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“There’s been an accident.”

The words played on a loop inside her head as Tahlia sat huddled in a corner, waiting for news outside the emergency room. The near-empty hall was cold, the air-conditioning of the five-star hospital ensuring visitors remained unaffected by the tropical heat outside. But it caused goosebumps to burst across her skin, making her shiver.

Next to her, two policemen who brought Leandro to the hospital sat speaking in a mix of Hindi and English, unconcerned that she was a relative of the survivor and that she could hear them. They spoke bluntly, discussing the crash in detail.

A speeding truck had crashed into Leandro’s car, sending the vehicle careening down a hill. The car’s airbag had failed to deploy at the time of the crash, and the seatbelt which kept him tethered to his seat had made escape impossible as the car tumbled down the hill, eventually crashing to a stop against a tree. The force of the impact crumbled the vehicle into a pile of metal. And Leandro had remained trapped for two hours before rescuers were able to extricate him from inside the car where he had lain crushed under the crumpled metal.

“Holy Mother, save him. I cannot lose him, not now when I’ve fallen in love with him. I beg you to help us.” Her whisper was a desperate plea for divine intervention.  

A door opened ahead and Tahlia jumped up. Leandro’s brother, Alexandre, who was waiting right outside the emergency room, touched the elbow of the doctor who came out. It looked like Alexandre knew the man. 

She hurried to meet the doctor while the men spoke in hushed tones. Neither the doctor’s deadpan expression nor Alexandre’s scowl did anything to alleviate her anxiety.

“How is he?” she asked even before she reached the duo who hadn’t seen her approach.

Alexandre couldn’t look at her, the tears in his eyes evidence of the agony he was going experiencing. But the doctor nodded at her.

“He will be moved to a ward for observation.” 

Tahlia could only gape at the doctor as he continued to speak, mentioning medical terms which made no sense to her. 

“You can see him for a minute,” he added kindly and Tahlia nodded, grateful to be able to see Leandro. 

Alexandre clasped her elbow, causing her to jump, but his grip on her remained as he escorted her into an expansive room that led to a hallway that in turn opened to the triage area. The strong, pungent smell of medicine and disinfectant hit her as soon as she entered the room.  

Leandro lay motionless in a bed, surrounded by beeping machines. He was a terrifying sight to behold, and almost unrecognizable, with his face peppered with awful purple bruises and bloodied lips. He was covered in bandages, with numerous tubes sticking out of his body and a urine bag taped to one leg of the hospital bed. 

A moan tore out of her and Alexandre was quick to respond, ushering her out of the room. For once, Tahlia was grateful to have him with her, because she knew she would have crumpled into a heap on the floor had Alexandre not rushed her out of the room.

“Go home,” he said.

“No! I will stay here. Leandro needs me here.” She pushed at his chest, forcing him to let go off her arm.

“He needs rest, and so do you.”

“But he needs family with him.”

“I’m his brother,” Alexandre reminded her.

Tahlia’s riposte died on her lips. Because she may love Leandro but wasn’t certain if he loved her in return. 

Theirs was an arrangement decided by her mother, Sylvia, and Leandro’s grandfather, Carlos. Arranged marriages in her part of the world—India—were quite prevalent, and an arranged marriage was exactly what Tahlia had been coerced into. But what had started as a typical arrangement between families had slowly blossomed into love. At least for her. Leandro was physically attracted to her, of that she was certain. The one night they had spent at his apartment making love had been proof of that. But it didn’t mean he loved her.

Alexandre gestured at a man behind her. “Take her home,” he said gruffly before turning away and occupying the seat she had vacated mere minutes go, ready to spend the night in the cold, sterile waiting room.

A liveried man appeared beside her. 

Tahlia nodded, choosing not to argue with Alexandre, but returned the next day, keeping vigil, first outside the observation room where Leandro remained for two days, and then by his bedside, waiting for him to gain consciousness.

Many days passed and hope wavered but Tahlia chose to believe that Leandro, who was in peak physical health, would eventually come out of the coma which had both family and the doctors concerned.

When he eventually did wake up, Tahlia herself fell ill; a high-grade fever that took many days to recover from. Anxiety and the many sleepless nights all had contributed to the illness, a doctor told her, advising her to rest before she could meet Leandro.

Finally, when she was well again, Tahlia dressed up, eager to meet her beloved fiancé. The man she couldn’t wait to spend the rest of her life with.

“Where are you going?” Sylvia, her mother’s voice caught her just as she was about to leave the house.

“The hospital, mother,” she replied with a beatific smile. 

“There’s no need, Tahlia. The wedding is off.”

“What?” Her heart crashed to a stop. 

The nonchalance with which her mother made the portentous announcement shocked her. Why would Sylvia call off the very wedding she’d orchestrated? 

“I’ve called off the wedding. I don’t want you to marry a cripple,” her mother said.

Cripple?

Sylvia’s expression softened for a second. “Leandro may never walk again, Tahlia.”

Disbelief coursed through her as tears stung her eyes. Leandro couldn’t walk? 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she muttered past the tears clogged in her throat.  

“I’m telling you now. I don’t want you to be stuck with a man who will eventually become a burden to you.”

Fury ignited every cell in her body. “That man is my fiancé!” Tahlia replied vehemently.

Taken aback by her outburst, Sylvia turned red with rage. “I arranged this marriage and now I want you to forget about it. I’ve made my decision, Tahlia. The Monteiros know the wedding is off.” Lifting her head high, she managed to look down at the daughter who was as tall as her.

Sylvia didn’t look back as she turned around, leaving Tahlia grappling with the knowledge that her mother had once again, for selfish reasons, turned her world upside down.

Her marriage to Leandro had been fixed under duress. Sylvia, who wanted a merger with the Monteiro clan, one of the most prestigious families in Goa, had offered the oldest of her three daughters in marriage to the scion of the family—successful businessman, Leandro Monteiro. But when both Anabela and Raquel refused to marry Leandro, she turned to Tahlia.

Tahlia was her mother’s favorite. It was a distinction she had worked hard to achieve. Her relationship with Sylvia was a mutually beneficial one, where she supported her mother implicitly and in return, she had her mother’s love and undivided attention. And she’d basked in the warmth of that relationship, never expecting her life to be sacrificed for her mother’s ambition. In fact, Sylvia hadn’t given her much choice. “If you love me,” she’d told Tahlia bluntly, “prove it by obeying me.”

And she had, by agreeing to marry Leandro.

A stunningly good-looking man, Leandro wasn’t starchy like she had expected him to be. In fact, he was quite charming, and she’d gradually grown fond of her fiancé. 

A quick and very public engagement followed. 

The preparations for the wedding went ahead full steam, but no one foresaw the accident. 

Tahlia was just thankful that Leandro was alive, but it seemed like her mother wasn’t. A disabled son-in-law, even a Monteiro, was of no use to the DaCosta matriarch.

“Don’t ask me to do this, Mother,” Tahlia begged, causing Sylvia to turn around. “What if the accident happened after the wedding?”

Her mother’s indifference shocked her. How could Sylvia be so cruel to a man who lay broken and helpless in a hospital bed? As she struggled to comprehend her mother’s apathy, Tahlia realized that she couldn’t just abandon Leandro. Yes, she was coerced into this marriage, but she had begun to love Leandro.

“I gave my word, Mother.”

“You will go against my wish?”

Tahlia floundered. Two weeks ago, she would have gladly backed out of this arrangement. But not after what happened that night at Leandro’s apartment.

Yet, as she stared back at her mother, she understood if she went against her mother’s wish, she would make a formidable enemy. Like her sisters, she too would be shunted out of Sylvia’s life. Was she ready to give up her relationship with the only surviving parent for a man she’d known for a mere few weeks?

Like a predator sensing weakness in her prey, Sylvia correctly read her crestfallen expression for what it was—indecision, and closed in. 

“Is that man more important to you than I am, my sweet ‘Lia?” Sylvia crooned as she had many times in the past, the tone used solely to persuade Tahlia into doing her bidding. 

But this time, Tahlia wasn’t sure she wanted to toe the line. In fact, she was torn. And unable to make her mind. 

“You love me, don’t you, ‘Lia?” 

Tahlia dithered. 

“Then you will obey me.”
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Leandro Monteiro was in a world of pain. 

Squeezing his eyes shut, he bit back tears, chewing the inner lining of his cheeks, suppressing the groan that threatened to escape his lips. His body hurt. Every part above the waist that is, while his legs lay motionless and stiff on the bed. A moan broke free from the captivity of his lips as pain exploded in his head and his chest, making him want to cry out, vent not just his anger but his frustration too.

“Shall I get the doctor?” A concerned voice enquired, a feminine one.

“No,” he groaned, even as his body wracked with pain. He didn’t want the temporary relief of painkillers. They made his head fuzzy, and he hated being helpless, totally at the mercy of the hospital staff, and his family who had to take care of his every need.

Family. 

His grandfather, mother, and Alexandre, his half-brother. 

He’d caused his family immeasurable grief, and he hated it. His mother’s cry of despair still resounded in his ears. So did his grandfather’s sobs. Alexandre was the only one who hadn’t shed a tear despite the obvious anguish on his face, and Leandro was thankful for it. 

He didn’t want anyone’s tears, or pity. All he wanted was to get better and get out of the hospital. There were things he had to do and, a wedding to get through. A wedding which his bride’s family had called off. Now that he was paralyzed, Leandro Monteiro was no longer the perfect groom for Sylvia DaCosta’s youngest daughter, Tahlia.

However, Leandro had decided to get married and marry he would. Whether his mother-in-law agreed or not. He’d promised his grandfather a wedding, and he would keep his promise to the dying man. 

Only, he had to figure a way to get his bride to agree to his proposition.

His marriage to Tahlia was an arranged marriage proposed by his grandfather and Leandro hadn’t uttered a word of protest. His was a conservative family, rooted in age-old values of family and tradition. And as the oldest of his father’s sons, he was honor-bound to obey the patriarch’s dictate. A man in his position simply could not follow his own heart’s desire. Which was why he’d acquiesced to Carlos’s wish for a bride from Pérola, a small island off the coast of Goa where his family hailed from.

Leandro’s Portuguese ancestor came to Goa when the coastal state had been a Portuguese colony, long before it became a part of the Indian Republic. A merchant by trade, he’d settled in Pérola, marrying a native and raising a family, choosing not to repatriate like many of his colleagues who’d returned to Portugal. Several centuries later, a handful of his descendants—Leandro’s family—still occupied the island of Pérola where the stately Monteiro family home was. A home that was getting a splendid makeover for the wedding. 

But Sylvia’s heartless declaration had put a grinding halt to the wedding preparations. “I won’t let my daughter marry a cripple!” she had told his grandfather, not caring that her haughty voice filled the hallway outside his hospital room. Both he and Alexandre heard her insensitive words loud and clear, as had the staff who had rushed into the hallway to see what the commotion was all about. 

Carlos tried to change her mind—had quite literally begged her to reconsider her decision but Sylvia remained adamant. The proposal that she tenaciously pursued for months had turned sour at the news of his paralysis. 

Leandro didn’t hate anyone as much as he hated Sylvia. Not because she rejected him upon hearing the news of his paralysis, but for putting his sick grandfather through the wringer. 

Pops didn’t deserve such sorrow in his old age. The patriarch of the Monteiro family hadn’t had an easy life, not with a son like Rico whose debauched lifestyle had brought shame and dishonor to the very family name Leandro tried his best to uphold. Pops had taken care of him while his own father had been busy with sexual conquests, pushing his mother towards depression. His grandfather had been the only person who had shown him love and affection while both his parents were lost in their own worlds—his father busy with his despicable ways, and his mother unable to rouse herself from the mire of self-pity and discontentment that had taken over her life.

Pops loved him like a father should, and took care of him like a mother would. And Leandro was forever grateful that he had at least one person who loved him. 

And he loved Pops back unconditionally. Whatever Pops wanted him to do, he did it without question. When Pops wanted him to attend a boarding school far from home, he had, albeit unwillingly. When he was asked to take up the reins of the family business, he had done so without protest. And when it was suggested that he get married, continue the Monteiro line, he had willingly agreed to marry the woman his grandfather chose for him.

A cool hand came to rest on his arm, sending a frisson of heat spiraling through him, causing his eyes to flutter open.

Tahlia. What was she doing here? Surely, she knew the wedding was off? 

“Took you long enough to come and see me,” he uttered through parched lips.

Unease raked over her face, but Tahlia quickly schooled her features, calling on an impassive expression which irked him. 

He didn’t like the cool, haughty exterior she presented because he knew what lay beneath—a hot-blooded, sexy nymph who had bewitched him that one unforgettable rainy night. Images from that night flashed in front of his eyes, of her lying in sexual abandon in his arms while he feasted on her body. He still remembered the clutch of her moist flesh around his fingers as he drove her to climax. She’d looked so beautiful—sexy, in the grips of rapture, succumbing to sexual desire that had unexpectedly sprung between them. 

He’d yearned for her body ever since, desperate to feel her undulating under him. He regretted not taking her that night, an unexpected call having interrupted their lovemaking. Yet, the very memories that once made his body tremble with need, made him hard as rock, now didn’t even stir the flesh which lay lifeless between his paralyzed legs. Frustration and disappointment scythed through him, leaving him angry and bitter but Leandro forced his thoughts away from the limitations of his body and back to the situation at hand.

“Pops said you visited every day while I was in coma. But I awoke three days ago, and I’m disappointed you took your sweet time coming to see me,” he said, dark eyes skewering her.

Tahlia shifted uncomfortably in her seat beside the bed, looking uneasy at his obvious reprimand for not visiting him sooner. “I...” she began but he didn’t let her finish.

“I’d begun to wonder if you’d deliberately stayed away. After all, the wedding is off, so you aren’t expected to sit by my bedside and pray for my recovery.”

Shame stung her face. “I apologize for my mother’s behavior. She shouldn’t have made such a hasty decision, especially at... at a time like this.”

Leandro’s face pinched with anger, remembering Sylvia’s cruel words. “It doesn’t matter.” Waving his hand, he brushed aside her apology, telling her exactly what he thought of Sylvia’s decision. “What matters is, whether you agree with your mother or not.”

Tahlia’s mask of cool indifference slipped, stoking his interest. 

“You made a vow to me and I want you to honor it, Tahlia,” Leandro murmured coldly and deliberately.

Tahlia’s lips formed an O as she stared back at him.

“I want you to marry me.”
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Words that Tahlia came prepared to speak died on her lips as she gaped at Leandro. Her eyes raked down his face, taking note of the fading bruises. 

Leandro was a handsome man. The discoloration left behind by the injuries couldn’t mask the fact that Leandro was gorgeous, with thick, black hair and equally black eyes that could peer into her very soul. A long blade of a nose sat above full lips which she had, once before, kissed to her heart’s content. 

She’d mistaken him for being staid and boring, while he was anything but. He was kind and charming, and easy to talk to. He radiated confidence without coming across as arrogant. He was intelligent and was arguably, one of the most successful businessmen in the country. He’d taken his family’s already successful hospitality business to new heights. All thanks to the ruthless pursuit of his goals and the steely determination to keep the Monteiro legacy alive for yet another generation.

On the night of the engagement, he had proposed they date for a bit before marriage—a chance for them to get to know each other better. And Tahlia, reeling from the shock of finding herself suddenly engaged to Leandro, had been reluctant to meet him at first. Yet, when she arrived late for their first date, he hadn’t looked at her with disapproval. Instead, he had worked at putting her at ease, and they’d ended up talking for hours. 

He had a way with people, she noticed, which invited one to confide in him. Perhaps it was why he was so successful in business. He knew just the right way to deal with people, and had her eating out of his hands before the night was out. They became close quickly, meeting each other frequently. And Leandro became a friend whom she enjoyed spending time with. Gradually, she began to feel comfortable in his presence until one day, she made a shocking discovery that she was sexually attracted to him.

The realization both stunned and confused her. 

How could she forget that she was a replacement bride—a woman who’d been coerced into marriage because both her sisters had refused to marry Leandro? Yet, the more time she spent with Leandro, the more she realized that the energy pulsing between them was undeniably sexual attraction. 

Every innocent touch, every accidental brush of his hand on her body sent sparks of electricity strumming through her, stoking a frenzy inside her. Every time he leaned in to whisper something in her ears, her heart thumped with excitement and her body ripened with need. The farrago of emotions was alien to her, and she didn’t know what to do about them. 

On the night of their last date, she had gone to meet him with a thudding heart, the knowledge of her newfound feelings rushing through her. The moment their eyes met across the restaurant she recognized what she felt for Leandro, scarily resembled love. Acknowledging her feelings had been like imbibing a potent drug that short-circuited her brain. How could she fall in love with Leandro when she hadn’t even wanted him in the first place?

But her doubts melted away when he took her in his arms and led her to the dance floor. As he swung her around, Leandro’s pure masculine scent filled her nostrils and clouded her senses. His hand on her back, the brush of his strong thighs against her soft ones had sent desire skittering through her, initiating a needy pulse in her femininity, turning her into a molten mess of untamed need.

Color suffused her cheeks when she remembered how the night had ended.

“Tahlia?”

She jerked out of her thoughts, only to be ensnared by black eyes rimmed with sooty eyelashes, watching her like a hawk, noting her every move. 

“Sylvia was quite vocal when I last saw her.” 

Appalled by her mother’s behavior, Tahlia found herself at a loss for words. “I’m sorry she...”

Leandro shook his head. “I can’t explain how badly she hurt my family and my grandfather. She had him begging.” 

A shocked gasp escaped her as she stared at him in horror. 

“My grandfather has never once begged in his life,” Leandro recalled, pain twisting his features, his jaw clenched with what could only be leashed fury. “Yet, he did. For me. He begged her to reconsider her decision so he wouldn’t have to live through the shame of yet another broken engagement.”

Tahlia could only stare at him as shame filled her. How could her mother treat Leandro’s family so horribly while his family had been nothing but courteous towards them? 

Even when Raquel, her older sister, had chosen Alexandre over Leandro, the Monteiros hadn’t blamed her family. In fact, Alexandre had been the one to blame, for seducing his brother’s fiancé and getting her pregnant. 

When Sylvia insisted on a very public engagement, the Monteiros had indulged her. The DaCostas were nouveau riche compared to the Monteiros, who generally kept a low profile. But they had let her mother make an ostentatious affair of what should have been a very private ceremony with just family and friends. Leandro’s family had let Sylvia have her way, only to have her drop them like a hot potato when misfortune hit them. 

“Pops... he is unwell,” Leandro said thickly, his words making her scowl. “And the last thing he needs now is stress.”

Tahlia could only nod as words failed her. What words could she use to apologize for her mother’s horrid behavior?

“After the way your mother treated us, the last thing I want is to be associated with her in any way, but I find myself in need of a bride,” he bit out distastefully, his eyes blazing with untamed fury. 

Tahlia gulped as the gravity of the situation hit her. She had come to the hospital to confess to Leandro that she was ready to marry him despite her mother’s objections. But she hadn’t expected Leandro’s hatred. And yet, could anyone blame him for despising her family? 

She foolishly hoped he would cling to the memory of their last night together. The memories of that fateful night had tipped her decision in his favor. Her feelings for Leandro had forced her to acknowledge what they had for each other was worth fighting for. And she had hoped Leandro would feel the same.

But seeing the undisguised hatred on his face, Tahlia understood she would never reclaim the man she had fallen for. Their union would forever be tainted by her mother’s cruel rejection of him. But was she willing to do what Leandro was asking of her? Marry him knowing that he would never respect her or her family? 

“Why do you want to marry me if you don’t want to be associated with the DaCostas? You are the heir to the Monteiro legacy. Women would jump at the chance to be your wife.” Tahlia said, trying her best not to show how just much his words hurt her. 

“Of course,” he replied haughtily. “But I have neither the time nor the desire to hunt for a new bride, not when I have you. You promised to be my wife, and I want you to honor the promise.”

“But...you aren’t offering me a normal marriage, are you?” she questioned, stunned by the impassionate way he made his case. He just wanted a bride, and anyone would do—only he wasn’t in the mood to look for another woman. She was conveniently available, so she would have to be it! “You just admitted that you detest my family, then why should I honor my promise knowing there... there won’t be respect or love in this marriage?”

Sorrow pinched his face, but Leandro was quick to school his reaction. “Because it’s the least you can do after what Sylvia did to my grandfather!”

A frown creased her brow. “What...?”

“A day before the accident...” Leandro blanched at the painful reminder of the accident. “Pops was diagnosed with cancer.”

One hand flew to her mouth as a gasp tore out of Tahlia. “Oh, Leandro! I ... I didn’t know.”

“He agreed to start treatment, but only after our wedding.” Leandro’s words petered out and Tahlia understood that he was overcome with emotion. He loved the old man so much that he’d agreed to marry a woman his grandfather chose for him. “I had hoped to discuss with you the possibility of bringing the wedding date forward ... then the accident happened...”

Tahlia sat in silence, stunned by his revelation. Carlos was dying. No wonder Leandro was desperate for this wedding to happen.

“Pops is refusing treatment now,” Leandro continued, pain evident in his voice. “But if I can convince him that the wedding is still on
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