to his own seat.

			“I’m glad you are doing well,” Luke said, and the moment was over.

			Kemi was left to think that despite her best intentions, this “friends” thing might be harder than she’d thought.

			

			They took a long ride through the winding roads that snaked round the island, and the rises and falls of the hills and the sharp corners that made Kemi’s heart leap to her throat. The Seychelles possessed a sort of tempered beauty with a wildness beneath it that manifested in the steep rocks, in the heavy trees, in the brightness of the sun. The island itself was relaxed, slow moving, a place for indulgence, for pleasure. She knew that somewhere through these roads there must be ordinary people, people going to work and coming home and falling in love and raising their families. But she did not see any of these things in these moments with Luke. He seemed determined to make her first official outing in the Seychelles one of unparalleled glamour.

			First, they went to the beach, a massive stretch of sun-bleached white and blue tidily flanked by a massive resort where they needed passes to enter. It wasn’t until Kemi remarked on the lack of people even on that gorgeous day that Luke admitted he’d arranged for them to have the whole place to themselves.

			“That must’ve cost you a fortune,” Kemi exclaimed.

			“No, not really,” Luke said. “People rent these beaches for private parties all the time. We’re just having a very small one.”

			They waved goodbye to the bus and watched till it was swallowed by the dust of the road. Luke then produced a stout pair of hiking shoes for Kemi and slipped on a pair of his own.

			“The hike is a little bit difficult,” Luke said, eyeing her pleated palazzo pants dubiously. “Are you going to be able to do it? I thought it was a good idea, but now that I’m thinking about it—”

			“I’ll be fine,” Kemi said with a smile.

			“There’s a helicopter set to fly us back once we are done. It would be no trouble to call it now.”

			“I’m not worried. I’m quite a sturdy girl, as you can tell,” she said, slapping her hips. “And if I run into any trouble, I have a big, strong husband to lean on.”

			Luke smirked and flexed playfully, and Kemi found her eyes lingering on the long muscles rippling on his back, beneath the soft linen of his shirt. Yes, Luke would be able to assist her through anything, carry her if need be. His slimness was completely misleading; she’d been shocked, that first night, when she ran her hands over his body and found it as hard as finely hewn, polished stone...

			Luke coughed, that little twitch lifting the corners of his mouth again, and Kemi found herself flushing. She adjusted the broad-brimmed hat she’d brought along so that it tipped a little over her face.

			“Let’s head out,” she said airily.

			

			Kemi was not disappointed by either the leisurely hike or the solitary beauty of the beach, not at all; Luke could see it in the way her eyes sparkled. The stretch of land was covered in a soft layer of powder-fine sand, with enormous sunbaked boulders sticking up invitingly, just waiting for beachgoers to scale them, to lie on them and imbibe the warmth of the sun. They stopped constantly, to sip water, for Luke to take her pulse bossily or force her to sip salty-sweet electrolyte water, to point something out for her to look at with his enormous binoculars. The water was blue tinged in some places and clear as glass in others, and swimmers could see their feet even in the deeper parts.

			After one brief swim, Kemi’s arm began to ache, and she was content to stay close to shore and sat in the ocean, smiling serenely as the clear, salty water lapped over her legs and belly. Luke swam out until the shore resembled a strip of pale white, then turned back. When he reached where Kemi was still sitting in the water, her legs pruning from the moisture, his muscles burned pleasantly.

			“Are you having fun?” he asked. It was also surprising, finding how comfortable he felt. They did not say much to each other, but they seemed to move in perfect sync.

			“I am, but I’m hungry.” She offered a mock-petulant look, which made him laugh.

			“Well, there’s plenty for us to eat. Kingsley packed a hamper full. A couple of hampers, I think.” They hadn’t brought them on the hike, of course; Luke had arranged for food and water to be left for them on the island. “He’s a famous overpacker. You’re going to be so full you can’t walk.”

			Kemi stood, brushing wet sand from her legs. “I’ll show you how to build a fire if you want—we can warm up the grilled meat and fish that way.”

			“A fire?” He lifted his eyebrows.

			“Yes, city boy, a fire,” she teased. She kept him busy collecting bits of seaweed and driftwood as she dug a sizable pit, then built a little pile of tinder and set it to flame, blowing gently till it caught wood and burned brightly. Kemi rummaged through the well-stocked hamper and produced a roll of foil; she covered a pan and set their lunch on it.

			“This is fun. We used to do this on the beach near my father’s,” she reminisced, and her eyes were at once as far away as they were soft. “It was one of the happier parts of my childhood, before the kidnapping.”

			They sat, shoulders almost touching, staring into the crackling flames. Behind them another set of Luke’s hires for the day appeared as if out of nowhere, silently setting up a soft white tent with walls of thin gauze that fluttered in the wind. Inside they set up a table, chairs, coolers filled with food, silverware, plates and bowls, and took the rest of the food to be warmed at a tiny kerosene stove and laid out elegantly.

			“You just thought of everything, didn’t you,” Kemi said, her voice low. She was not looking at Luke. She was staring into the fire again, and he wondered what she was thinking. Her face was very soft, and her eyes, low. At this close proximity, he could smell her, that sweet floral, combined with good clean sweat and ocean. It was unmistakably attractive.

			Kemi drew a deep sigh and leaned her head down on his shoulder. The contact felt surprisingly natural, and it felt even more natural to wrap his arms around her, draw her close.

			“Are you tired?” he asked. “Was a hike too much for you?”

			“It definitely was a lot,” she admitted, “but it feels good. I haven’t had such vigorous exercise in a long time. My arms and legs are aching, but in a good way, you know? The way it does when you know you’ve accomplished something.”

			“You use your arm very effectively.”

			She smiled, then rubbed at the scarred skin. She’d have to rub the sunscreen into it or it would itch profusely later. “I was fortunate to regain strength over the years, although it still tires quickly.”

			He made a low sound of acknowledgment in his throat, and Kemi slowly turned her head. He suddenly had trouble breathing, being so close, looking into those dark, clear eyes. She wore no makeup today, and her braids were now tied back, but it only enabled him to see more of the loveliness of her face. He could not help but to reach out and cup her cheek in his palm.

			Being close to her in this way, despite everything he had resolved not to do, felt as natural as breathing. Kemi inhaled softly, and he knew she felt it, too.

			“I wish I could be what you want,” he said, and he could hear the naked longing in his own voice. It was the first time he’d allowed it to bleed through since this utterly enchanting young woman had wandered into his life that magical evening, and saying it released something deep in his gut, something knotted tight, something he’d been holding firmly to for goodness knew how long.

			“You can’t be anything for me, or for anyone else, unless you’re happy yourself.” Kemi’s face was drawn and sad. She reached for the hand on her face, brought it down to the slight warm curve of her belly. “Our child is waiting for you, Luke. And I want you to be able to give them all the love that they deserve.”

			Her words struck somewhere deep in his heart, in the tender void the loss of his son had left. His first instinct was to shrink back, to pull away, but for perhaps the first time, his internal battle was strong enough to pull him in the other direction.

			“I don’t know how much I’m capable of giving anymore,” he said, and his voice was the one of the man he’d been, not the man he’d created.

			“You are fully capable,” Kemi said, and with so much conviction that he blinked. “You saw me that first night, and I felt drawn to you instantly, Luke. Safe with you. Whenever you touch me, it’s just—right. And if you hadn’t loved so hard in the first place, there would be nothing to shield now. You are fully capable. You’re just—afraid.”

			You’re just afraid. She was right, of course, and hearing it stated so baldly had him drawing in a sharp breath. “If you knew—”

			“I’m not condemning you,” Kemi said, and her voice was heavy with sadness. “I’m just saying that I understand why we can’t—”

			She swallowed, and they were left with a silence between them, punctuated only by the sounds of nature. Then Kemi spoke again.

			“God willing, this baby will be strong and healthy,” she whispered. “And I want you to love them with all the goodness you’ve already shown me.”

			“And you?” he asked with a husk in his voice. He knew it was incredibly unfair to ask such a question, especially when he’d told her so decisively he could do nothing for her. But here, on this white sand beach, away from the prying eyes of the world, in this little bubble of paradise they’d created for themselves for a few hours, he could say almost anything. And for once in his life, damn the consequences. Consider what it might mean to let go, to actually be happy. He did not wait for an answer; he removed his hand from her belly, from that tense, warm skin, leaned in and kissed her.

			Happiness.

			Luke suspected, in this soft haze of skin on skin and the time it took to get from breath to breath, kissing Kemi’s soft lips in the light of the early afternoon, in one of the most beautiful places in the world, happiness might feel a lot like this moment. His hands didn’t wander. This was a moment for tender exploration, not for the type of passion that had swept him away with her since the beginning. This was...gentle. Soft. The actions of a lover, not someone consumed by lust. He was worshipping, not plundering.

			The soft moan she let out as a response was felt deep in his gut, but it was the soft exhalation of “no” against his lips that stopped him. He pulled back, reluctantly, breathing hard.

			“I’m very sorry. Beaches will do that to you,” he said gently.

			Kemi did not speak, but her hand crept down to find his, and they linked them, foreheads pressed together, trying to get their bearings.

			“Everyone deserves to be happy,” she said after a long moment, as if she’d been trying to find the right words. “You deserve it, Luke.”

			No one had ever said those words to Luke before. Well, perhaps Jide, who knew everything about his past. But everyone who’d said that had known him before, before the demon that was grief had taken him over and turned him into something he did not recognize.

			“I wouldn’t even know where to start,” he admitted, and his wife’s arms crept round him.

			“This is a start,” she said, and the two of them rocked silently on that white sand beach until time faded into nothingness.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			KEMI DIDN’T WANT the night to end.

			It was everything she’d ever dreamed of, really. After separating from their embrace, hot and cold and shaky all at once, they were a little shy but got their bearings back. They roasted catfish and peeled pieces off with their fingers, blowing on them and laughing till it all was gone. They waded into water that was unimaginably warm and crystal-clear, then lay on the sand to dry. They sat under the massive canopy that had been erected for them, ate fresh fruit, watched the sun set. Then they headed into town, to one of the many nightclubs that dotted the city center.

			There was more food, and dancing, and mocktails dripping with luscious island fruit. Luke’s strong arm did not leave her waist all that night, and Kemi’s pulse did not stop racing, not even when they were huddled close in the luxury helicopter that hovered over the islands as they flew home, dots of brilliant light in the city below. She hesitated just the slightest bit when they finally reached the door of their villa, and Luke’s brow creased.

			“Are you all right?” he asked, yawning.

			She managed a smile. “It’s stupid, but—I don’t want to go inside. It’s been so nice.”

			“It’s three in the morning, Kemi.”

			“I know,” she said, and the expression on her face must have been absolutely tragic, for Luke began to chuckle.

			“Let’s do this,” he said, and he rubbed his hand over his head. His eyes were still bright, alert. “Balcony, fifteen minutes? We can have a cup of tea, chat and then bed. I insist.”

			She nodded, rapidly rinsed the salt and sand off her skin, and headed to the balcony, where Luke already waited, lounging on a deck chair, looking as fresh as he’d done that morning. He was staring down at the infinity pool glimmering in the moonlight below; his expression was thoughtful.

			“Thank you for today,” she said and smiled.

			He grunted, but his face was calm. Pleasant.

			“It was my first date, you know,” she said, cheerfully, “and yes, I’m going to count it as a date, regardless of what we are or aren’t.”

			“Is it?” His brows lifted to the limit. “Not even before—”

			“I was sixteen. And my father is a king. A small king, but still a king.”

			“You didn’t have a chance.”

			“Not in hell.” She chuckled and lowered herself to the nearest deck chair, accepting the tea. It wasn’t her usual dark Yorkshire blend; this was pale and smelled strongly of—

			“Honey, pineapple juice, raspberry leaves,” Luke said briskly, then took a sip from his own mug. “Raspberry tea is great for pregnancy.”

			“Oh.” She took a small sip; warm, sweet brightness exploded on her tongue. She closed her eyes and leaned back. She was tired, but it was the kind of weariness that comes from enjoyment, from satisfaction, and warmth suffused every limb. “I’m going to sleep so well tonight.”

			“Good. That’s the idea.” His voice was brisk. Businesslike. Back to being the man she’d married. She felt curiously disappointed; she’d enjoyed the hint of warmth that their day in the sun had teased out. And now that she knew that man existed—and more, that he still wanted her—the memory of his gentle kisses on the beach turned her stomach inside out.

			I bet you could get him if you tried.

			The thought nearly made her choke on the tea in her mouth, and her eyes darted over to where her husband lay sprawled on his deck chair. His body was lean and taut beneath its cover of soft linen; his face was serious, dark and unreachable as the night.

			She must have a very big impression of herself, thinking that she could—and the fact that she even wanted to—

			Color was rushing up to her face now, and she lifted her mug to her lips to hide her confusion. If she did “get” Luke—did manage to break through that wall he’d erected so effectively around him—what would it be for? Would she gain something, something that she instinctively craved, something that she had no name for? Or would she be unleashing a storm that would break over her head?

			She swallowed, then turned over on her side, peering at her husband.

			He was asleep. His face had relaxed into something soft, with a hint of gentleness that made her throat tighten. The idea was there, and she knew it wouldn’t go away. She could feel it in her chest, sparking, growing.

			She’d always been aware on some level that she wanted Luke. She’d asked for his love for their child. But this—wanting to make him want her—

			How would that even happen?

			Perhaps if you showed him yourself, were honest about what you wanted—

			She swallowed hard. Even the thought of being so vulnerable was terrifying. But she looked at Luke, and bit her lower lip, and knew, without even considering more, that she was going to try.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			THE NEXT DAY did not bring a reprieve from thoughts of Luke, and her usual doctor’s visit in the morning, a session with Agnes and a fast-paced hour of self-defense training did nothing to help. Afterward she stood in her room, facing the mirror, wiping sweat from her face and bare shoulders with damp scented towels Kingsley had left for her, trying hard to catch her breath. It was as if the physical activity had lit a flame within her, and thoughts of her husband stoked it, made it burn all the brighter. Her face, eyes and body had the lushness of a woman who had softened, ripened, was ready to be loved.

			She closed her eyes, feeling a little dizzy. Desire came with a heady unexpectedness these days, and she understood for the first time why women were left so devastated by men who didn’t want them. It was all-consuming, this feeling.

			Luke.

			Barefoot, she left her room and walked silently down the hall, the tile cool beneath her feet. She would go to him. He was in his study as he always was, she knew, and a part of her wanted him to see her like this, soft, vulnerable, flushed with want.

			She was tired of hiding.

			When she reached the study door, Kemi took a deep breath, steeled herself and pushed open the massive door to Luke’s study.

			

			“Do you want to hear what I’ve learned?”

			Kemi. Of course.

			He looked up, then his mouth went dry. His wife was dressed alluringly in a skintight pair of leggings and a sweat-dampened tank top. Her skin gleamed with perspiration; her eyes were bright.

			He cleared his throat.

			“Do you like your new instructor?”

			“Very much.”

			He was surprised by a little flare of jealousy, more an irritant than anything else. “Good. He’ll come twice a week until you’re up to speed. Aside from the physical defense, you’ll have weapons training, stealth, paramilitary—”

			Her mouth tipped up a little. “How to give birth during a fight?”

			Oh. He felt his cheeks heat a little, a reaction that surprised as well as discomfited him. “I forgot about that. We’ll switch to more theoretical training in upcoming weeks.”

			Kemi lifted a hand to rub her shoulder, and he caught the gesture quickly. “Are you in pain?”

			“Not really, just a little sore—”

			“Your trainer didn’t stretch you out?” He stood. “I told him about your arm.”

			“He did.” She smiled a little. “And the arm wasn’t a problem, not today—he worked around it, and it doesn’t ache any more than usual. I think I’m just out of shape.”

			That was all Luke needed to know. “Come here.”

			She bit her lip and hesitated for only a fraction of a second before walking over. Assisted stretching was something Luke had done many a time during his stint in the army, or at the gym. As close as he was to her now, however, he realized this would be very different—and the moment he touched her, placing gentle hands on each side of her face, he knew his motives weren’t entirely pure.

			“Tell me if anything hurts or makes you uncomfortable,” he said, looking her straight in the eye. Kemi was very good about hiding her nervousness in public, but even in only these few weeks with her, he’d gotten to know her tells. A clenched jaw. Her fingers squeezing the life out of her handbag. The flutter of her throat as she swallowed.

			She wasn’t like that with him. Every bit of her body was limpid and yielding, suffused with heat that he could feel through the thin workout clothes. The white tank was completely insufficient in containing her; her nipples were pressing against the cloth so vividly she might as well have been wearing nothing at all.

			Kemi was swallowing now, and Luke fought back the urge to kiss the supple curve of her neck, to follow the movement as it descended. His nostrils flared; she smelled sweet and feminine and—

			“Luke,” she breathed.

			He shook his head and applied gentle pressure on both sides of her neck.

			“Quiet,” he said a little more curtly than he’d intended, but she shook her head, stood on tiptoe and pressed her mouth hungrily to his.

			The next few moments were filled with the hot wetness of her tongue sliding over his.

			He could no longer resist her. It was futile to even try, he realized in a rush that came all at once. He’d kissed her on the beach with a tenderness born of their conversation; this was something much more elemental. Princess Kemi Obatola had slipped through his defenses, both emotional and physical; on the beach he’d kissed her in a bid to touch her heart, and now—

			This was hopeless. He could not be around her without acting on his desires, and the fact that she so clearly wanted him did nothing to help matters.

			“Luke, please,” she whispered, angling her body against his, and that was all it took.

			When he shoved his hand into her leggings, they both groaned. Her folds were slick, almost unbelievably so, and her body tightened and began to shake just from that brush of his fingers. He stilled them and she whimpered protest; he shook his head.

			“Not yet,” he gritted out.

			“Why?”

			“Because I want you naked,” he said, and the lust in his voice had thickened it to something else, something he didn’t even recognize. Kemi’s eyes dilated in response. He made quick work of her sodden tank and bra, biting back a groan as her skin was bared to him; her head lolled back when he nosed that warm, fragrant place between her breasts.

			“I’m so sweaty,” she murmured in a voice that shook a little. “Luke—”

			“You’re perfect,” he said, and he saw her bite her lip, hard, when his thumb went back and forth against her distended nipple.

			“Luke.”

			“Do you like that?” he said soft against her other breast before drawing the nipple in his mouth. He tasted salt and sweetness and Kemi bucked beneath him and if she’d come, he didn’t know or really care, because all that was on his mind was tasting her—

			He had her leggings down in a moment, and his head down between her legs. Her tender flesh was swollen and pink and glistening with her arousal; he was gentle, exploring her, coaxing her to a shuddering climax while trying his best to ignore the throbbing in his own body.

			He let his head rest against the softness of her inner thigh, listening to her rapid breath as it slowed, returned to normal. Then she shifted, turned; one leg was up, and she straddled him with more dexterity than he would have expected from a pregnant woman. He groaned as her heat came in contact with where he was aching, throbbing for her; she bit into the plumpness of her lower lip and ground her hips down, slowly.

			“I want to,” she whispered. “Please.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			SHE FELT ODDLY VULNERABLE, straddling Luke in this most unlikely of places, so exposed, feeling so very awkward. He’d parted her with gentle fingers, teasing her with the tip of him where she strained to hold her hips aloft, and she bit her lip. This was literally the third time she was having sex ever, and the fact that she was so on display, flesh gleaming almost indecently under his office lights—

			“Kemi.”

			She looked down at him, where she was reflected in liquid dark eyes. He ran his hand gently over the curve of her stomach. It was no more distended than it was when she’d indulged too much at the wrong time of the month, but he was looking at her with a tenderness that she’d never thought him capable of.

			“It’s all right, love,” he said gently, and Kemi took a breath, stifled a little gasp, watched as he watched them come together.

			She did not know whether he looked at her then; she closed her eyes tight and braced herself and began to move, her hips automatically circling, sinking deep into his. His fingers inched toward where she was swollen between her thighs, but she pushed him away. She was too sensitive there, and she wanted to maintain control over the pleasure she was giving him now. She felt his muscles grow taut beneath her thighs and his large, slim hands grip her hips hard enough to bruise, and she knew, instinctively, that he was close—

			Kemi saw it in his face—the tightening and the release, even before she’d felt it in his body, loosening his grip on her hips. She let her own body relax and her head drop; her braids, falling forward, shrouded them in a little tent of scented hair.

			Luke muttered something in a language she didn’t understand; she started to move, to ease herself to the ground, wincing a little as he pulled out of her. It wasn’t painful, not at all, but the loss of the connection and the sudden blast of cold air on her skin made her feel very aware, and a little lonely. She folded her arms over her breasts; Luke turned hazy eyes to her, let them flicker over the still-naked length of her body.

			“I don’t know why you bother,” he said dryly. “You’ll need much bigger hands, Princess.”

			For the first time the name sounded like an endearment rather than a mockery, and Kemi felt emboldened enough to sidle up to him, kiss him softly. When it was over, he sighed and drew her close.

			“Thank you,” she said after a beat.

			“For what?”

			“Everything you’ve done so far—”

			“Please don’t thank me after sex,” he said crisply, even as his lips tipped up slightly.

			“But it’s so good,” she said simply, and in that moment she was determined never to hide her feelings again. Regardless of what Luke said with his mouth, his actions spoke louder. And this was a man— Well. He’d taken her out of her father’s home when she’d been unable to do it herself. He’d ensured she felt safe. And when he made love to her, he did it with the determination of someone who wants his partner to feel nothing but pleasure. Luke Ibru’s actions were those of a man who had the capacity to love body, mind and soul, with complete dedication. With every encounter, Kemi’s feelings for him deepened. And now—

			She should be cautioning herself, slowing down, convincing herself not to love him. But it was already too late, wasn’t it?

			You love him. The realization cramped her lungs so tight she could barely breathe. She squeezed her eyes shut for the briefest of moments; she didn’t want Luke to see what surely was burning bright in them.

			“Luke,” she said, and his eyes grew veiled. They should really get up, stretch, bathe; she wasn’t sure where his sweat ended and hers began, but the intimacy of the moment was what she wanted.

			My love.

			“Kemi—”

			“No. It’s all right.” And as she spoke, she knew it was. Kemi had never had much occasion to use her heart before, and it now felt so full there seemed no room for any negative feelings, regardless of what he did. “I know you don’t love me.”

			He inhaled, his face troubled. “Kemi—”

			She shook her head. She would not give him a chance to reject her, or to convince her this was infatuation born of a girl’s first sexual experience, or gratitude, or any other logical theories he might come up with; she already knew it would crush her. “I won’t expect it of you. I just want...” Her voice trailed off.

			Luke was silent for a long moment, then he cleared his throat and rested his chin on the top of her head.

			“You know I can’t,” he said.

			Kemi ignored the dull ache that surfaced. “I know. But we’re terrible at this friends bit, aren’t we?”

			Luke’s eyes registered surprise. Then, to her surprise, he began to laugh. It was rueful and a little self-mocking, but his body was relaxed when she nestled into him.

			“There’s something about you that makes it very hard to stick to my resolutions,” he said softly, and his lips grazed hers. The soft, warm haven their bodies made together was lulling them both into something that felt not quite real, and Luke, for some reason, wasn’t pushing her away. He seemed to want to indulge in this moment as much as she did, to make this evening perfect for her.

			He shifted then, and when he spoke his voice was quiet, as if he’d read her mind. “I don’t know what it is about you that makes me want to come back, even if it is impossible.”

			She swallowed hard. “What do you mean?”

			He didn’t reply, only toyed with the feathered ends of her braids, smoothing where he’d ruffled them. His face was dark and thoughtful, and the way he held her—could he possibly be considering that they might...that they possibly could—

			Stop projecting what you want on him.

			She took a breath, closed her eyes and opened them. Friends. That’s all she’d promised him, the fact that his hands were still skimming her breasts and that heaviness was still building between her thighs notwithstanding. Whatever had shifted between them would remain unacknowledged.

			“Will you have breakfast with me in the morning?” she asked, and her voice was soft. “Will you have to work?”

			“I’ll make the time.” He yawned and rolled over and was gone, and Kemi smiled a little in the darkness.

			

			“Is this your idea of a quiet breakfast?” Luke asked, brows raised to the limit. “I feel like I should have dressed up a bit more.”

			Kemi laughed, and even to him the sound was tremulous, a little nervous. “I—I went a little overboard, I guess.”

			Overboard was right. Everything in the main dining room was a perfect balance of refined elegance and restraint, combined with undeniable luxury. The table dressed in white linen groaned beneath the weight of silver chafing dishes filled with a bewildering variety of breakfast food—an English fry-up, moin-moin, yam with steam curling from its fluffy white insides, fried stew fragrant with onions and crayfish. Soft Afro jazz played from hidden speakers. Tiny white candles were scattered about, points of light in the rays of sun that filtered in from the white-curtained windows.

			In the midst of all this splendor was Kemi herself, dressed in a lovely copper nude silk, feet bare and studded with tiny gold rings, her braids loose and flowing to her waist. She looked like a living incarnation of a goddess, someone meant to be worshipped, and when he looked at her, his throat tightened.

			She was absolutely radiant.

			Luke was discomfited to feel his heart skip a beat. Not a goddess—he was wrong in that. She was the sun here, beaming gentle, seductive rays that warmed his skin as well as his heart.

			Since when had he been so sentimental? And how on earth had tender feelings for his wife managed to surface, to capture him so effectively? He’d fostered stony-faced indifference as his only weapon all these years from feeling anything, and the fact that this young woman could worm her way through after the briefest acquaintance possible...

			It won’t last, an ugly little voice whispered in his ear, and he shifted. It never does. You’re cursed. And you’ll drag her down right along with you. You can’t protect her. You can’t protect that child—you can’t protect anyone.

			And yet—fool, idiot that he was, he still wanted her. And that want spurred him to reach for her, draw her close.

			“Thank you for breakfast, Princess,” he said, and she trembled a little in his arms, then stilled.

			Where was this lump in his throat coming from? He slid his hand upward, brushing over that sensitive spot on her neck that he’d kissed so many times, to cup her cheek. She closed her eyes and raised her chin to meet the caress.

			She’s blossomed, he thought. And he couldn’t claim credit, not really. All he’d done was bring her out into the sunlight. He felt a now-familiar ache of desire, but it had evolved to something else; he desired to hold her. To be close.

			It was a desire he could not indulge. Grief still took up so much space in his heart; he could not allow his wife to move into such cramped quarters. To have her, to let her in and then to lose her... His mind raced through the possibilities. Sickness. Death. Growing apart. He knew how easily they could happen, because all had happened to him in quick succession. He could not trust life to be kind to them, and he could not be sure his heart could withstand such disappointments a second time.

			Distance.

			Kemi sighed and burrowed her face in the crook of his neck, and he shifted, trying to keep his movements subtle as he moved away from her. He felt cold, bereft; it was coldness he felt deep inside him, not just because of the ocean breeze on his skin. He could not become used to the warmth of her skin, her voice, her nature.

			He had to bring this back to their default. He cleared his throat and raised his chin.

			“Your skin is warm,” he said and frowned, glad for the distraction. It was damp, too, and the sheen on her skin was from perspiration, he realized, not just pregnancy. “Close the windows, Kemi, and turn on the air-conditioning. I understand aesthetics, but you must be careful not to overheat.”

			“It’s hot outside, but I love the way the curtains move with the breeze,” she admitted and moved to do as he said. Luke cleared his throat, forced some humor into his voice. Perhaps it would dislodge the lump that was growing in his throat.

			“I’ve appreciated it, now turn on the air,” he said dryly, and she smiled and went to close the windows. When they were seated at the table, he served her first, then dug into his food himself. “How are you feeling?”

			“I’m well. Still tired, mostly, but I think that’s my only symptom.”

			“Right.” He frowned slightly. “How far along are you now?”

			“Almost thirteen weeks.” Her hand drifted down to her belly. Her waist had thickened a little, although she did not yet have the telltale curve that would herald her pregnancy to the world. “My stepmother says first babies sometimes don’t show till the sixth month. This sounds wild, but I’m looking forward to having the bump—”

			“Your first full scan should be coming up next week.” Luke’s eyes suddenly seemed very far away; he blinked, then eyed her abdomen as if it were radioactive. “You’re not a carrier for sickle cell, we know that now, thank God, but there are other things.”

			Oh. The enthusiasm drained from her, and she swallowed and sat up. She hated it when Luke used that patronizing voice on her, but she took a breath and counted to five before answering. It wasn’t about the testing; of course Luke wanted to be sure the child was all right. It was more about the fact that he’d so callously swept away the quiet, romantic haze they’d been in since yesterday. She cleared her throat.

			“And if anything was wrong?”

			Luke did not allow his face to move. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. There are options.”

			

			There are options. The words landed ice-cold in the pit of her stomach, and she placed her hands protectively over it. She knew the gesture was dramatic, as best, but she could not help it. “You only want this baby if it’s perfect?”

			“I do,” he said coolly. “You have no idea what it means to have—”

			She had no idea what he was going to say, for she stood to her feet, throwing her napkin down on her still-full plate.

			He stared at her, openmouthed.

			“You. Are. An. Ass,” Kemi said, almost enjoying the look on his face as his voice registered.

			“Excuse me—”

			“Not only that, you’re a coward,” she said, voice strained by emotion. “You deliberately shifted the conversation the moment there was any hint of closeness, and you’re back to being the cold person who came to propose to me in Nigeria. You wanted to put me back in my place, to remind me of precisely what we cannot be—”

			“Kemi.” There was warning in his voice now, but that only made Kemi angrier.

			“My feelings for you aside—” oh, fantastic, she’d said it out loud “—we agreed to be friends. To coparent. You haven’t been to a single doctor’s appointment since I’ve gotten here, looked at a single report with me. I have no idea whether you’re hoping for a boy or a girl, or what your tribe does for new babies, or what you think of by way of names, or whether you’ll even be there when the baby is born. All you’ve managed to relay is that you want to kill it if it isn’t up to standard—”

			“Kemi!” He looked horrified at her accusation. “I never—”

			“It’s selfish, and it’s mean. Your grief has made you cruel, Luke, and self-indulgent. And I cannot bear being in limbo any longer!”

			Damn him. Damn him. And damn her for reacting so emotionally. She turned and ran from the room, half hoping that Luke would come after her.

			He didn’t.

			A sensible woman would have gone to her bedroom, maybe cried a little, washed her face, come out and made an appointment with the doctor. But Kemi hadn’t been very good at being sensible as of late, had she? And her lack of it had gotten her into this fix. She chewed her lip until it bled, then slipped her feet into the hiking shoes she’d worn with Luke only days ago, opened the door and left. They clashed horribly with her dress, but she didn’t care at this point.

			She needed air. And for the moment, there was none in her husband’s house.

			When she was outside the main gate of the house, past the gardens and the glimmering infinity pool, she blinked, slightly disoriented by the sunlight and the heat. Without one of Luke’s swanky cars to take her, she had absolutely no concept of where to go, and only a few rupees in her purse. She lifted her chin and began to walk, lifting a hand to shield her eyes from the sun. Sunglasses would be fantastic, but she refused to go back into that oppressive house to look for any.

			Instantly, her body knew exactly what it craved; powder-soft sand, clear blood-warm water, the smell of the sea, sun-warmed rocks. She could lie on them, close her eyes, allow the Seychelles sun to warm where her husband had left her cold. She needed quiet; she needed to be alone. Kemi knew how to fall in line; her father had bullied that into her. The fact that she was facing that with her husband, however—

			It would be easier if she didn’t feel so strongly for him, an intensity that she refused to name. If she admitted she was falling in love with her husband, heartbreak would not be far behind. She’d learned not to risk things physically anymore, but in the matter of her heart—

			She picked up her pace, began to walk rapidly. There was a bus stop about a half mile down the road, and she had no idea when the buses came and went.

			Finding the station was easy enough; navigating her way to where they’d been the day before was harder. She exchanged broken English with several passengers until she found one who gave her sketchy directions, and changed buses several times as well, getting lost a few times in the process. By the time she arrived at the resort and claimed a ticket to go onto the beach, adrenaline had infused her body down to her very fingertips.

			She’d done it! For the first time in years, she was out on her own. It was terrifying. Thrilling. Intoxicating. Luke faded away in the headiness of it—and the biggest realization of all—

			She wasn’t afraid. Not anymore.

			Kemi raised a hand to wipe at the sudden dampness on her cheeks. Part of her wished she could share this moment with Luke, but it was for her alone. It would not mean much to others; they might even ridicule her. But to her, this represented healing, and a knowledge that regardless of whatever happened in future between her and Luke, she would be all right. Her baby would be all right. They would be all right. She had no idea what the future held, but she did know that—

			She rested her palms on her abdomen. She would not feel movement for many more weeks, according to the baby books. But she could feel the firmness there, the slight roundness of a belly that would soon expand. And she was glad.

			“I’m glad you’re here,” she said, out loud to her child and she meant it. She didn’t need Luke. She loved him—his strength, his protection, his gentle sternness. Losing them would hurt like hell. But she didn’t need them.

			She had everything she needed here inside her, a reserve of strength she’d always been too afraid to acknowledge. But she wasn’t afraid anymore, and she’d call upon that strength for everything else she needed. She lifted her chin, fixed her eyes on the horizon. The walk to the spot she wanted to go to was far, but she knew exactly where it was. She’d buy water and some fresh fruit from the man on the beach there, and lie on the rocks, and wade in the water. She’d enjoy herself, and she’d go home, and then she’d deal with Luke.

			For now, she would not think about him. She’d think about herself, for once, and all the possibilities that lay ahead, with or without Luke. Lagos. Seychelles. Abuja. America.

			The world.

			

			Luke’s first hint that something was wrong came in the heat of late afternoon, when Kemi did not show up for her self-defense lesson. He knew she’d left, of course—no one left the premises without his knowledge, thanks to the security system he’d designed himself. And she’d left, no doubt upset by the turn their romantic breakfast had taken. Guilt crept in, soft but insistent, and he fought it back with every argument in his arsenal.

			I was telling her the truth. And if she didn’t like it—

			Yes, he had told her truth, didn’t he? But he’d told her in the most clinical way possible. He’d said it primarily to dim the light in her eyes that had been there since their night together, since that morning. He’d wanted to stop what was happening between them in its tracks. And he had. And she was gone.

			By herself.

			Wandering somewhere on an island she’d never been on before. The Seychelles were paradise, yes—and they were small and intimate, nothing like the sprawl of Abuja or Lagos. But she was vulnerable and inexperienced, and if something happened to frighten her, or if she wandered into one of the seedier bits—

			Luke wouldn’t have been much of a security chief without the techier aspects of his job leaking to his everyday life, and he knew exactly how to track her. The GPS on the mobile he’d given her could be switched off at will, and he pulled up the connected app.

			He’d told her about the tracking element, of course; he’d intended it to be a source of comfort for a kidnapping victim. She hadn’t turned it off, and he felt oddly reassured at that. He’d have been able to override it, naturally, but he was glad he didn’t have to.

			He watched the screen, riveted by the movements of the little purple dot on the app. She moved at a terrific clip for a bit—a bus, no doubt, or a taxi. The nonlinear route she took confused him for a bit, but her general direction became clear. She was headed to the beach. Their beach.

			The last place where they’d been happy, together, before he’d wrecked it all this morning with his foolishness.

			Luke didn’t get a thing done. He watched the little dot move, as if mesmerized, thinking of the young woman it represented, her sweetness, her softness, how absolutely right she felt in his arms. On the beach yesterday, when he’d kissed her and nuzzled the sweet creaminess of her skin and inhaled the scent of her, lost in it, he’d felt more than protectiveness or lust. It was a sensation of drowning in the best possible way, of wanting to hold her tight enough not to know where his body ended and hers began.

			That had been what had scared the hell out of him, not the baby’s health. And now—he hadn’t pushed her away. He knew Kemi. She’d be back. The question was what he’d do when she came.

			You have to try. The answer came from deep inside, where the voice of the man he’d been lurked sometimes. He’d heard it more than once since he’d met Kemi; it had urged him to approach her in the first place, had surfaced in those first kisses, in the few times he’d opened up. And each time it grew a fraction louder, making him wonder if it was indeed possible to resurrect, to know what love was again—

			You have to try. If nothing else, Kemi had been right—he’d been selfish. His grief, both natural and expected, had morphed into something utterly self-absorbed, a weapon to lash out at others. That wasn’t him. That wasn’t who he wanted to be.

			Luke impatiently put his tablet away, stared at his desktop for a long moment, then took a breath as an idea came to him. He knew what he needed to share with her, and how he would share it.

			His mind, however, was also fixed on that tiny purple dot. It moved slowly within one area, alongside the coast; she must be on the beach. A memory of how beautiful she’d looked there the day before made him swallow, reopen the app. He would not call Kemi; any apology he gave her would need to be in person. But he watched. And when the dot finally stopped moving, for ten minutes, twenty minutes, half an hour, three-quarters of an hour, one hour, ninety minutes—

			His imagination attacked him with images that tumbled over one another with a rapidity that left him breathless. Kemi, attacked. Lost. Robbed. Lifeless—

			Stop it. He was being more irrational than she was, and she was the pregnant one! He took a deep steadying breath, but the thought of that motionless dot made him pick up his pace.

			If anything had happened to her—He closed his eyes. If he thought he couldn’t forgive himself before, this might actually send him over the edge.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			“HEAT EXHAUSTION,” THE DOCTOR announced, dragging off her gloves with a flourish.

			Exhaustion wasn’t the word. Despite the IV of fluid that had just gone into her arm, Kemi felt more tired than she ever had in her life, and her head ached. She was very carefully turned away from Luke, who was hovering anxiously over the edge of her bed in the villa. His eyes were wild and anxious; he’d been muttering things about pregnant women who gallivanted about when they were supposed to be resting, but they both knew what this was about.

			Luke had found her on the beach, exhausted from her hike, sitting immobile on one of the massive boulders and sweating profusely, too tired to even try and find one of the vendors who sold water and fruit. Their first excursion to the beach had been chartered, carefully planned, and she’d had a helicopter ride back. This morning she’d walked literal miles in the hot sun.

			It could have been bad. It could have been very bad.

			“Baby’s doing beautifully. We need to take care of Mama just as much, okay?”

			“Okay,” Kemi said softly.

			“Drink this,” the doctor said, placing a large glass of cool water beside her, and dumping a packet of electrolytes into it. “You,” she added, pursing her lips in Luke’s direction, “you make sure she stays in bed. No phone, no computer. Just good old-fashioned movies. Only get up to use the bathroom, and this room stays cold. Understand?” With that admonition, the older woman collected her equipment and left. One pause became two, and two became a silence that had height, width, breadth, depth.

			“Kemi,” Luke said.

			She concentrated on breathing. Hurt squeezed her lungs tight, and she knew if she spoke she’d cry, so she didn’t.

			“Kemi.”

			She turned on her side, focused on the enormous Kehinde Wiley that hung on the wall. It was a clever bit of decoration, she thought; the subject, a man with piercing dark eyes and high cheekbones, looked enough like Luke to be him without the pure narcissism of a self-portrait. A conversation piece. Luke had surrounded himself with them so effectively that no one ever got beyond the superficial. And though she had shared his bed, though she wore his ring on her hand...

			“Kemi.”

			She didn’t speak. Why should she? Instead, she tugged the blanket up over her bare skin. Luke sighed, then climbed into bed with her, still fully dressed. She smelled starch and lemon and pine and shoved him away from her.

			“Your cologne is making me nauseous,” she said, her voice sounding muffled even to her as she told the lie. He stilled, then sighed and was finally, finally gone. She thought she would cry, but she didn’t. She was too tired to do anything except lie there, staring at the painting until the colors began to fade into each other and the wan light outside finally succumbed to night.

			When Luke returned his body was warm, damp and completely bare except for a pair of shorts hanging from his narrow hips. He’d brought her another cool drink, sweet with tonic water and chunks of fresh fruit, and watched as she drank it before handing her a pile of photographs and climbing in next to her.

			The photos were of a round-faced little boy with a head full of dark hair. The boy was bright-eyed, laughing—and a spitting version of Luke.

			Again, he was trying. But this afternoon’s disappearance had forced his hand. It wasn’t real, and she needed to stop digging. Kemi fought back her first impulse: to sit up in the bed and demand, dramatically, that he tell her everything, that he produce everything he’d held back from her until this point. She shoved down her natural curiosity and handed the photos back to him.

			“He was beautiful,” she said softly, and Luke’s eyes clouded a little. She dropped her own. “Thank you for showing me.”

			“The anniversary of his death...” Again, he was forcing the words out, but at least they were coming. “It’s tomorrow. I usually go to visit him in the morning—he’s buried not far from here.”

			What? Kemi felt a dull pain in her chest. The anniversary? Another thing he’d hidden from her until she’d run away from him, had virtually forced his hand. She closed her eyes, forced herself not to react emotionally; he would not like that. She bade the tears pricking behind her eyelids to stop—at least till she could wipe them in private. What kind of husband would not even let her in enough to grieve with him? But she’d shouted at him enough already today. “I’m so sorry, Luke. I didn’t know.”

			He was surprised at her lack of reaction; it flickered across his face, along with uncertainty. “Are you all right?”

			“I’m very tired.” The hand of dignity reached out and steadied her, and she took a deep and shaky breath, placed her hand on her abdomen. Luke’s second child, she vowed inwardly, would never know how dysfunctional their family was. She’d make sure of that. She was a married woman, and an independent one, with a passport and, unlike in her father’s house, free will. She could have done anything she wanted after marrying Luke. Instead, she sat uselessly in his massive villa like the fool she was, waiting for him to love her.

			Leave.

			It was as if some spirit listening took her thoughts, spun them into the word, whispered it in her ear. There was nothing stopping her from going, even if she wanted to, today, but first—

			“Luke,” she said, and she swallowed hard before continuing; she did not want her voice to tremble, not this time. “I can’t do this.”

			“Kemi—”

			“And I’m keeping the baby, regardless of what happens.” She stopped to steady her trembling lips, placed her hands on her belly. My baby. “I understand now, Luke. You don’t have to worry about me anymore.”

			“Except I do.” Pain flashed across Luke’s face. “And I’m only going to say this once, so I need you to listen. My son died in my arms.” It seemed he was trying hard not to slide into his usual clinical way of speaking; he closed his eyes, took a breath before he spoke. “It couldn’t be helped—he was very ill. But you knew that already,” he said, as if disgusted with himself for repeating it.

			“Luke,” Kemi said softly. He shook his head.

			“It will keep coming up—again and again. It’s never left me. It will spoil everything if I try. Do you understand?”

			She did, and she nodded numbly.

			“I want you to know that—” He swallowed. “You’re beautiful, Kemi. You’ve got the kindest heart of any woman I’ve met, and I know that you’re going to excel and be an exceptional mother.”

			“Luke—”

			“No. No, Princess—” And then he kissed her, a short, hard kiss that forced her to pay attention. “I don’t want you to think that you lack in any way,” he said fiercely when both of them could breathe. “You deserve love, and you deserve it from a good person. After my son died, Kemi, I was a mess.” He grimaced. “I was so immersed in my grief that I couldn’t help Ebi with hers—in fact, I pushed her away. It was the cruelest thing I could have done to a person I professed to love, Kemi—”

			He had to stop for a moment, and Kemi eased herself from his grip, moving backward.

			“What are you saying?” she asked.

			“I’m saying,” he said, “that I’m incapable of loving you the way you need. And I’m not sure I’ve got the strength to fix it.” She opened her mouth, but he shook his head, leaned in and focused on her face, intent, determined that she would not miss a single word. “I’m not sure—I’m in recovery, Kemi. I’m not even sure I’m recovering, really, not the way I’m supposed to. It’s made me selfish, yes. And I think that might be part of why I’ve pushed you away so hard. If I bring you in now—if I bring in our child—I risk failing both of you. And I can’t heal and know I’m hurting you at the same time, my love.”

			It was the first time he’d used such a specific term of endearment for her, and it sounded so right on his lips, as if it’d slipped out without his permission. She closed her eyes for a moment as if to savor it, then cleared her throat. “Luke—”

			“Kemi, I’m not asking—”

			“No, let me talk,” she whispered, then sat up, allowing her blankets to pool in her lap. “Look at this, Luke,” she insisted, pushing up the short sleeves of her lace nightgown to reveal the scarred flesh of her arm. “It was injured. And it was weak, for a long time. And it still aches sometimes. But I worked at it. It still can’t do exactly what it did, but it’s not—it’s not useless. And you’re damaged, Luke, but you aren’t useless, either.”

			Something shone, hungry and dark, in Luke’s brandy-dark eyes, and for a wild moment, she thought she’d gotten through to him. But he blinked and shook his head, and the moment was lost.

			Kemi sank into the fat down pillows, feeling more tired than she had throughout the entire pregnancy. It was a tiredness born out of disappointment. She could not seem to make more than a superficial connection with this man who handled her body so tenderly in the dark, who successfully calmed her fears, who made her think that she could have an identity separate from the trauma that had followed her since she was a teenager.

			Now she looked at him and wondered if in staying in the Seychelles, and staying with Luke, she hadn’t set herself up for failure.

			“What is it?” Luke said, and her mouth compressed. Of course he could read her mind.

			“I don’t want to stay with a man who will never love me,” she said.

			It was an odd relief to say it out loud, and for the first time, she felt in control of the situation. Luke might have financial and physical mastery over her, but her emotions were her own. If she were to supplement all this self-defense and her newfound freedom, she had to be honest with herself at every turn.

			“I’d like to go to school,” she said. “I’d like to go back and do my master’s, starting in September, before the spring semester. I’d like to study cybersecurity, maybe, or engineering. I did really well in math and in the sciences when I was in secondary school and in my undergraduate.”

			“While pregnant?” Luke asked. His eyes had grown darker than they were normally. Unreadable.

			“This is the twenty-first century, Luke,” Kemi said. “And while I am incredibly grateful for everything that you’ve done for me so far, I can’t be living in your house, under your control, not even having a chance to know the full truth about you or the way you live your life. I know we planned to divorce eventually. I am...grateful for the time we’ve spent together. It was kind of you. But if we are to live as strangers, I’d rather we live completely separately, from now.”

			“Do you really mean that?”

			“I haven’t got a choice,” Kemi replied.

			Luke made a noise low in his throat, and his hand skimmed down the small gulf of eiderdown quilt that sat between them. Kemi’s cheeks began to burn as she remembered the last time they’d been here. Luke’s head had been buried between her thighs, and he’d told her, lips muffled against her most intimate skin, that she had to watch him, to look at him. He said it in a low, raspy voice that was so gentle and yet so filthy that it made her flush to think about it, weeks after. Now, she pressed her thighs together and thought with a little despair that though she might manage to control her words and actions around him, she might never be able to control her body. And they’d only made love a handful of times. It really wasn’t fair.

			Luke tilted his dark head, and the moment was shattered. “Kemi,” he murmured.

			She couldn’t bear it when he looked at her that way, with that odd mixture of guardedness and longing. “You don’t want to know me,” Kemi said, “and you’ve tried to keep me at arm’s length since the day I so stupidly allowed you to take me to that hotel of yours. I wish that I’d stayed at home, where I belong.”

			“I wish you had, too,” Luke said, and his voice was low. Regretful.

			Hurt blossomed in the middle of Kemi’s chest, but she refused to let it show on her face. Perhaps she’d picked up more than a thing or two from her husband. She raised her chin.

			“I’d like to be in the air by tomorrow,” Kemi said. All the emotion of their conversation had resulted in a dull, throbbing headache at her temples.

			“All right.”

			They stood for a long moment, breaths steadying, and Luke wordlessly lifted his hand to hover over her belly.

			“May I?” he whispered.

			She swallowed hard, closed her eyes, nodded. It’s useless. She knew it, and he knew it. It was the reason she allowed him to drop his head, to splay his fingers across her abdomen, to kiss his child goodbye, and finally, the way they both knew was coming, to kiss her softly, gently and in that damned tender way he had. He kissed her eyelids, her forehead, her cheeks and, finally, her mouth.

			A fitting farewell, she thought, for the man she’d come to care for so deeply in such a short amount of time.

			She’d married out of convenience, but she’d also married in hope that something beautiful could come from all this. There had been something about Luke that night she’d met him, some feeling of safety and tenderness; she’d followed it, trusting instinctively that it would lead to what just might fill that yawning emptiness that had been inside her all these years.

			Use me, Luke had told her before they married. Use me and take your freedom.

			It was time she took his advice.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			A DAY LATER, Luke woke at dawn and placed his still wan-faced wife in a car that would take her to the airport. In an hour or two, her flight would be hurtling through the sky toward the rocky shores and sapphire-blue skies of Martha’s Vineyard, and Luke, finally, would be left alone. It was as if all the light had been let out of the house, and the smell of lilies stubbornly clung to his bed, his clothing, the corridors, even his skin.

			“Kings,” he ordered. “Please monitor my wife’s flight for me and text me when they’re at cruising altitude.” The older man nodded his assent. Normally Luke would do it himself, but today—

			He ate a solitary breakfast and swam rapidly around the length of the infinity pool until his nerves were calmed, then, dressed in sober gray, he climbed into his car and left the estate.

			The All Saints’ cemetery lay at the edge of the city of Victoria, and this was where Patrick slept, peaceful and silent in his tiny coffin as the years went on. The end of April culminated in his birthday, and as he did every year, Luke visited his son on that day before flying back to Nigeria. As usual, he felt no pain, only a dull ache beneath his ribs that he knew would manifest into something sharper, later, when he was alone.

			He reached the site a little earlier than he normally did, his eyes pausing on the little clusters of mourners scattered here and there on sun-dried grass. He avoided looking at the ground; fresh cuts in the soil always made his stomach hurt. He didn’t even know why he was here; it wasn’t as if Patrick knew he was here.

			Still... Luke had failed him spectacularly as a father. He couldn’t neglect to do this one thing.

			It was pure chance that he saw the small figure at the edge of the property, moving rapidly toward the gate. He knew it was Kemi immediately. She wore one of the light, fluttery dresses she favored, in a somber shade of brown, and her hair was pinned on top of her head.

			What the hell?

			Luke began to run. “Kemi!”

			She hunched her shoulders together and began to move more rapidly, an impressive feat considering the heels she still insisted on wearing everywhere. He caught up with her in a few easy strides, reaching to grip her shoulders, spin her round.

			Kemi’s breathing was labored, and her skin was damp with exertion. “Let me go,” she insisted furiously, yanking away from him.

			“What the hell are you doing here?” Luke demanded. His heart was beating so wildly he wondered, panicked for a moment, if he’d be able to catch his breath. “What are you doing here?”

			Her eyes were large and frightened in her face; Luke did not care. His entire body was tense with—with—

			She’s here. And his chest was filling, bursting with an emotion that he could only categorize as gladness. Kemi was here.

			“You’re supposed to be over the Indian Ocean,” he whispered.

			“Luke—”

			“I don’t understand.” He didn’t even sound like himself; his voice, even to him, was quiet. Broken. His heart was pounding so loudly it obliterated any other sound; he could feel emotions crossing his face in quick succession, as if they’d been torn from him, so violently it was impossible to hide them.

			For the first time, standing here on the soft soil that held his son’s remains, he didn’t want to hide them. His wife’s compassion had swept away his defenses with what seemed like a single stroke.

			“Kemi,” he said, and he could not say any more, for his voice cracked painfully.

			Kemi was crying openly now, hands folded across her abdomen. She had blossomed in the past weeks, he noted distractedly. It was obvious to him, at least, that she was pregnant now, and the soft curve only added to her loveliness. He’d thought of her as lovely since the beginning, if he allowed himself to think about it. And now, for the first time, he found his mouth opening, not to chastise or to censor, but to say—

			“I’m grateful,” he said, and he could not steady his voice despite his best efforts. He’d never thanked her, had he? Not for her openness, not for her willingness to extend the hand of love and, when he’d rejected that, friendship? He remembered holding her close on the white sand beach, how perfectly they’d fit together, the warmth that had radiated off her skin. Life had seen fit to give him something beautiful in Kemi, and he’d been so self-absorbed he’d pushed it away. But Kemi—she’d always been selfless, hadn’t she?

			Kemi broke into his thoughts when she inhaled noisily, shook her head. The movement loosened the long braids atop her head, but she did not seem to notice when they slipped down, one by one, to her shoulders. She held out her hands; they were filled with tiny white roses and African violets of the deepest hue of purple he’d ever seen. Even crushed to her chest, they gave off a heady, vibrant scent.

			“Take them,” she choked.

			“Kemi—”

			“They’re for Patrick. You told me yesterday. And I couldn’t just leave you here by yourself, not after everything you’d done for me. I was angry, and it was cruel. I’m so sorry. I promise I’ll leave tomorrow, and—” She took a shuddering breath. “Luke—”

			“Why would you care so much?” Luke managed through numb lips, then stepped forward. His anger was fading into something else entirely, and he woodenly extracted a handkerchief from his inner pocket and dabbed at her face with it. She sighed a little when he touched her, closed her eyes and rested her forehead against his.

			“You know I love you,” she whispered. “I’m not ashamed of that, and I’m not going to take it back.”

			The knot that had been growing in his chest since he’d sent her away drew a little bit tighter. “Kemi—”

			“I feel pain when I think of Patrick, because I know how much it hurts you. I know how much you miss him. I know you blame yourself for his death, and I know there are no words for that.” She was nuzzling his face now, and Luke could not answer, because the lump was rising in his throat, so hard and so fast that he just might—

			“You know—” And here, she hesitated. “I never thought I’d be able to forgive the men that kidnapped me, that ruined my life, but I did—because forgiveness is a gift. It’s got nothing to do with the other person—it’s giving ourselves a chance to let go. And you need to forgive yourself, Luke. Please—even if I never see you again—”

			Forgive yourself.

			The words pierced the haze of pain that clouded Luke’s senses, wrapped soft and tenderly around them. When was the last time he’d allowed himself softness, or empathy, or love? He’d pushed away all expressions of sympathy so quickly, never allowed them to land, because—

			“I don’t deserve it,” he said, and his voice sounded foreign even to him. It was rough with the kind of emotion he’d had no idea he was capable of anymore, an emotion that Kemi seemed to drag out of him without trying. She’d done it the first time he’d seen her, both of them so absolutely out of place in that smoky nightclub, and had that night that had drawn them together so inexorably and produced the child whose heart beat beneath Kemi’s now.

			“Stop it.”

			“No, I don’t.” The words were building in his throat, a tsunami that threatened to overflow, unless he managed to stop it—

			

			The cheek against hers was rough and stubbly, but it was the sudden wetness there that surprised her. And then Luke was cradling her with such a mixture of softness and strength that she couldn’t move, even if she wanted to.

			“Princess,” he whispered, and it was an endearment, a question, a plea. “Princess.”

			She lifted her arms round his neck, pressed so close she was no longer sure where he ended and she began. This feeling had always characterized their encounters, but this was the first time it had ever felt so—

			“Won’t you talk to me?” she said, cupping his face in her hands, and then, yards away from where his son was buried, he did.

			“She wasn’t supposed to get pregnant,” he said. He was trying for his usual dispassionate tone, but the anxiety that came through tightened her throat and started a new stinging in her eyes. “We were sloppy. We were supposed to go for IVF, but I was sloppy, and she—”

			“Luke. I know.” He’d said all this before, but she suspected he needed to say it again, the same way she’d relived the trauma of her own kidnapping, over and over, until the memory no longer held power over her. His heart was beating so fast, and the hands that clutched her so clammy, that she was afraid for him, but he kept speaking, faster and faster, as if some force were compelling him not to stop.

			“He had it bad. He had the best treatments, of course, but the crises, they were the worst, Kemi. He’d just shrink into this little ball of nothing—his arms and legs would tense up, so hard they looked like they might break if you tried to loosen them—”

			Kemi pressed a hand to her mouth.

			“I was almost relieved when he died, Kemi. Relieved. The last crisis was that bad—” Luke broke off then, and she’d never seen such a ravaged expression on a man’s face before. He stopped as if he knew he’d said too much, then he took a full step back.

			“I’m sorry,” Kemi said simply. Whatever Luke had done to clean her face a moment ago had been completely obliterated by fresh tears; she looked at him now through that watery film. He was visibly trying to calm himself; she wanted to shout for him not to do so, not to retreat back into himself. Now that she’d seen Luke for who, for what he really was—

			He wasn’t incapable of love. No—instead, he’d loved too much. And she had no idea how to help him, except—

			She moved forward quickly, wrapped her arms round his middle, and for once he didn’t push her away. Instead, he drew her close.

			“It’s not that I don’t want you to be happy,” he said, and for the first time, humility leached through into his voice. “I don’t know how to get past all this. I don’t know how to talk about it—”

			“You just did, to me.”

			“Right.” He laughed, a short, ragged sound. “But the process is going to be ugly, Kemi. It’s been ugly. I’ve been selfish enough already with people I’ve cared for. It’s better this way—”

			“To be alone?”

			“Would you prefer to stay with me with no guarantees, Kemi? That’s no way to live. You’ll survive without me. You already have.” His face grew fierce. “Have you any idea how proud I am of you? You should be proud of yourself.”

			Kemi had no words to say; she lifted her hands to her mouth instead. Luke bent, kissed her on the forehead, took a step back.

			“Come on, Princess,” he said, and his voice was oddly gentle. He also looked at her and, for the first time, smiled at her—truly smiled at her. It was as gentle as rays from the morning sun; it warmed Kemi from the inside out.

			“Should we visit him together, then?” Kemi whispered.

			He opened his mouth as if to protest, but then he nodded.

			

			By the time they left the cemetery, Kemi’s hand folded tight in his, she knew that Patrick had been short and scrawny, with brown eyes that took up his entire face, and a knobby head constantly covered with some kind of lump from climbing, crawling, running.

			“I wish I could say he was absolutely adorable, but he wasn’t,” Luke said ruefully. “He was a terror. He got into everything, and he bit. But he was full of life and high spirits, and to see him so ill—”

			“I understand,” Kemi said softly, placing her hand on the back of his.

			“I hope to God you never will,” her husband said emphatically.

			The two sat in a small open café close to the estate, sipping from a pot of fragrant tea, a plate of untouched sardine sandwiches between them. The table was so small and wobbly it necessitated their sitting very close together, foreheads almost touching. Luke’s voice was more quiet and intimate than she’d ever heard it, and oddly enough, Kemi felt completely at peace. It was as if something had been purged from both of them that day; she had no idea where this would end up, but she’d missed a flight, Luke hadn’t yet mentioned the missed flight and—

			“What happens now?” she asked out loud.

			Luke did not look surprised; he looked a little rueful and still quite sad, but he was not hiding anything from her. Not anymore. There was a quiet regard for her in his eyes that made her skin warm. It was more than the lust that had characterized their early encounters. He saw her, valued her and wasn’t afraid of her seeing him. Not anymore.

			The question was: Would that be enough to sustain them in a marriage that they’d already decided needed to end?

			Luke’s voice broke into her thoughts. “I don’t know what happens next. But I’d like us to go home.”

			Home.

			Could he mean it? Could the word have expanded in his mind to include her, include the small family that they could be?

			Even after everything that had happened, she was too afraid to ask. She eased herself to her feet and followed him to the waiting car.

		
	
        
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			LUKE FELT FAR too wrung-out to even want sex, talk less of perform that evening, but he wanted his wife, and desperately. She shed her day dress and washed and came to him, smelling sweetly of eucalyptus and mint, to their darkened room. When she was in his arms, he sighed, then slipped a hand over the rounded curve of her lower belly. He wanted to explore her in this quiet, loving way, with no other expectations.

			Let me hold you.

			There was silence in their cool, darkened room, and when he finally spoke—

			“I should probably talk to someone.”

			She shifted in his arms a little, tipped up her chin. When his lips met hers in the dark, she sighed a little. “Agnes?”

			He winced. He wasn’t thrilled by the idea, but at least she knew all his history. “Most likely.”

			In the darkness, he felt his wife sit up, and he reached for her, depending on smell, warmth, her sweet essence to guide him in the cool, dark room. It was shocking, how addictive she’d become in the past few weeks, how necessary. And yet he’d tried to send her away.

			“I can’t promise that we’ll work,” he said. As he spoke his arms encircled her waist, skipped her breasts, came to rest on her hips. Her bare skin on his felt like heaven. “But I want to—”

			“You want to?”

			Love you. Be with you. Luke swallowed hard, then bent and spoke the words against the cool shell of her ear. If he spoke them too loudly, perhaps whatever misfortune had followed him in love would hear and snatch her away from him again.

			“If I get into this,” he said, “and something happens—”

			“It won’t.”

			“You’re more arrogant than I am if you actually believe that,” Luke said dryly. His hand skimmed over her belly, cupped it, and she took in a breath.

			“I’m terrified,” he said after the briefest of moments. There. He’d admitted it. “And I do love you, Kemi. But—”

			“I’m terrified, too,” Kemi replied, just as quietly. “But I love you enough to give it to you as a gift, whether you return it or not. And that has nothing to do with whatever may happen down the line.”

			The words brought that prickliness to the back of his throat again, and Luke fought it down with all his might. Once was quite enough for one day. He cleared his throat. He knew the biggest battle was yet to come; it would be in the form of waking up the next morning, realizing exactly what he’d done and not running as far and as fast as he could.

			It’s a gift. And Kemi had never asked him for anything before, except himself. Was loving her enough to push his fears back into the shadows? Her love radiated from her so strongly he felt it whenever they were together; he saw it burning from her eyes. The feeling of being loved was slipping past his defenses, one by one. It did not demand that he resolve them; it simply was there, and that—that—

			Kemi sighed in his arms, and he realized belatedly that she’d fallen fast asleep. He laughed out loud for a moment, then settled down beside her.

			It’s going to be all right.

			For the first time in years, he thought it—and he let himself believe it. Just for that moment. The rest would take time, but if he kept on believing it for one more moment, and the one after that—

			Perhaps it would be all right, after all.

			Perhaps.

			

			When Kemi woke the next morning, Luke was beside her, the hard planes of his body curved around her protectively. His dark eyes were half-open. When she blinked and half sat up, he offered her a smile that was more uncertain than anything she’d ever seen on his face before.

			“Good morning,” he said gently, and she felt a flutter deep in her stomach that at first she attributed to her very handsome husband, but then it was there again, as if a coven of butterflies had chosen to make her abdomen home. She froze; Luke caught the look on her face and frowned. “What?”

			“I think the baby moved,” she gasped.

			“What? Really?” His hand immediately moved to cover the lower part of her abdomen. Of course he couldn’t feel anything—he wouldn’t be able to for months. “That’s impossible. It’s too early.”

			“Perhaps.” She laughed. Maybe it was the baby. Maybe it was just the butterflies of a mother overcome by joy, but she didn’t care, for Luke’s hand was under her gown, fingers splaying over the bare skin of her belly.

			“Hey, little one,” he whispered, and Kemi actually felt her heart swell. She dropped her own fingers to cover Luke’s, right over where their son turned comfortably in his warm space. She saw Luke’s eyes flutter shut; when he murmured something under his breath, she asked what it was.

			“Prayer for health and safety,” Luke said, and he reached up, pressed his lips to the back of her hand.

			“I didn’t know you were religious.”

			“I’m not,” Luke said dryly, “but I’m not taking any risks this time around.”

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			CHOOSE JOY, LUKE said to himself and straightened up, arranging the soft folds of his dull gold agbada over his shoulders. Kemi sat to the right of him, body still a little swollen from her recent childbirth. Her eyes were fatigued beneath layers of makeup; her smile was a little unsteady. Soon the main part of the naming ceremony would be over and she would be able to go inside their massive bedchamber in their Abujan apartment, hand the baby over to his Auntie Tobi, who sat at a table of honor, bursting with pride, and sleep.

			“Only a little while,” he whispered, bending and allowing his lips to brush her ear. She shivered a little, and a tremor went through him as well. He tried his best to hold back, to act toward his wife in moderation; he was as addicted to her now as he’d been to grief only a few months ago. He would soon learn balance; it would temper in time. But for now...

			“Enjoy your love,” Agnes had said in their first counseling session together, a smile on her face. “Enjoy each other. Revel in the good days. Comfort each other on the bad. And create a life you want to live together, free of your past.”

			And now—exactly seven days ago, Kemi had given birth to Ayodele Ibru. His son.

			Joy has come home, the little boy’s name meant. And it was true. The little bundle in his wife’s arms now represented so much: joy, as his name was. Freedom to love again. And not a replacement of what he’d had, but a tribute to new life, to what was to come. And many, many more years with Kemi, whom he loved—and delighted in discovering more about—every day. She’d blossomed during her pregnancy—enrolled in school, started work with his development team on a security app for a growing network of Abujan women and glowed with life. Strength. Purpose.

			Yes, joy had come for both of them. They’d chosen it. And he knew the future held only better things for himself, his princess and his royal son.

			

			If you got caught up in the magic of The Royal Baby He Must Claim, look out for Tobi’s story, coming soon!

			And why not check out Jadesola James’s debut for Harlequin Presents, Redeemed by His New York Cinderella?

			Keep reading for an excerpt from Innocent in the Sicilian’s Palazzo by Kim Lawrence.
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			Escape to exotic locations where passion knows no bounds.
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			Welcome to the glamorous lives of royals and billionaires, where passion knows no bounds. Be swept into a world of luxury, wealth and exotic locations.

			8 NEW BOOKS AVAILABLE EVERY MONTH!

		
	
		
			Innocent in the Sicilian’s Palazzo

			by Kim Lawrence

			CHAPTER ONE

			THERE WAS NO one at Reception. It was totally silent but for the sound of her own feet on the parquet floor.

			Anna dumped her carefully packed box on the big desk that took centre stage and peered over it, careful to avoid the vase of fragrant garden roses and lavender, and stood back with a sigh of relief before she twisted the leather-bound ledger around to face her.

			Pen in hand, she bent over, pinning the curtain of thick dark chestnut waves from her eyes with her forearm as she signed the visitors’ book, her swirling signature a replica of many before it. You had to go back a lot of pages and many weeks to see any other signature next to the column beside her grandpa’s name.

			One by one his visitors had fallen away and she couldn’t really blame them. Some days she approached her own visits with a sick feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach—she never knew what would await her...would he even know who she was?

			Not that it would ever occur to her to not come. She owed her grandfather everything. Without him her life could have been very different—before he had stepped up to become her legal guardian, social services had been taking a lot of interest in her.

			She huffed out a tiny preparatory breath before she picked up the box, her aching muscles complaining. As luck, or rather lack of it, would have it, there had been no room in the car park conveniently adjacent to the Edwardian building thanks to the shiny monster designer car that was taking up three spaces and attracting an audience of admirers.

			So, courtesy of the ridiculous flashy car, Anna was forced to park at the main entrance the other side of the Merlin’s park-like grounds, and the box that had seemed comfortably light when she had begun the trek had felt as if it weighed a ton by the time she reached the clinic.

			Taking the now familiar route up to the first floor, she reached her grandfather’s suite without dislodging the carefully stacked pile, and she was relieved to see the door to his private sitting room was ajar. Wedging her chin on the photo album on top and shifting the box a little higher, she turned to back cautiously into the room, bumping the door with her bottom as she did so.

			‘Hello, Grandpa, sorry I’m late,’ she called out, wondering with a little ache of her heart if Grandpa Henry would even know who she was today. ‘But wait until you see what I’ve got, some more photos, a lovely one of Dad and—’ Tongue now caught between her teeth as she concentrated on not bumping into anything, she placed the box carefully on the bureau that had once lived in her grandpa’s study at home. ‘And some more of your vinyl collection—’

			‘You are not allowed to touch my collection. That was a very rare recording you scratched. Did you use gloves, Anna?’

			‘Yes, Grandpa.’ The record-scratching incident had happened when she was ten.

			

			Soren, who was standing with one hand on the headrest of the chair that held the man he had been searching for over the past twelve years, had turned at the sound of the door being opened. He had watched the entrance of the new arrival, who was totally unaware of his presence, and had seen no reason to alert her.

			When Tor responded to her words, his attention shifted back to the man.

			They were the first words that Tor had spoken.

			He caught the flicker of intelligence in the faded blue eyes for a split second before it was replaced by a cloudy belligerence.

			But it had been there, and it only confirmed Soren’s belief that this was an act; it had to be an act. He would not contemplate another option. For the past twelve years he had never lost the belief that one day he would look into the eyes of the man responsible for the destruction of his family and see fear, see the despair that must have been in his own father’s eyes before he took his own life.

			After years of trails growing cold and with the help of a small select team, he had finally tracked down his quarry and reached him before he pulled one of his vanishing acts. This time there would be no new identity, or new continent.

			And just when you thought you had seen everything this man was capable of, that he could not get any more slippery and devious, he pulled this one out of the hat—dementia!

			But when you thought about it, it made a perfect twisted sort of sense. What did a man like Tor do when he guessed the net was closing in around him and there was no place left to run? He picked out a nice place in the country with a sympathetic staff and waitress service and played his unfit-to-stand-trial card.

			Soren was willing to acquit the clinic of collusion—they and the medical professionals were pawns in this latest scam. They might be unwitting accomplices but my God they had laughable security.

			Soren had walked in without once being asked who he was, and his arrival had hardly been inconspicuous. Security—at least, that was what he assumed the uniformed pair had been—were more interested in his car than him.

			Locating the suite of rooms occupied by Henry Randall had been straightforward too—there were names beside the numbered keys hanging on the wall. It was only when he’d entered the small sitting room that he had encountered any problem.

			An unforeseen one.

			Tor, ever the artiste, was deep in character.

			Soren had been here ten minutes and tried everything he could think of to break through the facade. It was like coming up against a brick wall. By this point he was feeling a degree of sympathy for the professionals Tor had taken in. If Soren hadn’t known what Tor was, he would have fallen for the act himself.

			Totally in character, the con artist had wholly occupied the role he had chosen to play, that of a fragile, innocent, broken old man.

			Struggling against the frustration banging away like a hammer against his temples, he silently berated himself for being overconfident as he dealt with a very different scenario from the one he had envisaged—which had been Tor, shocked by his unannounced appearance, betraying himself.

			His initial ‘Hello, Tor. It’s been a while...’ had drawn no response at all.

			In fact Soren had seen nothing in those watery blue eyes except blankness illuminated briefly by a seemingly genuine confusion, until the disturbance in the doorway accompanied by the soft, husky voice.

			Soren, whose mindset would never allow for the possibility that what he was seeing was not some sort of performance, watched with clinical interest as the figure in the upright chair raised a shaky blue-veined, waxy hand towards the figure with her back turned.

			All part of the act, a good act, he conceded. But following this man over the years had taught Soren that it was a mistake to underestimate the cunning, twisted mind of Tor Rasmusson, who possessed the ability to run several scams simultaneously and always had an escape route. Over the years the man had displayed an uncanny ability to vanish like smoke, leaving carnage in his wake.

			‘I predict that Anna will come top in her exams...’ the shrunken figure said suddenly, looking directly at Soren. ‘All that girl lacks is confidence.’

			The figure with her back to him, and still oblivious to Soren’s presence, sighed. ‘It’s lovely you think I’m brilliant, Grandpa, but you’re the only one.’

			Soren watched as the other man glanced down at an invisible watch on his wrist.

			‘I have a meeting, Anna.’

			Yes, with the fraud squad. Save it, Tor, Soren thought grimly as he waited for the woman to notice him.

			‘I hate tardiness, Anna.’

			The petite figure turned and froze.

			‘I’m here now, Grandpa. Did you have a good night?’

			The voice, pitched low and soft, held none of the wary suspicion that was now being levelled at him from a pair of eyes set in a face that on a screen just thirty-six hours ago he had casually dismissed as almost pretty... The below-the-belt kick that for one split second had nailed him quite literally to the spot when she had turned brought home the truth that real life, and in this case real women, were sometimes poorly served by pixels.

			This was a real woman and Soren was experiencing a very real reaction to her. The flash of heat that settled in his groin was proof that his famed control had limitations.

			The image had accurately recorded the proportions of her face, a face that ought to have been overpowered by a generous, carnally curved mouth and thick dark brows that framed wide-spaced kitten-big green eyes.

			All strong features that should in theory have fought with one another, but instead they melded into a vivid, breathtakingly sensual whole.

			The difference lay in part in the creamy texture of her skin, the forest green of her eyes—the lack of symmetry actually added to the sensual impact.

			He’d have liked to see her in snug jeans, but her wide-legged linen trousers suggested legs that were proportionally long for her height, and the plaited leather belt emphasised the narrowness of her waist. The boxy baggy white shirt she wore was not meant to emphasise her sleek, slim curves but it didn’t hide them.

			A sound of self-disgust locked in his throat. This was not a moment to be distracted by a woman, especially if the woman in question was the granddaughter of his enemy and was probably up to her pretty neck—Soren lifted his gaze from the smooth slender column of her throat, ruthlessly leashing his hormones, before he produced a smile as he stepped forward, hand extended.

			Soren had a wide repertoire of smiles; very few had anything to do with sincerity. Some instilled fear in the recipient, others melted hostility like ice cream in the sun and opened doors, frequently bedroom doors.

			A faint widening of her eyes was the only indication that Anna Randall had even noticed his effort. If anything the wariness she wore like a force field seemed on the verge of tipping over into guard-dog open hostility.

			

			Anna looked at his hand, took in the length of the long, tapering fingers.

			The brief war of attrition between the deeply embedded instinct of good manners, and the shockingly shameful heat unfurling low in her pelvis that made the idea of feeling her hand in his far too attractive, ended in a draw.

			Her hand stayed firmly at her side.

			The faintest quirk of his lips and the hint of an ironic gleam in his eyes could have been her imagination as his hand fell away. Relieved she’d had the decision taken out of her hands, she surreptitiously rubbed her sweaty palms against her trousers and kept up the paper-thin pretence that she was immune to the stranger’s cynically confident killer smile.

			

			The muscles along Soren’s angular jaw quivered, though the truth was he was more intrigued than offended by her ego-bashing attitude.

			His ego was pretty robust.

			There might be more to Anna Randall than her rotten gene pool and the face. He allowed his glance to skim the fascinatingly unsymmetrical, stunningly sexy features for an indulgent split second too long: the stubborn chin, the wide-spaced intelligent eyes, the smooth high cheeks, the generous carnal mouth that made him aware all over again of a hunger inside him.

			Soren was not a man who avoided the truth, especially when it was staring him in the face, and the simple fact was he was attracted to the granddaughter of his enemy. The acknowledgment did not improve his mood.

			‘Good morning...?’ She paused a split second, adding in a colder voice. ‘Can I help you?’

			The frigid words were polite, the suggestion underneath was anything but, but, God, she had the most incredible voice... Even when it was cold it had an earthy, seductive quality. Having just got his hormones in check, he didn’t want to think about what it would sound like warm.

			‘You must be Henry’s granddaughter...?’ Although he allowed his voice to rise on a questioning inflection, he knew exactly who she was. The only thing about her his investigations had not revealed was just how deeply she was involved in her grandfather’s latest profit-making charity fraud. That she was not involved did not even cross his mind.

			Now that he had met her, he could see how useful a woman who managed to combine innocence and earthy sexiness would be to Tor. Despite the sketchy evidence, his working theory was that, as Tor’s only blood relative, she was being trained to take control of the family business.

			Or she might be as innocent as she appears?

			He dismissed the possibility out of hand. No one related to Tor could be totally innocent. It wasn’t if she was involved, it was how deeply.

			

			‘Yes, I’m Anna...?’

			Instead of picking up on her strong verbal cue, to her frustration he ignored the silent question mark and just smiled. She fought the urge to melt and decided that he rarely had to do anything beyond smile to sidestep any question.

			‘I had imagined you being older,’ he responded truthfully, and saw the questioning flicker in her eyes again, though actually he had imagined her looking older. He knew her age was... The exact number had not stayed with him, but she barely looked twenty, let alone mid-twenties. ‘I understand that you have inherited... Henry’s love of books? Librarian, that must be interesting...?’

			She didn’t react to the question but she had dialled down her antagonism a notch or two; he was making the effort but Soren still wasn’t feeling the love.

			‘Are you another journalist?’

			Nothing in his face showed he had noted the another. ‘Do I look like a journalist?’

			‘What do journalists look like?’ Few, she conceded, could have worn the sort of exclusive-looking suit he was wearing. ‘So if you’re not, just who are you exactly?’ Beyond quite obviously the most sinfully good-looking man she had ever seen or even dreamt existed.

			It had initially taken her a couple of startled blinks to take in the superficial details, namely his height, several inches over six feet, the immaculate tailoring, steel-grey suit and a tie a few shades paler lying against a snowy white shirt, which gave an air of steely exclusivity and did not disguise the fact his broad-shouldered frame was lean and athletically powerful.

			Now she was taking in details beyond the way his hair hugged his shapely skull but was long enough to curl against his collar and was worn swept back casually from a broad brow. It framed symmetrical features that were set in a square-jawed face that was all hollows and angles, slanted cheekbones sharp enough to cut, an aquiline nose and a carved mouth that required a blink in its own right, a firm lower lip and a full, overtly sensual upper. But it was his eyes that were the real showstopper—bluer than any blue she had ever seen, not warm sky blue but arctic-ice blue, and were set beneath the dark ebony bars of his brows and framed by crazily long sooty dark lashes.

			Now she was taking in the intelligence in the eyes, the ruthlessness suggested by the firm lower lip and his armour-plated aura of raw masculinity.

			Not that this set her apart from any other woman with a heartbeat; this was a man who no doubt took female admiration as a given.

			Annoyed that she was fulfilling his smug expectations, and determined not to give him the satisfaction of knowing her stomach was quivering violently, she kept her expression still and filed this disturbing fact away for later consideration, swallowing a couple of times to lubricate her dry throat and ignoring how her legs still felt disconnected from her body.

			Luckily they carried her without incident to her grandfather’s side. She smiled down as the claw-like hand caught her own before he reached out awkwardly for the glass of water just out of reach.

			‘So how do you know my grandfather, Mr...?’

			‘Sorry, I thought I had said,’ he lied smoothly. ‘Soren, Soren Vitale, your grandfather was my late father’s...mentor way back when.’

			Aware in the periphery of her vision of the hand extended once more towards her, Anna listened to the inner voice that told her it would be a bad idea to feel those long brown fingers close over her own...mainly because the idea was so attractive.

			Eye contact had just about shredded her nervous system so skin contact was definitely something to avoid, she decided as she carefully pushed the glass towards her grandfather, dragging out the process until hiding behind her hair was no longer an option without looking a little deranged.

			She lifted her head, experienced the grab of those blue eyes, the jolt finally reaching her toes, and she could breathe.

			‘I’m sorry...’

			‘It was a long time ago.’

			‘Mentor?’ Unable to ignore the hand any longer, she allowed her fingers to touch his. By this point she would have been surprised if there hadn’t been the tingle of an electric shock, she decided as she surreptitiously rubbed her hand against her thigh.

			‘When your grandfather had...’ He paused and the blue focus shifted a little to her left. Free of the full beam, she compressed her lips against a sigh of relief. ‘When he had business interests in Iceland. They shared offices outside Reykjavik.’

			‘Iceland...?’ She shook her head, the absurd suggestion tugging her lips into a condescending smile. ‘I think you’re mistaken. You are mistaken. My grandfather has never been to Iceland,’ she told him firmly.

			The dark brows lifted as his hooded eyes watched her. ‘He never spoke of his time there?’

			His intense scrutiny made her shift uncomfortably. ‘I think,’ she began crossly, ‘I would have known if my grandfather...’ She paused, remembering the long unexplained absences, though in truth it was the gifts that always accompanied his return that had stuck in her mind as a child. ‘I suppose it’s possible...’ she conceded reluctantly.

			‘What reason would I have to lie about such a thing?’

			Anna shrugged but didn’t acknowledge he had a point.

			‘How about we go back to the moment you walked in? I can supply character references if you like?’

			His sarcasm and the gentle mocking smile that played across his carved lips made her skin heat. ‘I was surprised. I didn’t know my grandfather had visitors. There were no names in the book when I signed in.’

			An unconvincing look of dismay spread across his face and his smile came with attractive crinkles that fanned out from his spectacular eyes, eyes that held no humour or warmth, just a soul-dissecting intensity.

			‘Oh, dear, have I broken the rules?’

			Oh, yeah, and you’re really going to lose sleep over that, aren’t you? she thought, allowing her gaze to travel upwards from his feet to the top of his attractively ruffled dark head.

			‘They are quite strict here at the Merlin,’ she retorted primly. ‘People staying here are very vulnerable.’

			Soren watched as she planted a protective hand on the back of her grandfather’s chair and thought, Sure, vulnerable like a wolf.

			‘And yet your journalist slipped in...?’

			Unable to contradict this observation—she had sent an email to the management that said as much—she kept her lips clamped tight.

			‘Odd name that for a...place.’ He looked around the room that, despite the half-panelled walls and the antique furniture, still held the clinical paraphernalia of a hospital, including a mobile oxygen tank. He had to admit the window dressing was convincing.

			‘Place?’

			His mobile eyebrows twitched into a straight line above his hawkish nose. ‘Like this.’

			‘Merlin was the original owner’s stage name. Back in the Edwardian era he was a magician, quite famous, he owned several hundred acres, although now there is just the house and gardens.’ She had reached the point where she knew she sounded like a guidebook when she felt her grandfather’s hand go limp in her own.

			She glanced down and saw that he had fallen asleep, his head to one side.

			Her throat ached with emotion and sadness as she pulled her hand free. He looked so vulnerable it was hard to imagine he had until recently been a person with the sort of presence that could fill an auditorium—she had seen it happen and been proud when the people sitting there had been inspired by one of his lectures. She lifted a hand to her mouth to hide the quiver she had no control over.

			‘So how long has he been here?’

			Her head lifted and she found he was watching her with a disturbing intensity. ‘Six months. Sorry if I sounded, as if... The staff caught a journalist in here last week.’ Her anger sparked green flame in her eyes at the memory. ‘People are... He’d hate anyone to see him like this and, actually, no one does,’ she said, unable to keep the bitterness from creeping into her voice.

			‘Your grandfather is not allowed visitors?’

			‘He’s allowed but...he had visitors before his condition deteriorated...’

			He watched as she lifted a hand and, under the cover of brushing strands of hair from her brow, took the moments it required to steady her voice, which was flat and expressionless as she delivered the bleak addition.

			‘He doesn’t recognise people nowadays.’

			If this was an act on her part, it was good, Soren admitted, watching the muscles in her slender throat contract as she blinked to clear her tear-misted eyes and lifted her chin, unwilling to own the emotional vulnerability she was vibrating.

			Soren weighed the possibilities. It could be that she was not privy to her grandfather’s act...? That would, he mused, watching as the emotions she was struggling to suppress played across the surface of her face, explain her seemingly genuine reaction.

			It would require an utterly heartless bastard to put his only blood relative through that sort of hell, but that was not an issue for a man like Tor.

			‘I imagine that dementia scares people, embarrasses them...maybe it makes them conscious of how fragile life is?’ Soren knew all about the fragility of life.

			He stood, head tilted a little to one side, his stance relaxed as, with hands thrust deep into the pockets of his tailored trousers, he watched his words flash shocked recognition in her eyes before she slowly nodded.

			Her wariness remained but she no longer looked likely to clobber him with the nearest blunt object as she turned her gaze to the chair and its occupant.

			There was a gentle snore and Tor had slumped lower in the armchair... It was a sight that would have wrenched the hardest of hearts, but Soren had no doubt that this was part of the act—the authenticity helped by a physical frailness. But then everyone got older.

			Including him. He doubted he bore any resemblance to the seventeen-year-old who had walked into the barn that day and seen... He had no idea how long he had stood guard over his father’s lifeless body before a neighbour had found him.

			‘It does scare them... People who last year worked closely with my grandfather...’ Something about his presence and his vague explanation for it still seemed not right to her.

			The silence lasted for several heartbeats, as did the unblinking regard of those ice-chip-blue eyes. Anna wanted to look away but couldn’t have if her life had depended on it; the mesmerising stare had grabbed her in a vicelike grip.

			‘Iceland is small, population wise, everyone knows one another and for some time your grandfather was almost like one of the family.’

			They had invited the enemy into their home. There had been warm cosy family dinners. Tor had been sympathetic to Soren’s teenage problems, listening when he moaned about his parents. He had always seemed interested and genuine, Soren remembered, making unfavourable comparisons with his own father.

			It turned out that Tor’s only interest had been in emptying his father’s company’s pension fund.

			‘It’s all gone, Soren, there’s nothing left.’

			His father’s words, the sound of utter bleakness, had stayed with him. They would never leave him; they were branded into his memory along with the images.

			His mesmeric blue stare had moved away and she felt her shoulders sag, could breathe again. ‘Vitale? I don’t actually recall...’

			‘Not Vitale... Steinsson.’ The ice-flecked blue eyes were back on full soul-stripping beam as they landed on her face. ‘When I moved to Sicily after my father’s death, I added my mother’s family name.’ Not out of choice—it was part of the deal that made his mother’s future safe.

			Biagio Vitale did not give anything for nothing, and Soren had not been in a strong negotiating position.

			Feeling like a bug under a microscope, Anna shook her head. ‘Sorry, he might have...’ Her brow wrinkled. ‘Vitale sounds a little familiar,’ she conceded.

			Probably because she had to have at least one gleaming luxury kitchen appliance that carried the logo. Most people did. Though of course the arms of the Vitale empire were not all so visible to the general public, except in their individual fields. The engineering arm, the financial services, both had a global reputation, but the jewel in the multibillion-pound crown was claimed by the green initiatives that had been Soren’s first act as CEO. His diversion of funds from oil and gas exploration was no longer considered an insane gamble.

			‘It was a long time ago.’

			To the rest of the world it was old news. Not for Soren. He had lived the story: the disgraced businessman took his own life after he was caught stealing the pension fund of his employees.

			Except he hadn’t, his only crime had been trusting his friend and partner, Tor Rasmusson, who had vanished along with the money leaving a trail of financial breadcrumbs that led to Stein Steinsson.

			The loss of her husband and the scandal had been too much for his mother, Hanna, who had spiralled into a deep depression then total breakdown.

			Seventeen, angry and helpless, Soren had stopped being the straight-A student overnight. He’d got into fights defending his father even though he had been angry as hell with him for leaving them. He had made a point of mixing with the wrong crowd.

			Maybe he would have fulfilled the many predictions that he would go off the rails and end up in jail as popular opinion said his father should have, if he hadn’t found the stash of tablets his mother was hoarding and the letter she had written ready for the day she would use them.

			It had been his wake-up call. He knew then that he needed help, not the sort of help being offered. He didn’t need a counsellor, or therapist; he needed a safe place for his mother.

			His options were limited.

			There was no one, just him, so he swallowed his pride and approached his Sicilian grandfather, the man who had cast off his only daughter when she had ignored the dynastic merger of an arranged marriage and run away with her long-haired Icelandic lover, her Viking, who at the time had been hitchhiking around Europe.

			Biagio Vitale was not about to be swayed by a sob story—he did not do sentiment, he did business—and he agreed to offer his daughter a sanctuary and the best professional help money could buy, but in return he wanted Soren body and soul.

			He had no heir, and if after eight years Soren had proved himself he would have the option of running the Vitale conglomerate, but in those eight years he would go where Biagio sent him and do as he was told—learn from the bottom up and expect no favours for who he was.

			There were no favours but there was a lot of hostility for the rich boy who wanted to be their boss from the hard men who made their living working in hot, sweaty and often dangerous conditions in the oil rigs and steel mills, and from managers who had worked hard to get to the middle, testing the hell out of this kid who had a free ride to the top. Except it wasn’t a free ride. In the end he won respect and even made some unlikely friends.

			At the end of eight years Soren was in a position to set his own conditions and he never forgot the reason he was where he was.

			He knew the truth and one day so would the world. He would clear his father’s name.

			Copyright © 2022 by Kim Lawrence
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