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Prologue

 

LOVE WAS NEVER SAFE

 

The strange thing about losing yourself is that it never happens all at once.

It happens quietly.

A compromise here.

A silence there.

An apology you didn’t owe.

Until one day, you wake up and realize you no longer recognize the person you’ve become.

 

Amara stood alone in the luxury apartment staring out at the city lights beyond the tall glass windows. Everything looked perfect — the furniture, the soft lighting, the silence.

But none of it felt safe.

A half-packed suitcase sat near the front door.

Months ago, she never imagined leaving Kayode.

He had entered her life like certainty when everything else felt exhausting. Calm. Controlled. Protective.

 

“You don’t have to suffer anymore,” he once told her.

At the time, it sounded like love.

Now she understood differently.

 

Because control rarely arrives looking dangerous.

Sometimes it looks like safety.

Her phone vibrated softly on the counter behind her.

Kayode.

Amara closed her eyes briefly as tension tightened in her chest automatically. Even now, her body reacted to him before her thoughts did.

That was the frightening part about emotional control.

It stays inside you long after you recognize it.

The phone continued vibrating.

 

But this time… she didn’t answer.

Instead, she looked toward the suitcase waiting near the door.

Waiting for courage.

Waiting for her.

 

And for the first time in a very long time, Amara understood something clearly:

 

Love should never require you to abandon yourself just to keep it alive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 1



THE OFFER


 

The restaurant was too quiet for comfort.

 

Not the kind of quiet that felt peaceful —

the kind that made you aware of every movement you made.

 

Every clink of cutlery.

Every glance from strangers.

Every second that stretched just a little too long.

 

Amara adjusted her posture slightly, careful not to draw attention to herself.

 

She wasn’t used to places like this.

 

Everything about it felt… intentional.

 

The lighting — soft, golden, expensive.

The air — scented just enough to feel curated.

Even the silence felt like it had rules.

 

And then there was him.

Kayode.

 

He sat across from her like he belonged there.

Like he had always belonged there.

Like the room itself had been waiting for him.

He didn’t fidget.

Didn’t look around.

Didn’t try to impress.

He didn’t have to.

Amara noticed the way the waiter spoke to him —

not just politely, but carefully.

Respectfully.

That should have told her everything.

 

“You’re quiet,” he said.

His voice wasn’t loud.

But it carried weight.

The kind that didn’t need volume to be heard.

Amara gave a small smile, the kind people give when they don’t want to explain too much.

“I’m just… taking it in.”

It wasn’t a lie.

But it wasn’t the truth either.

Because what she was really doing…

was trying to understand him.

Trying to understand why someone like him

would be sitting across from someone like her.

 

---

 

Kayode leaned back slightly in his chair, studying her.

Not admiring.

Not judging.

Just… observing.

Like he was already deciding something.

“You’ve been doing everything on your own for a long time,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

Amara blinked.

Something about the way he said it made her feel seen —

and exposed at the same time.

“I manage,” she replied.

Again, not a lie.

But not the truth either.

Managing wasn’t the same as living.

 

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The silence stretched —

but this time, it felt different.

He wasn’t waiting for her to fill it.

He was comfortable inside it.

That was new to her.

 

---

 

Then he reached into his jacket.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

Amara’s eyes followed the movement without thinking.

He pulled out a sleek black card and placed it on the table between them.

Not in front of her.

Not in front of him.

Between them.

Like a decision waiting to be made.

 

“You don’t have to struggle anymore,” he said.

His tone didn’t change.

No smile.

No softness.

Just certainty.

 

Amara looked at the card.

Then at him.

Then back at the card again.

Her heart didn’t race.

It didn’t skip.

It just… paused.

 

Because something about the moment didn’t feel like a gift.

It felt like an exchange.

 

“What does that mean?” she asked quietly.

Kayode leaned forward slightly, resting his arms on the table.

Now he was closer.

Now it felt more personal.

“Simple,” he said.

“You trust me.”

A pause.

“And I take care of everything.”

 

It sounded easy.

Too easy.

 

Amara swallowed slowly.

Her mind started moving faster than her body.

Images flashed through her thoughts:

Bills she didn’t want to think about.

Long days that never seemed to end.

The quiet exhaustion of always having to figure things out alone.

He was offering an exit from all of that.

A way out.

 

But something inside her hesitated.

Not loudly.

Not dramatically.

Just enough to make her breathe a little slower.

 

“And what do you get?” she asked.

This time, Kayode smiled.

Not wide.

Not warm.

Just enough to show that he had been waiting for that question.

 

“Loyalty,” he said.

 

The word sat between them.

Heavy.

Defined, but not explained.

 

Amara held his gaze.

She wanted to ask more.

She should have asked more.

But something about the way he looked at her made it feel like the conversation had already ended.

 

Like the terms had already been set.

She nodded slightly.

Not because she fully understood.

But because a part of her didn’t want to lose the opportunity to.

 

Kayode leaned back again, satisfied.

Like the decision had already been made.

 

Amara looked down at the card one last time.

The gold reflection from the overhead light caught its surface, making it shine just enough to feel important.

Valuable.

Powerful.

 

She reached for it.

Slowly.

 

And in that moment —

without fully realizing it —

she stepped into something she didn’t yet understand.

She thought she was choosing a better life.

 

But what she was really choosing…

was control. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                    CHAPTER 2 



THE SOFT LIFE

 

At first… it felt like relief.

Not excitement.

Not happiness.

Just… relief.

 

The apartment was quiet when Amara stepped inside for the first time.

Too quiet.

The kind of silence that didn’t belong to someone who had worked hard for it.

The kind of silence that was *given*.

 

She stood just past the doorway, her hand still resting lightly on the handle behind her.

She didn’t move immediately.

Didn’t explore.

Didn’t react the way she thought she would.

Because something about it didn’t feel real yet.

 

“Go ahead,” Kayode said from behind her.

His voice was calm, steady — like always.

“You’ll get used to it.”

 

She wasn’t sure if he meant the apartment…

or something else.

 

Amara stepped forward slowly, her eyes scanning the space.

Everything was perfect.

Not “nice.”

Perfect.

The couch — untouched, structured.

The glass table — spotless.

The lighting — soft, warm, deliberate.

Even the air smelled clean.

Controlled.

 

She placed her bag down gently, almost as if she was afraid to disturb something.

Like she didn’t quite belong there yet.

 

“You like it?” he asked.

 

Amara nodded.

“Yes… it’s beautiful.”

 

And it was.

That wasn’t the problem.

 

The problem was…

it didn’t feel like hers.

 

---

 

Days passed.

Or maybe it was weeks.

Time moved differently in that apartment.

Slower.

Quieter.

Less… demanding.

 

At first, she appreciated it.

No noise.

No pressure.

No chaos.

Just space.

 

 

But space… has a way of revealing things.

 

Amara stood in front of the mirror, adjusting the dress Kayode had brought her the night before.

It fit perfectly.

Of course it did.

Everything he chose for her seemed to fit perfectly.

 

She turned slightly, studying her reflection.

The fabric hugged her body in all the right places.

The color complimented her skin.

Her hair — styled neatly, just the way he preferred.

 

She looked like someone who had her life together.

But the longer she stared…

the more unfamiliar she became.

 

There was something missing.

She couldn’t name it yet.

But she could feel it.

 

“You’re thinking too much.”

 

Amara turned.

Kayode leaned against the doorway, watching her.

He had a way of appearing without making noise.
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