

[image: Cover: Royally Forbidden by Jadesola James and Bella Mason.]




About the Author

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 Facebook.com/jadesolajameswriter!

Bella Mason has been a bookworm from an early age. She has been regaling people with stories from the time she discovered she could hold the dinner table hostage with her reimagined fairy tales. After earning a degree in journalism, she rekindled her love of writing and she now writes full-time. When she isn’t imagining dashing heroes and strong heroines, she can be found exploring Melbourne, with her nose in a book or lusting after fast cars.




Booklist

Books by Jadesola James

Mills & Boon

Redeemed by His New York Cinderella

Billion-Dollar Ring Ruse

Jet-Set Billionaires

The Royal Baby He Must Claim

Passionately Ever After…

The Princess He Must Marry

Carina Press

The Sweetest Charade


Books by Bella Mason

Mills & Boon

Awakened by the Wild Billionaire

Secretly Pregnant by the Tycoon

Their Diamond Ring Ruse

His Chosen Queen

Snowed-In Enemies

The De Luca Legacy

Strictly Forbidden Boss

Pregnant Before “I Do”

Discover more at millsandboon.co.uk.




[image: Mills & Boon.]

Before you start reading, why not sign up?

Thank you for downloading this Mills & Boon book. If you want to hear about exclusive discounts, special offers and competitions, sign up to our email newsletter today!

SIGN ME UP!

Mills & Boon emails are completely free to receive and you can unsubscribe at any time via the link in any email we send you.

[image: ]




Royally Forbidden

Jadesola James

Bella Mason

[image: Mills & Boon logo]

www.millsandboon.co.uk




ISBN-13: 9780008947187

Royally Forbidden © 2026 Harlequin Enterprises ULC.

Her Forbidden Royal Boss © 2026 by Jadesola James

Princess Bride with Benefits © 2026 by Bella Mason

Published in Great Britain 2026

by Mills & Boon, an imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers 1 London Bridge Street, London, SE1 9GF

All rights reserved including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form. This edition is published by arrangement with Harlequin Enterprises ULC.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, locations and incidents are purely fictional and bear no relationship to any real life individuals, living or dead, or to any actual places, business establishments, locations, events or incidents. Any resemblance is entirely coincidental.

By payment of the required fees, you are granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right and licence to download and install this e-book on your personal computer, tablet computer, smart phone or other electronic reading device only (each a “Licensed Device”) and to access, display and read the text of this e-book on-screen on your Licensed Device. Except to the extent any of these acts shall be permitted pursuant to any mandatory provision of applicable law but no further, no part of this e-book or its text or images may be reproduced, transmitted, distributed, translated, converted or adapted for use on another file format, communicated to the public, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of publisher.

® and ™ are trademarks owned and used by the trademark owner and/or its licensee. Trademarks marked with ® are registered with the United Kingdom Patent Office and/or the Office for Harmonisation in the Internal Market and in other countries.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

www.millsandboon.co.uk




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colors

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech



Certain portions of text this ebook are set in a specific font type to make it easier to distinguish between the different types of content in the book. It may not be possible to change the font for these pieces of text.




CONTENTS

Cover

About the Author

Booklist

Title Page

Copyright Page

Note to Readers

Her Forbidden Royal Boss

Dedication

Prologue

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

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen


Princess Bride with Benefits

Dedication

Prologue

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

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Epilogue

About the Publisher




Her Forbidden Royal Boss

Jadesola James




For those who have overcome challenges by choosing love.




PROLOGUE

A wail tore through the tomb-like silence of the parliamentary chamber of the Sun Palace; it was thin, reedy, insistent. Kadir Aydin, Commander of the Guard and Prince Regent Ikem Eze’s right hand, cradled the small bundle from which the wail came forth.

Ikem’s jaw locked, tense and rigid. Not a single soldier in the room would meet his gaze.

“Give him to me!”

Kadir stepped forward and surrendered his burden. Ikem dumped the child unceremoniously onto the enormous stone council table. He unwrapped layers of soft muslin and examined the limbs of the little boy.

Not merely a boy, if he was to be completely accurate. The infant squirming on the table was the current King of Anwu.

His nephew. And his responsibility.

The baby screamed louder, showing two pearly white teeth, but Ikem was undeterred. “He seems unharmed.”

“He was unharmed, sir.” Kadir’s dark eyes radiated calm, as they always did, although his expression was troubled.

“Then what the hell happened?”

“There was a fire this afternoon, in the south kitchens,” Kadir said. “As is customary there was a full evacuation, and in the confusion the king was separated from nursery staff. He was taken from his pram by a woman dressed as a maid—”

“And no camera caught her face?”

“It was carefully covered, sir, by a mask. It’s not uncommon for staff to wear them if they have a cold or are otherwise ill.”

“And then?”

Kadir sighed. “King Adim was replaced by a decoy. When the nursery staff discovered it, we locked down all palace roads. They left the king in an unmarked car close to the west exit.”

Ikem said nothing; for one hot then chilled minute he actually thought he might be sick. Kadir waited for a full moment, then spoke again.

“Whoever abducted the child had no intent to injure him. We found clothing, food and toys in the vehicle.”

Ikem swore. The fact that there even was a vehicle… The fact that somehow, someone had managed to spirit his nephew away from his nursery in broad daylight, and attempted to take the child to God knew where—

He closed his eyes tightly and bowed his head, trying desperately to still the drumming of his heart. Since his brother had died a mere year ago, Ikem had been called upon to leave military service, take the position of prince regent and become the legal guardian of the tiny king.

King.

The thought was simply ludicrous, when one looked down at the fragile little body on the table. He could see the boy’s ribs through the thin sleep suit he wore, a faint outline above a rounded tummy. He could understand, privately, why some thought the monarchy should be abolished. This was simply monstrous. Barbaric.

What was worse, the little boy had no one to protect him, save for Ikem.

He touched the infant’s chubby cheek gently with the back of his finger; the baby spluttered, then took a deep, shaky breath. Ikem pulled the royal pendant from around his neck and dangled it above the boy’s head. Little Adim grabbed for it, then began to gum the five-hundred-year-old ivory chip, as many royal infants had before him.

“Everybody out, except for Kadir,” he said tightly. “And get the boy’s grandmother.” The Dowager Princess Felicité was the little king’s only living relative besides Ikem, and she usually took care of him during the day. Unfortunately, she’d taken that afternoon to go to the market with her women, and this had happened.

He did not take his eyes off Adim, even as the sound of fifty-five pairs of hobnailed boots clattered on the tiled floor, or as he heard the door opening, Felicité being called in and then rushing to his side. He did not lift his head even when he felt her hover, smelled the cloying jasmine oil she preferred.

“My lord prince.”

“Is your staff completely incompetent?” His voice was cold, and he felt rather than saw the older woman flinch. He looked up, determined not to show her any sympathy. She was standing next to Kadir, wringing her hands. Adim saw her, gurgled and rolled over, happy to see his grandmother. She reached for him.

“Don’t touch him!”

She paled.

“Ikem.” This was quiet, reproachful, from Kadir, but Ikem didn’t care. He picked the baby up, then held the boy against his chest. “It seems like Adim is no safer with you than he was with his mother.”

Her face crumpled and he had to fight back guilt—that was fighting dirty, and he knew it. But did no one else but him realize how disastrous this day had almost been? Why were they trying to mollify his anger?

In concession to her feelings, he handed the baby to her after a couple of beats, then crossed his arms.

Aside from showing regret at the fact that the entire situation had occurred, Kadir’s face was still unreadable.

“I take full responsibility, sir.”

“As you damn well should.”

“May I speak?” Kadir said mildly.

Ikem took a deep breath. His anger was already dissipating at Kadir’s calm. Before he’d been called upon to become prince regent, he’d pursued a career in the Guard, content to serve the Crown in that way. Now that he was on the throne, he was placed in the curious position of being the ruler of his former supervisor.

“It is apparent,” Kadir said, “that this is an inside operation. It was simply too easy to get the boy out. This had to be someone who knows the palace, knows the people inside it and knows exactly how much time it would take before anyone noticed the child was missing.”

Felicité gasped, then made the sign of the gods and closed her eyes. Ikem ignored her, keeping his gaze fixed on Kadir. “And?”

“We are currently questioning staff. No one leaves until we have answers.” Kadir’s dark eyes moved to rest on Felicité. “Ma’am,” he said bluntly. “Have you heard from your daughter recently?”

At that, Felicité stiffened. “What are you implying?”

“With all due respect, she is the boy’s mother,” Kadir said calmly. “She formed relationships with the staff—your staff now. And she knows the palace in and out.”

At the mention of his former sister-in-law, the Consort Queen Sabine, Ikem ground his teeth. He had plenty of opinions about the young woman who’d abandoned her infant son after her husband’s death. He could not fathom how anyone, especially a new mother, could be so heartless. They’d heard from her once and only once. Ikem returned the message with one of his own that had likely left her eyeballs singed. Heartless, evil woman!

“Why would you think it’s her?” he snapped. “She’s shown no interest in anyone but herself up until this point.”

Felicité’s face was red with embarrassment, and she held Adim close as if to shield his small ears from the unpleasant conversation. “I have not heard from her, Commander. I do not think—”

“You may go, Felicité,” Ikem said dismissively. “We’ll smoke her out if it is her.”

Visibly distressed and blinking hard, Felicité left the room.

Kadir suddenly looked every bit his fifty-four years and rubbed his brow. “I apologize, Your Grace. I will get to the bottom of this. But for now…” He paused. “I have a proposal. I’d like to increase the young king’s security—”

“The young king,” Ikem said quietly and shook his head. The anger was dissipating, being replaced by a feeling of hopelessness. Some mornings he wanted nothing more than to do what his sister-in-law had done and flee. He looked at his nephew’s chubby face, however, and he could not.

He knew what it was like to be parentless; if he had any choice in the matter, Adim would never feel that way.

“Ikem?”

At this breach in protocol, Ikem looked up. Kadir’s eyes shone with sympathy; he was one of the few that Ikem allowed it from. He sighed.

“What do you suggest, Kadir?”

“Given it’s an inside operation, sir, a visible increase in the Guard’s presence would only confirm their suspicions and make it harder to flush them out. We need someone unseen, someone who blends in. Someone no one would suspect is guarding the king.” He paused. “A woman, sir, is who I would suggest. Disguised as a nanny. She will sleep with him, eat with him, sit with him at public appearances—”

“And when she’s sleeping, eating, or sitting?”

“I will watch over the king myself,” Kadir said quietly. “I already have someone in mind. Do I have your permission, sir?”

“You have it.” Ikem let out a breath.

Kadir left, and Ikem, alone in the council room, rested his head on the great table that had served so many kings and princes before him. In his mind he tried his hardest to conjure up the image of his departed brother; he wanted him now, and desperately. There was nothing, however, but the faint chill of an empty room and the gurgle of an infant’s voice just outside the door—an infant, who by every estimation, was just as alone as he was. And a voice someplace where he’d buried it deep; a taunting, accusing voice that never was silent.

A voice that reminded him that there was a time he’d wanted to be king, and now fate had handed him the rule in the worst way possible.




CHAPTER ONE

Adama Ohi had never been to the Sun Palace.

She, like most of the residents of the tiny principality of Anwu, never had a reason to. It loomed large and lofty, flanked by snowcapped mountains as distant on the horizon as the setting sun.

As a child, her window faced the mountains, and when the sun rose in the mornings, she often looked up at the obelisk on top of the palace. Covered in tiles laced with beaten gold, it reflected light for miles around. You could not see the palace from the ground, but you could see that light. It acted as a landmark for airplanes and travelers, a landmark for the countries that surrounded it. As a girl, it’d been a symbol of all that was great and good about their tiny kingdom, and the legacies that had been passed down from their Igbo ancestors, decades ago. But then she’d left, joined the army, looking for adventure. When she’d come home, only a few months ago on leave, the palace had never seemed farther away—not until she received a call from a man she hadn’t spoken to in over three years.

Kadir, Commander of the King’s Guard, though no longer her mentor, was never far from her thoughts. After all, he’d been the one to train her during her stint in the army.

“You have a gift,” he’d said with that calm directness of his. “You’re one of the most focused soldiers I’ve ever seen in my life. Were you a man—”

She was not a man, however, and therefore had no place in the King’s Guard. Kadir had done the next best thing—sent her abroad to study under his own friends and contemporaries to complete a grueling program, custom-made just for her. Now at the tender age of twenty-eight, she traveled to places she’d only read about as a child, protecting kings, sheikhs, princes, chiefs, oligarchs. Kadir had set her up with her first few jobs, but she now had a reputation of her own in those circles—so when he called her, she’d been surprised.

“Kadir, His Majesty is a child!” She knew as well as anyone else the tragic story of the former king, the sudden accident and his son, too young to even walk, left as sole heir. Thank God Anwu had such a trusted team of advisers; many other nations would have been thrust into chaos, into civil war.

“Yes. It’s…complicated,” Kadir had said, a little hesitation in his voice. “Would you come and talk to the prince regent, and myself?” He’d paused before delivering the bait. “The prince regent wishes to honor you with a position as one of his Royal Guard.”

She’d almost dropped her phone. “You know as well as I do that the positions only go to men—”

“This is by special dispensation.” She heard wryness creep into his voice. “Let’s just say that this is a job only a woman can do. And…well… I need you, Adama.”

It was those last few words, and not the temptation of the position, that made Adama agree to come. Kadir had never asked her for anything before, and he’d already given her so much. He’d rescued her, really, at a time when she cared little about her own life. If taking this job could help her grizzled commander somehow, she’d do it without hesitation. “Yes, sir.”

So…she was here. At the palace, and feeling more apprehensive than she had in a long time.

At the gates, her face was scanned and her name was taken down. After a thorough scrutiny of her ID and passport, she was led to yet another checkpoint, where she was divested of the curved knife she wore strapped to her thigh at all times.

“The commander will be with you shortly, ma’am,” a young soldier said, inclining his head. “Please come with me.”

Adama recognized his insignia. He was a cadet, probably recently established in the palace. Being sent on Kadir’s behalf would be an enormous honor for him.

“What is your name, Cadet?” she asked as they walked. She would be sure to mention him favorably to Kadir.

“Uzo, ma’am.”

She committed the name to memory. Just inside the gates, they walked left, down a long tiled passageway shrouded by lush greenery that would fade in upcoming weeks as cooler weather approached. As she normally did when she entered a new place, Adama took note of all exit points, weak spots, vulnerabilities. There was only one passage out that she could see, but the walls on either side were made of gray sandstone blocks, fit together loosely to mimic the old style; very, very easy to scale. She let out a breath, slowly.

She never could relax in a place until she’d worked out a way, in her head, to escape.

“The Obelisk Courtyard, ma’am,” said Uzo quietly, and Adama found herself wiping her hands on her thighs. She’d developed quite an intuition over years of training, and now her skin crawled with anticipation that she couldn’t explain. The palace was, easily, the most secure place in the kingdom. She should feel no fear.

Still, she shifted her senses to high alert.

“Thank you, Cadet.”

He allowed himself a small smile. “The commander will be with you shortly,” he said and left.

The palace courtyard seemed designed for serenity. There was a deep pool a few meters wide in which a fountain quietly drained, and the walls and grounds were thick with roses in every shade of white found in nature. Some of them were small and creamy, some large and blush-tinted, some so perfectly symmetrical they did not look quite real. Her fingers itched to touch them but she did not; she’d long ago learned to stifle her impulses. She stood, as befit a soldier of her station, legs slightly apart.

Waiting.

Then her mobile rang, shattering the courtyard’s serenity. Adama nearly yelped, dug it out of her pocket. It was sealed in the little silicone bag that prevented her from using her camera but she could still see who it was—

Mother?

Adama’s mouth went dry—when was the last time she’d spoken to her mother? There was the slightly strained check-in once a month when her mother called to thank her for the money she regularly deposited into the older woman’s account, like a girl of good Anwuan upbringing. There were the birthday calls and the once-a-year call to arrange Adama’s travels home on furlough. But random calls in the middle of the workweek? Unheard of. She hoped to God nothing was wrong—

“Mother?” It took her a moment to fumble for her tiny Bluetooth headset and pop it in. “There. I should be able to hear you now—”

“Hello, Ada.” There it was, that childhood nickname that no one else used.

“Are you all right, Mother?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Her mother’s voice was clipped. “Really, Ada.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m at work.” Adama’s mother had retired from her job as a professor years ago, and had invested her savings into building a small but cozy youth hostel at the edge of their village. Young people and large families often took advantage of the low prices to take in the orchards and hot springs that brought tourists there every year.

Adama pressed her lips together. “Mother, I’m in a meeting at the Sun Palace—”

“The what?” Her mother’s voice rose with interest. “Oh, are you practicing for Armada Day?”

“Mother, I haven’t done Armada Day in years.” Soldiers came from far and wide to take part in the annual celebration in the capital, but Adama had always been away on some job or another. “Kadir asked me to come—he has a job for me.”

“At the palace?”

“Did you want something specific, Mother?”

“Oh, all right.” Her mother was obviously still dying of curiosity, but shifted back to business with her usual matter-of-factness. “You can fill me in later, then. And ironically, I was calling to see if you could perhaps tickle your commander’s ear. We have some issues in town, and the militia isn’t here, possibly because of the celebration—we’ve filed official complaints, but—”

“What’s going on?”

“There’s been an increase in Kijamii citizens coming into town.”

Adama frowned. Their small border village had one of the best routes in from the neighboring country of Kijamii, one usually used by tourists coming in to enjoy Anwu’s lush greenery and even climate, a veritable paradise during the winter months. “There are always Kijamii citizens coming in, Mother.”

“This is different.” Her mother cleared her throat. “Town council is worried. The number of citizens doesn’t match the number of visas that have been given out at the border, which means they’re sneaking in somehow. The hostel is usually only at half capacity this time of year—but I haven’t had an empty bed for three weeks. And those are people that can pay. There’s been people sleeping on the floor of the train depot—”

“In Anwu?”

“Something’s going on in Kijamii.” Her mother made a sound deep in her throat. “Evictions, for one, according to the people pouring in, and the government is appropriating land. This is unverified, of course—”

“Of course.” Kijamii was notoriously private, close-lipped, with a leader who was called a dictator in polite company. “I haven’t heard anything about it.”

“How could you? You were away in—” Her mother paused.

“Malagda.”

“If you say so. Anyway, dear, if you could mention to Kadir that perhaps we could use some assistance here, as the local police are quite unequipped to deal with the situation…”

Well, Adama was certainly ready to believe that. The police force in that provincial town had little to do except stamp visas at the border and rescue the occasional cat from a tree. “Mother, you know that’s not how it works.”

“Yes, but he’ll know who to contact.”

She supposed that was true. “Okay, Mother—really, I have to go now. I’ll tell him.”

Finally satisfied, her mother hung up.

Adama was googling about the situation when the man dropped silently down from the wall behind her.

Distracted as she was, Adama’s body reacted faster than her head did; she dropped her mobile, twisted out of the way, facing him. He lunged toward her, and instinct took over.

He wasn’t very tall—perhaps a couple of inches taller than she—and covered with lean muscle outlined by the sleek black trousers and knit shirt he wore, much like her own. He was as agile as he was fit, and his face was covered by a black mask. The hands that emerged from his knit sleeves were lean and smooth, with long, elegant fingers.

Adama ducked his hand, then parried the next blow with her arm, sliding beneath, twisting seamlessly, gracefully. Her training had taken over; she was smaller than he was, but she was also lighter, quicker, more nimble. He was skilled and well accustomed to combat, but Adama had fear—and the adrenaline that comes with it—on her side.

In a split-second decision, Adama let her body drop hard and fast, then twisted, lifted an elbow and groped for his neck. In a moment she had his head down, plunged into the icy-cold waters of the pond. She’d just found his pulse when she heard a shout and saw Kadir. She fairly gaped; she’d never seen the middle-aged soldier move that quickly in all the years she’d known him.

“Adama, let go!” he shouted.

Adama was startled, but held fast. “He attacked me!”

“Adama, now!”

Only Kadir could make her obey a command against her better judgment. Reluctantly, she released her assailant, and he came up spluttering, dragging the mask from his face. The man sneezed, spewed water and swore. He looked up and locked eyes with her.

Her breath was quite taken away then, and not just because of the one-on-one combat. The man was, frankly, one of the most magnetic she’d ever seen. The broad shoulders and wide chest she’d been held up against only moments ago were crowned by a face that was as familiar as it was handsome. There was a dimpled chin obscured partially by a close-clipped beard; a firm mouth and narrow dark eyes made all the clearer by a shock of dark hair.

Even coughing, furious and half-drowned, he was absolutely striking. Chiseled.

Royal.

Adama’s heart dislodged from somewhere in her chest cavity and pushed hard against her throat. Kadir, whose mouth was twitching wildly, cleared his throat.

“Might I have the honor,” he said in a voice that sounded curiously choked, “of presenting Lieutenant Adama Ohi to you, Your Grace. Adama, this is the Prince Regent Ikem Eze—”

Adama couldn’t say a word.

“You nearly drowned me,” said the prince, then turned to Kadir, a look of utter disbelief on his face, rubbing water off his chin. Drops clung to his short beard, sparkling in the sun, little light-made jewels. “She nearly drowned me.”

Kadir nodded briefly. “I told you she was the best,” he said. His mouth did not twitch and his face was perfectly sober, but Adama could see merriment dancing in his eyes, little flickers of light.

The prince nodded, as if he’d had something confirmed. “Very well. Onboard her.” He looked at Adama for the briefest of moments, raking her form with his eyes; his expression was a curious mix of awe and irritation.

“What was that?” she demanded. Her voice was shaking; whether from the fight or the way he looked at her, she had no idea. Her entire body felt consumed with the odd sickish heat one gets after being in the sun too long.

“That was a test.” Adama barely registered as Kadir stepped forward, pressing his lips to her cheek in a rare show of affection; her eyes were fixed on Prince Ikem, who was still looking at her, his face now inscrutable. “You, my dear former student, passed it with flying colors.”

A test?

“A test that seemed like a good idea when I thought of it.” The prince regent’s voice was a level baritone, slightly raspy and still sounded a bit waterlogged. “I think I got the worst of it,” he added, not entirely without humor.

Heat raced up Adama’s face. What the hell was the protocol for this? Was she supposed to apologize? And even more confusingly, as the prince regent’s brandy-dark eyes flickered over her from crown to feet, the heat in her body increased. It took every bit of self-possession she had not to take a step back.

It had nothing to do with their test. Tests she was used to acing, especially tests that tried her physical limits. This was something entirely different, something foreign and unwelcome, something that tightened her chest and limbs.

Her body was responding to Ikem’s scrutiny, and not in the way she expected.

Adama didn’t realize how silent the courtyard had become until Kadir cleared his throat. “Perhaps—we should meet inside, sir?”

“Very well.” The moment was over as quickly as it’d begun. “I’ll see you two shortly.”

Ikem turned and left, and Adama released the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.




CHAPTER TWO

After Adama collected herself and wiped her face with a towel that Kadir provided, they left for an audience with Ikem.

Ikem. The prince with the eyes that had made her tremble, a curious mix of fire and control. Her stomach hollowed with nervousness when she went over the moment in her mind. Her body was a tool, an instrument seasoned and honed by the discipline she’d put it through for over a decade. It responded to things like—routines. Commands. Things that made sense, not to the inadvertent press and warmth of a man’s body, or the intensity of his gaze—

Control, Lieutenant.

This was a job.

The prince regent was the charge.

And the strange, coiling warmth in her belly that was fervently, desperately trying to grow would be crushed before it had a chance to take root.

Kadir, much to her irritation, was no help; he’d been teasing her nonstop since Ikem had left the courtyard.

“You didn’t bow properly, Adama.”

Adama glared up at him. “You have some nerve—”

“It was his idea. He thought it would be a good test of your abilities.” Kadir paused at a guard’s station to take a slim length of tooled leather, then handed it to her. “You did well. I assure you, he’s a skilled fighter. Here’s your baby.”

Adama’s fingers closed round her knife sheath with relief; she felt better already, having her fingers around the smooth handle. She paused to bend and wrap the holster round her thigh, securing it with the leather straps she’d spent hours curing with linseed oil to ensure they’d remain both soft and supple.

“If you hadn’t been able to subdue him, he wouldn’t have engaged you,” Kadir added. “He was impressed.”

“That was impressed?” She’d not only brought the ruler of an entire kingdom to his knees, she’d also nearly drowned him, and she was fairly sure she’d kicked him in the—

She closed her eyes, briefly. Her old commander took no notice; he stopped in front of a tall, intricately carved set of double doors and tapped.

“Enter,” came a tense voice.

Kadir nodded. “Go ahead.”

Adama lifted her chin and strode forward with her usual soldier’s gait, shoulders back, strides of equal length. It was ridiculous to be afraid, too ridiculous! She pushed open the doors with confidence and walked inside, Kadir one step behind her.

When she saw the interior of the chamber, she froze in surprise.

She’d expected a throne room, or a study, or a library, or something appropriate for a ruler to—rule from. This was a medium-size room, painted in calming shades of gray and cream and pale blue. There was none of the dull opulence of the palace, not here; the room looked thoroughly modern. A fluffy rug covered the hard floor; letters of the alphabet marched round the windows and across the walls, flanked by dancing zoo animals. A large rocking horse stood in one corner, and the prince regent stood in the center of the room, a wriggling, gurgling baby in his arms.

Adama’s mouth went dry.

The prince regent was no less attractive after his battering; if anything, the ludicrous setting made him look larger, more powerful. His coal-black hair was still wet from his dunking in the fountain, and little drops still sat on the tight coils, twinkling in the light. Adama could see the beginnings of a bruise on his otherwise smooth, copper-tinted skin. His mouth was full and held the sort of sensual tilt that comes from an awareness that one is indomitably, undeniably sexy. There was a bare hint of stubble high on his cheeks and outside the confines of his beard, as if he’d forgotten to shave while contemplating how best to attack unsuspecting women from palace walls.

He looked at her as if he suspected her thoughts; she forced them back into the abyss of her mind, quickly, then dropped her chin to her chest—the way she was supposed to the first time.

“At ease, Adama,” Kadir said quietly from behind her, and she felt her body automatically loosen. She tucked her hands behind her back, waited.

“Lieutenant Adama Ohi,” the prince regent said as if testing it out. Adama felt something inside her quiver, a flash of liquid heat born of awareness. Her body was humming, throbbing with as much adrenaline as it did when she’d been sparring with him only moments earlier.

What the hell was wrong with her?

Kadir was looking back and forth between them as if something had just occurred to him; his mouth twitched, but his voice was grave. “Adama, His Grace wishes to—”

“She’s hired. Here,” the prince regent said very crossly and thrust the baby into her arms.

Adama shrieked.





“A baby?” the woman—Adama—cried out, looking horrified, her military hauteur completely dissolved. She juggled Adim in her hands as if she did not quite know what to do with him; the little boy, thinking it was a game, laughed out loud. Adama recoiled and attempted to pass the baby back to Ikem, and he roared in surprise. What was wrong with her? “Lieutenant!”

Adama seemed desperate to get rid of the child. She turned and shoved the little boy in Kadir’s arms; the soldier was no better at handling him than she was, but at least he attempted to. “Adama,” he said in a soothing voice, shifting his load to his left arm, “there’s something about the assignment that I didn’t tell you—”

“That’s a baby.”

“Yes. Well—yes. You are to guard the current king, His Majesty Adim Eze.” Kadir propped the baby up on his chest, turning him to face Adama. The child was large and healthy-looking, with round cheeks and sienna-tinted skin. A soft riot of dark curls covered his head. He beamed gummily at Adama, who took a very large step back.

“Now, Adama,” Kadir said reproachfully.

“I don’t know anything about babies! I’ve never held one in my life!” Her eyes narrowed as something occurred to her. “That’s why you didn’t give me details,” she said to Kadir accusingly. “You knew that if you did there was no way I would—”

Prince Ikem had had enough at this point. He strode over to the double doors of the nursery, threw them open and bellowed. “Felicité!”

Moments later the child’s grandmother appeared at the door. “What in the name of the gods—”

“Take him,” Ikem said tersely, pointing to the baby. Adim was still small, but who knew what he was absorbing from this conversation? As a child, Ikem had been privy to enough palace drama to know how much harm it could cause a child’s psyche. Felicité folded Adim into her arms with much more skill than any of them had managed and disappeared from the room.

Ikem’s furious eyes then descended on Kadir. “You may leave, Commander,” he snapped. “I’ll talk to her myself.”

“Sir—”

“You seem to have left a few things out of the job description when you hired her,” Ikem said with biting sarcasm.

Kadir lowered his head deferentially and was gone, and Ikem was left with Adama.

She’d managed to collect herself, at least in body, but her eyes were a dead giveaway. They were angry, embarrassed and stormy. “Your Grace—”

“Quiet,” he commanded and took his time to look at her. That would be his pleasure, he decided, since she’d dispatched him so easily in the Obelisk Courtyard. He still burned when he thought of it—was he that out of shape?

It felt good to have her in a place where she’d be the one to squirm.

Lieutenant Ohi was dressed for combat—tight black trousers and a long-sleeved, high-necked knit shirt that clung to her like a second skin. He did not linger on her breasts, her hips, both of which were generous despite her lean musculature. Her only adornment was a tiny pin that identified her as part of the Anwu military; her dark hair was braided straight back and the long ends were pinned into a bun. She wore no makeup, but really, she didn’t need it. Her skin glowed as if with inner light, her lashes were thick and lush and her mouth was the sort of deep rich color that lipsticks would only obscure. She was as arresting as she had been strong, and he found he had to clear his throat before he spoke. “Your commander spoke well of you, Lieutenant.”

She did not reply. She’d finally gotten her face under control, and the eyes that faced forward were blank. He’d learned that technique himself in the military. It was as if you shut off an inner light, that part of you that illuminated your thoughts and feelings.

It was startling to see someone else do it.

“The charge,” Ikem said slowly, folding his arms across his chest, “is to serve as personal protector to the king.”

“The king is a—baby.”

“The king is in danger.” He swallowed; it was now his turn to shield his face from betraying any emotion. His nephew had asked for none of this, and the sheer terror that had gripped his heart the day he’d been abducted from this very nursery still churned his stomach when he thought about it.

The little boy had virtually no one except for him, a regent bound tightly to the throne by duty, and Felicité, who was older than she liked to pretend.

Were he that baby, he’d scream and never stop.

This woman need not know any of that; he’d hired her for the muscle and nothing else. He touched a still-tender spot right under his cheekbone.

She has the muscle, all right.

“You,” he said, “will guard the king, disguised as his new nanny.”

She scoffed. “Your men aren’t capable of keeping a child that small safe?”

He felt his nostrils flare—one of his major tells—but she did not know that, and he did not take her bait. “There was an attempt on the young king’s life last week,” he said in clipped tones, “and we have reason to believe it may have been an inside job.”

That caught her attention. She shifted from one leg to the other, which got his attention. Her military stance did nothing to hide the sharp thrust of her hips, and his eyes could not help but follow their curve before he snapped them back to her face.

Those hips weren’t for fighting him to the ground; he could think of far more pleasant uses for them. And she’d noticed. He watched as her face closed off even more; she very nearly took a step backward, then caught herself, lifted her chin.

Interesting.

“What would you have me do—if I were to accept?” she asked.

He smirked. “Accept, as if you aren’t in a gated palace with triple-fortified walls?”

“I walked into it under false pretenses.”

“That’s Kadir’s doing, not mine,” he said dismissively.

“He had no right—”

“Are you going to let me answer your question, or are you going to keep talking?”

Adama looked aggravated, but she closed her mouth.

“We need to watch him,” he said, “without anyone knowing he’s being watched. If indeed he’s in danger from someone who is close—”

Adama’s face registered understanding. “Then I’m likely to see it.”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “He’s mainly cared for by his grandmother, but she is old.” Felicité would kill him for that description. “Older.”

“And his mother?”

“Irrelevant.” Ikem compressed his lips against the angry words that wanted to rush forth. Any woman who abandoned her son for mere carnal pleasure possessed a level of casual cruelty that deserved no acknowledgment. “You will be paid double your usual rate. And,” he said as Adama began to shake her dark head, “if your post is carried out to my satisfaction, you will be made an honorary member of the King’s Guard.”

At that, her body stilled completely, and those large, almond-shaped eyes began to glow. Pools, Ikem thought, distractedly dark pools, deep enough for a man to drown in.

“No women are permitted—” she began.

“Except by royal decree,” he finished and allowed himself a small smile. “Luckily for you, I am royal.”

“Permission to look around, Your Grace?”

“Certainly.”

Adama covered the perimeter of the room in a few steps; Ikem found himself watching her. She had an elegant gait that was not quite curbed by military rigidness; those hips swayed as if they had a life of their own. She peered up at the windows on the west wall, round and close to the ceiling; in a moment she’d produced a knife from a holster strapped to her thigh, plunged it into a gap between the stone and hoisted herself up in one easy motion. Before a shout of surprise could emerge from Ikem’s throat, she was up on the sill, looking down at him with a sort of grim satisfaction. Then she tried the window.

“Unlocked,” she announced. “Not to mention that there’s no guard outside the room. I saw two exits from where I came, and the drop from this window is survivable…”

“Now you’re showing off,” Ikem groused, staring at the knife sticking out of the nursery wall. Felicité would have a fit. “Anwu is the safest country in the world,” he added, and the words sounded pompous, even to his own ears. “Get down from there. I’ll spot you. The floor is hard.”

She chewed her lip for a moment; the gesture made her look curiously girlish. Wordlessly, she leaped down. This time Ikem was ready. The moment she took flight, his arms were out and he intercepted her before she hit the floor.

The minute her body was flush against his, he could smell her skin: the sweetness of honey, the sharp woodiness of sandalwood, a softness undercut by steel. Adama’s body was as lush as it was strong, and just for a moment, softened against his like melting wax. She made a noise deep in her throat and he stepped away from her as quickly as he could, trapping her wrists between his fingers. They were slender, surprisingly fragile; he could feel her pulse. Something about their position awoke something primal, something involuntary. He saw her lashes flutter, and then she pulled away. There was nowhere for her to go except the wall behind her, and the briefest look of panic crossed her face before she half turned and yanked the knife out of the wall.

The spell was broken; Ikem stepped back. Adama sheathed the instrument and looked past him into the room. She seemed unwilling to meet his eyes. He had to fight an impulse to reach out and touch her cheek, drag his fingers over the skin, see if it was as soft as it looked. Adama was breathing a little harder than her activities called for; she’d been less winded when she’d attacked him in the courtyard.

“Are you all right?” he asked. The words didn’t come out at all as he intended. They were slow. Sensual. A reflection, really, of the warmth that was now pooling low in his abdomen. He was appalled at his body’s reaction to her, even as he wanted to indulge it more than he’d ever wanted anything in a long time.

Adama’s reaction was extraordinary; she jerked back as if she’d been struck, and they both winced when her head hit the wall. Her composure was completely shattered, and she looked, for the first time, angry. So angry that he had to consciously restrain himself from being the one to back down.

“There is nothing wrong with me except I’d like some space!”

He stepped back immediately, holding up his hands. This time she did meet his eyes, and hers were liquid. Heated. Unpredictable. And he was drawn to them, but he’d learned self-control in the same army that had trained her, hadn’t he?

“Step down, Lieutenant,” he said calmly. “You are understood.”




CHAPTER THREE

Three days later, Adama was holed up in the little chamber adjacent to Adim’s nursery as he napped angelically in his pram, grimly committing What To Expect the First Year to memory.

Even if she hadn’t had the promise of a commission with the Royal Guard to tempt her, she’d have done almost anything for Kadir. He’d basically been the one to take the angry, hurting teenager she’d been, hone her talents, teach her discipline. He’d been like a father. He was responsible for the woman she was today, and if he needed help, she’d push aside her misgivings about babies and the puzzle that was Ikem Eze and do it.

As usual, Adama approached her new situation—and her misgivings—with cool efficiency. Yes—yes, she’d been thrown off a little bit initially, but there was nothing she couldn’t create a plan for, and the charge of one small child should be no different. Securing the nursery and the nearest exits was easy; she wrote a plan for a new security protocol in a couple of hours, sent it to Kadir.

For the baby, she’d speed-read the top three best-­selling books on the subject, downloaded the one with the cover she liked best to her mobile to play on repeat and presented the child’s grandmother, Felicité, with a list of things she’d need. The dowager princess had been tasked with acclimating Adama to her new position, and was in equal parts rude, impatient and despairing of Adama’s ever being able to pull this off.

Not that she could blame her. Adama had none of the softness, or nurturing energy, or whatever it was that drew babies to their nannies like moths to flame. She wasn’t worried about the functions of nannying—it was easy enough to feed, diaper, bathe and clothe him. But it was the other things that felt so much less natural. Adama could feel herself stiffen when she had to hold Adim, or when the little boy buried his round, soft face in the space between her shoulder and neck. It was too, too strange; she hadn’t had contact with a small child since childish snuggles with her brother too long ago—childish snuggles that she’d banished to the back of her consciousness, too painful to remember.

Children needed affection—they needed touch, according to the book in front of her. But that—that wasn’t something she could do. She watched Felicité and Kems, her maidservant, kiss and tickle and play with the little boy with a complete loss of formality, of structure. She was glad they were there.

Even the prince regent had no issues being affectionate—

The prince regent. Adama stopped in the middle of a particularly titillating bit on weaning off pacifiers and caught the tender skin of her inner cheek between her teeth. She hadn’t seen the man since their chaotic introduction three days previous, although she’d be lying if she said he hadn’t been on her mind. She’d mentally replayed their two encounters over and over—the strength in those long limbs, the anger on his handsome face and finally, something more…primal, possessive, in the way he’d looked at her. He’d never crossed the line, but he could have. And she wasn’t sure she would have minded.

Layered with her embarrassment at her own unprofessionalism had come other memories. There was the scent of him—rain-soaked earth and spice and soap. His chest, where the baby had nestled, was broad and solid, and she knew perfectly well what that had felt like, pressed to him in the courtyard, the muscles working under his skin. Then there was that face, that finely honed, handsome face, the fury in his eyes replaced by a kind of mocking challenge.

Something unsettlingly like lust pricked at the base of her spine, and she quashed it immediately.

A tap at her door made her slam the book shut and leap to her feet. She was in no rush to have Adim wake and fix those judgmental brown eyes on her, or God forbid, cry. Adama eased the heavy door open a crack with all the care she’d taken during her bomb-defusing final and peered into the small face of Kems, the maid that had been assigned to her. “He’s sleeping,” she hissed.

Kems shook her head. “You’ll have to wake him up, Lieutenant. He has a meeting this afternoon.” Her face must have registered confusion, because Kems continued to speak. “The king has to be present at every official meeting of state, ma’am.”

That was right. Felicité had mentioned that. “Oh—well—”

“It’s with the prime minister, ma’am. She’ll be here in twenty minutes.”

The prime minister? Adama’s eyes must have widened, because Kems’s face softened into a dimpled smile. “That’s nothing, Lieutenant. He’ll be seeing the King of England in a couple of weeks, and you’ll be there for that, too.”



The worst part of being an ex-ne’er-do-well, Ikem thought, was dealing professionally with people who remembered him as a complete terror. And there was no one who fit that description better than his current prime minister, formerly Judge Catherine Elimu. Worst of all, most of the country seemed to think she was the one who walked on water.

Elimania, they called it on social media. It was enough to put him off his food.

“I used to have a picture of her on my wall at uni,” Lieutenant Ohi—Adama—confided. She’d just walked into Obelisk Palace library, where Ikem’s weekly meeting with the head of state took place on Mondays—a nice way to start the week, he thought sardonically. Adama was wide-eyed, excited; for a minute he considered asking that she be excused. But the king had to be present at these Parliamentary check-ins, and there was no way he could juggle a nine-month-old and talk matters of state simultaneously.

Adama seemed slightly more comfortable with Adim than she had during their last meeting at least, although she handled him rather gingerly. A bulging diaper bag hung off her shoulder, and she had him dangling on her hip in a soft gray sling. She wore a pair of pale pink scrubs that he was sure Felicité had bullied her into, and her braids were pinned close at the base of her neck. She looked every inch a palace nanny. You wouldn’t have guessed at the true nature of her work, unless you were eagle-eyed enough to note the rippling muscles pushing against the soft cotton.

Not that Ikem was looking.

Adim saw his uncle and squalled in excitement, but Ikem shook his head. “Not now,” he said grimly.

Adama’s brown eyes opened a fraction wider, as if that were possible, he thought somewhat distractedly. “Are you all right, Your Grace?”

“I’m fine. Just wishing this meeting to be over already,” he added almost under his breath.

“I’ve never been so excited in my life,” she said, and Ikem was startled to see her smile. It transformed her face so completely he found himself smiling back despite himself. He stifled it quickly and replaced it with a roll of the eyes.

“I suppose you’re an Elimu fan, like everyone else.”

“What, you aren’t?” Her voice rose in disbelief.

Ikem rolled his eyes again. “She’s fine. I suppose.” When he looked back at Adama she was staring at him as if he’d expressed a wish to set bunnies afire.

Ikem sighed. “When I was twelve,” he said, “I had the misfortune of sitting next to her at a state dinner. She was only a judge then, and had just married our Tanzanian ambassador—”

“Nathaniel Elimu.”

“Correct. She quizzed me on Anwuan history, scolded me for getting the answers wrong and confiscated the Nintendo handheld I’d been playing with. She also asked me if I minded much that I’d inherited my grandfather’s ears—”

“No!”

“Yes.” A part of Ikem felt gratified when Adama chuckled. He hadn’t heard it before, and it lit tiny sparks in those deep brown eyes. “I got even, though. When everyone stood to toast the king I emptied her glass of merlot into her handbag.”

“You didn’t!”

“On the record, I didn’t.” His mouth twitched. “She didn’t buy it, though. And now she’s PM—”

“And you’re king.”

“Regent,” he corrected, but he was still smiling.

Adama shook her head and began to decant her charge from the sling.

“Bring him.” Ikem held out his hands, and Adama surrendered the baby after only a moment’s hesitation.

Adim wriggled and grinned, his head bobbing with excitement, and Ikem had to laugh despite himself. “Good afternoon, Your Majesty.”

Ikem tickled his little nephew under his chin and pulled the best out of his arsenal of funny faces, watching Adama out of the corner of his eye. She looked far more comfortable with Adim’s pram and walker than the baby itself, unfolding them deftly. Next, she snapped open a thick blanket, which she lay in a patch of sunlight on the floor. It was a pleasure to watch her work, Ikem thought idly. The lines of her body were graceful, and her movements were lithe and quick. She looked up at him just as his eyes were flickering over the line of her hips—

She raised one eyebrow.

“How have you found the little king?” he asked just a hair too loud for his own comfort. He hadn’t been expecting his look to be matched so…confidently.

He liked it. If this were a bar or a social event rather than the stateroom in his nephew’s palace, he’d have smirked back.

She shrugged. “He’s a baby. He’s fine, I suppose.”

Ikem frowned a little. There was nothing disparaging in her voice; it was said rather neutrally, but it rubbed him the wrong way somehow, such a casual dismissal of his little nephew.

It’s not her job to fall in love with your nephew, he chided himself. It was her job to protect him, and she certainly was doing a good job of that. She glanced at him once. “Will you hold him for a moment, sir, while I look around?”

He nodded, jiggling the little boy to his other arm and passing a clinical eye over him. Adim’s soft brown skin shone and smelled of the same coconut oil he remembered from his own boyhood. His blue bodysuit featured a giant Tigger on the front, and was spotless, covered mostly by a buttercup-yellow bib. His hair shone even in the dim lighting of the reception room; his cheeks bulged with good health. He grinned gummily at his uncle, and Ikem relaxed.

“Do you not like babies?” he asked.

Adama was on the other side of the room by then, her eyes skimming the four corners, the high beams of the ceiling, made by individual iroko trees twisted round each other in a carpentry technique older than Anwu itself.

“I can’t say I ever thought about them either way till now,” she answered in that same neutral voice that had bothered him so much. “Do the windows open, Your Grace?”

“Yes. But as in the throne room, there’s a trapdoor. Lift the rug next to the marble fireplace.”

She did so, and her face smoothed out a little. There was definitely more interest there than had been with Adim, and he didn’t know why it troubled him so much. She was his bodyguard, for God’s sake. Let it go.

“You’ve checked the perimeter, Lieutenant. Take him,” he said tersely. “I assure you the prime minister won’t try to make off with him.”

She
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