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This book is a work of fiction. All characters, names, organizations, institutions, companies, events, and locations appearing in this narrative are either completely invented or used solely in a fictional, creative context. Every detail within these pages arises from the author’s imagination.

Any resemblance to real persons, living or deceased, is entirely coincidental. Any likeness between the fictional businesses, products, services, technologies, brand names, websites, government bodies, investigations, security systems, or corporate activities depicted in this story and actual real-world entities is unintentional and accidental. The author makes no effort to represent, portray, or reference any actual individual, organization, trademark, or corporation.

All trademarks, brand names, product names, and service marks mentioned throughout the story are employed fictitiously for narrative and illustrative purposes only. They remain the property of their respective owners, and no sponsorship, endorsement, affiliation, or association is expressed or implied.

All events, conversations, scenarios, and portrayalswhether involving hacking, crime, investigations, technology, law enforcement, business affairs, or corporate processesare purely imaginary. They do not reflect, replicate, or reveal any real-world techniques, procedures, systems, or operations.

This book is not designed to provide guidance, instructions, or practical advice regarding illegal, dangerous, or unethical actions. Any such elements appear exclusively for dramatic storytelling purposes. Readers are firmly cautioned not to imitate, attempt, or engage in any behaviors portrayed in this fictional work.

The author, publisher, and distributors disclaim all responsibility and liability for any interpretations, assumptions, or actions taken by readers based on the content of this imaginative narrative.
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Preface
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Love is never simple. It is rarely smooth. It is a journey of vulnerability, courage, and trust, often tested by forces beyond our control. In Karla and Leandro, these truths are brought to life in a tale that weaves together romance, family, ambition, and the high stakes of corporate intrigue. It is a story of two souls finding each other against the backdrop of personal pain, past betrayals, and the relentless pressures of life, discovering that the greatest love is built not only on passion but on patience, honesty, and resilience.

Karla is a woman who embodies strength and compassion. Independent and self-assured, she has learned the value of discernment and loyalty. She is someone who believes in love, but also knows that it must be anchored in respect and truth. When Karla meets Leandro, she sees beyond the façade of wealth and influence to the man beneatha man scarred by a painful past, a childhood spent in orphanages and foster homes, a youth shaped by betrayal, exploitation, and injustice. Leandro is brilliant, confident, and magnetic, yet deeply guarded. His heart has been carefully protected, armored by years of survival in a world that often failed him.

Their relationship begins with hesitation, a fragile dance of emotions where each step must be measured. Misunderstandings arise, as they often do in love, and moments of silence are mistaken for indifference. Yet, through these trials, Karla and Leandro discover the power of communication, the courage required to express true feelings, and the importance of allowing oneself to be seen. It is in these momentsthrough phone calls, confessions, and long conversationsthat the foundations of their love are built. They learn that honesty is not always easy, but it is essential for intimacy, and that trust, once broken, requires both patience and courage to rebuild.

The story also explores the warmth and complexity of family. Karla’s family becomes a pivotal part of their journey, offering both comfort and challenges. Leandro, initially nervous and uncertain, wins over her brothers through humor, respect, and authenticity, discovering a sense of belonging he has rarely known. It is through these interactions that he begins to realize the depth of Karla’s roots in a nurturing and supportive environment, and how much of himself he can safely share in the presence of love and acceptance.

Yet, love alone is never enough when the stakes are high. As Leandro’s business empire, Bestman Group, faces a meticulously planned hostile takeover, the personal and professional worlds collide in ways that test their relationship and individual integrity. Powerful adversaries, hidden agendas, and the resurfacing shadows of Leandro’s past threaten not only the company he built but the trust he shares with Karla. False accusations, manipulations, and deceit become instruments of control, designed to weaken them. Through it all, Karla proves herself a partner in every sensewise, courageous, and unwaveringly loyal. Her determination to protect Leandro, uncover the truth, and act with integrity underscores a love that is not passive, but active, enduring, and transformative.

This is also a story of personal growth and healing. Leandro confronts years of pain, betrayal, and trauma, learning to share his vulnerabilities and trust someone completely. Karla, in turn, learns the complexities of love when tested by doubt, fear, and external pressures. Together, they navigate moments of illness, distance, and misunderstanding, discovering that true intimacy is as much about quiet presence, care, and emotional support as it is about passion. Their bond grows not through grand gestures alone, but through patience, shared experiences, and the courage to face life’s storms together.

In many ways, the story is a reflection on the human conditionthe desire for connection, the fear of being hurt, and the strength required to persevere. It explores how past experiences shape the present, how betrayal can challenge even the strongest bonds, and how love can thrive when nurtured by honesty, trust, and mutual respect. It examines the delicate balance between independence and partnership, and how power, wealth, and ambition can complicate, but not ultimately define, relationships.

Karla and Leandro is a tale of resilience, of love tested by adversity, and of triumph born from patience, integrity, and mutual devotion. It is a reminder that the greatest victories are not measured solely by material success or social recognition, but by the ability to love and trust deeply, to forgive, to grow together, and to face life’s inevitable storms hand in hand.

As you turn these pages, you will witness a journey that spans emotional landscapes, corporate battlegrounds, and the quiet, profound moments of human connection. You will see how love can heal old wounds, strengthen character, and provide an anchor in times of uncertainty. You will understand that true partnership requires couragenot just the courage to fight for what is right, but the courage to believe, forgive, and trust, even when the path ahead is uncertain.

This story is an invitation to reflect on the power of love that is patient, loyal, and enduring; a love that transcends misunderstanding, challenges, and fear. It is a narrative that celebrates both the vulnerability and the strength inherent in opening one’s heart, standing firm against adversity, and choosing to believe in another person even when the world seems intent on dividing you.

Karla and Leandro is ultimately a testament to the enduring power of trust, loyalty, and the human capacity to rise above past traumas, corporate battles, and personal fears to build a future anchored in love, hope, and mutual respect. It is a story that asks the reader to consider what it means to truly love, and to remind us all that the most profound victories are won not in the shadows of conquest, but in the light of unwavering partnership and shared courage.
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Chapter 1: Steps into the Unknown
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The sun had just begun its lazy descent over Enugu, painting the low, clay-colored houses in warm gold. Karla sat on the cracked concrete steps outside her family’s modest flat, her hands folded over a notebook she had long stopped writing in. The pages were smudged with graphite and dust from the harmattan winds that swept through the city, carrying fine grit that clung stubbornly to everything it touched.

She stared at the horizon, not seeing the streets or rooftops but the life she wanted beyond them. Lagos. That one word had become a pulse in her chest over the past months, a promise she barely dared to speak aloud.

It had been nearly a year since she finished her national service in the far north, a grueling stretch of time that had tested her patience, her endurance, and her faith in herself. She had survived isolation, long nights of mosquito-bitten sleep, endless paperwork, and the constant push to prove her worth in a country that often seemed indifferent to ambition. And now she was back home, in the small, familiar flat where her mother’s soft hums and her brothers’ chatter made the air feel both comforting and suffocating.

The flat smelled of stew, pepper, and the faint trace of yesterday’s laundry drying in the sun. Karla’s mother, always practical and quietly forceful, had been preparing dinner with an efficiency honed by years of managing life on limited resources. Her two younger brothers were sprawled on the floor, arguing over who would get the last piece of bread. The normalcy should have felt reassuring, but to Karla it felt like a cage.

She closed her notebook and looked down the narrow street outside, where children darted between carts and vendors, their voices rising and falling like music. She had spent her childhood in these streets, yet they now seemed small, suffocating and too familiar. Lagos, with its tall buildings, buzzing traffic, and endless possibilities, felt like another world entirely.

Her mother called her in for dinner, and Karla’s feet carried her reluctantly to the small dining table. They ate in near silence, broken only by the clatter of spoons and the low murmur of the television from the corner of the room. Karla pushed her food around her plate, thinking of all the opportunities that had slipped through her fingers while she had been away on service.

It was not for lack of ambition. She had applied to dozens of companies, sent countless CVs, and attended every interview she could find, but the world had been slow to respond. Jobs were scarce, and even the ones she had applied for in Enugu seemed to demand experience she had not yet earned.

“What are you thinking about, Karla?” her mother asked suddenly, her voice gentle but probing.

Karla blinked and met her mother’s eyes. “Just... the future, Mama,” she said softly.

Her mother nodded, as though she understood more than Karla wanted to admit. “I know it feels heavy right now,” she said. “But remember, God sees the steps you take, even when the path is unclear.”

Karla nodded, forcing a smile. She wanted to believe that, but uncertainty gnawed at her. The truth was she needed more than faithshe needed opportunity. And opportunity, as far as she could tell, existed far from Enugu.

After dinner, she retreated to her small bedroom, a space she shared with her mother. It smelled faintly of soap and the lingering aroma of pepper soup from the kitchen below. She opened her notebook and began to write again, filling pages with dreams of the city she had only visited in imagination.

Lagos was not just a place on a map. It was possibility made concrete. It was opportunity waiting to be seized by those daring enough to risk it. Karla imagined herself walking down streets lined with glass towers, boarding buses that glided past markets overflowing with color, and entering offices where the work she loved mattered. She could feel the heat of the city on her skin, hear its restless heartbeat in her ears and smell its distinctive mixture of food, petrol, and ambition.

A knock on the door pulled her out of her reverie. Her mother stood there, leaning against the frame. “Don’t stay up too late,” she said, her tone both warning and affectionate. “You have to rest if Lagos is going to see you at your best.”

Karla smiled faintly, closing the notebook. “I’ll try, Mama,” she said, but her mind raced ahead, imagining buses and traffic lights, crowded streets, and the tall buildings of Victoria Island where she hoped to find her first real break.

She lay awake long after her mother left the room, listening to the soft murmur of the neighborhood settling into the night. Somewhere between the rhythmic breathing of her brothers and the faint creak of the ceiling fan, Karla made a promise to herself: she would go to Lagos, no matter what it took. She would take the city by its chaos and carve a place for herself, even if it meant stepping into the unknown alone.

The next morning, the streets were alive with the usual activityhawkers calling out their wares, children running to school, and the occasional motorbike zipping past with reckless urgency. Karla walked to the small internet café a few blocks away, carrying her notebook and a modest bag of belongings. She needed to send out a few applications, check the responses from companies in Lagos, and begin preparing for the journey she knew she would eventually take.

At the café, she settled into a worn plastic chair and powered up the computer. Her fingers flew over the keyboard, drafting emails, scanning job portals, and printing copies of her CV. Each click, each line typed, felt like a step closer to a future that had previously seemed just out of reach.

Hours passed, the sun climbing higher in the sky, the dust from the harmattan swirling through the open windows. Karla leaned back in her chair, rubbing her eyes. She thought of her mother’s words about faith and steps unseen, and she allowed herself a small smile. She might not have the city yet, but she had the will to go after it. That was the first thing. The second was courage.

As she walked home that evening, the sky burning with the colors of sunset, Karla realized she had begun to feel something she had not in a long time: anticipation. The air of Enugu felt heavier, yes, but it also carried possibility. Every person she passed seemed to remind her that the world was larger than her small flat, her quiet street, her cautious mother’s advice. And somewhere in that vast world, Lagos waited, impatient and alive, for someone like her.

That night, as she lay in the dim light of the kerosene lamp, she imagined the city again. She pictured the buses, the bustling streets, the tall buildings, and the markets. She imagined herself moving confidently through it all, making decisions, learning, and growing. She allowed herself to dream, really dream, for the first time in months.

And then, deep in the quiet of her bedroom, a faint hope stirredone she did not yet know would soon be kindled by a single envelope, hand-delivered and heavy with possibility.

The morning sun filtered through the thin curtains of Karla’s bedroom, scattering pale stripes across the worn mattress. She sat up, rubbing her eyes, feeling the lingering fatigue of restless dreams. Lagos had been on her mind all night, as it had for weeks now. Every detail of the city, imagined though it was, seemed alive in her mind: the bustling markets, the glass towers of Victoria Island, the people moving with purpose through streets that never stopped.

Breakfast was quiet. Her mother, ever practical, moved with deliberate calm, preparing yam and eggs on the small stove. Karla’s younger brothers chattered over nothing important, their words blending with the sizzle from the pan. Karla ate slowly, her mind elsewhere, thinking about applications she had sent, interviews she might have, and the journey she would eventually take.

“Are you still thinking about Lagos?” her mother asked, placing a plate in front of her.

“I can’t help it, Mama,” Karla admitted. “It’s... it’s all I can think about these days. I feel like if I don’t go, I’ll be stuck here forever.”

Her mother nodded, a faint sigh escaping her lips. “I understand. But remember, my child, the city can be as cruel as it is full of opportunity. You must be careful. Pride and impatience can make fools of even the wisest.”

Karla smiled faintly. “I know. I’ll be careful. I promise.”

After breakfast, she retreated to her small desk, pulling out her notebook and the stack of documents she had been preparing for weeks. CVs, application letters, and photocopies of certificates lay in neat piles. She reviewed them meticulously, checking for typos, confirming that all dates were accurate, and rewriting sections that seemed too timid. Lagos, she decided, would demand confidence, clarity, and polish. She needed to present herself as someone who could succeed, not someone who simply dreamed.

Hours passed quickly. Karla spent the morning at the internet café, printing out documents and sending last-minute emails to potential employers. She made mental notes of bus routes and schedules, carefully checking prices and travel times. Each detail she recorded was a step closer to independence, a small victory over the uncertainty that had dominated her life for so long.

By afternoon, the sun hung low, casting long shadows over the streets. Karla returned home, her arms laden with printed pages and folders. She paused outside the flat, listening to the distant calls of street vendors and the laughter of children playing football on the uneven road. It was familiar and comforting, but also confininga reminder of everything she was leaving behind.

Her mother was in the kitchen, humming softly as she stirred a pot. Karla set her documents on the counter and watched her for a moment. The woman had carried the weight of loss and responsibility for so many years, yet she remained steadfast, gentle, and pragmatic. Karla admired her deeply and knew that every decision she made would be weighed against the quiet strength her mother embodied.

“Mama,” Karla said softly, “I’ve been thinking. When I go to Lagos, I’ll need a place to stay. I know the apartments are expensive...”

Her mother turned, raising an eyebrow. “Yes, they are. That’s why I’ve been saying you should plan carefully. There are options, but you must be realistic. Do you have somewhere in mind?”

Karla hesitated. “Not exactly... but I’ve heard stories of families helping relatives. Maybe someone can take me in, at least for the beginning?”

Her mother paused, considering her words. “Family can be a blessing... and sometimes a burden. If it is possible, we must choose wisely. Lagos is not forgiving of mistakes or misplaced trust.”

Karla nodded, absorbing the warning. Her mother’s words were not discouragement; they were preparation. She understood that success in the city would require both courage and caution.

The next few days were filled with preparation. Karla folded and repacked her small box of belongings repeatedly, trying to decide what she truly needed. Clothes, toiletries, a few notebooks, her modest savings tucked carefully in an envelope. She even added a small Bible, worn from years of use, and a photograph of her late father. Each item felt heavier than it should, laden with memories and unspoken expectations.

She also began to practice the conversations she might have in Lagos. How to ask for directions politely, how to present herself in interviews, how to navigate the complex streets of a city she had only ever visited in imagination. The exercise was exhausting, but Karla found comfort in the routine. It made the unknown feel slightly more familiar.

One evening, as the sun dipped behind the hills and the neighborhood settled into a soft hum of activity, Karla’s mother called her to the small balcony overlooking the street.

“Karla,” she said, her voice quiet but firm, “I want you to promise me something.”

“What, Mama?” Karla asked, leaning against the railing.

“Promise me that you will not let excitement blind you. Lagos is a city of opportunity, yes, but also of distraction. Keep your focus. Do not let the glitter of wealth or the pressure of success make you forget who you are and where you come from.”

Karla looked into her mother’s eyes, seeing the depth of love and concern there. “I promise, Mama. I won’t forget.”

Her mother reached out and took her hands in hers. “And remember, courage is not the absence of fear. It is acting rightly despite it. You may be nervous, you may be unsure, but you must step forward anyway. That is how dreams become reality.”

Karla felt a lump in her throat and nodded, squeezing her mother’s hands. The sun had fully set, and the dim orange glow gave way to the soft, flickering light of kerosene lamps. The world seemed quieter, smaller, yet her heart raced with anticipation.

The following morning, Karla rose before dawn. She went through her checklist one final time: documents packed, notebooks ready, clothes folded neatly. She had memorized bus routes, noted emergency contacts, and rehearsed her speeches to potential employers. The preparations, though meticulous, did little to calm the fluttering excitement in her chest. Lagos was no longer a distant dream. It was approaching, impatient and alive, waiting for her first step.

Before leaving, she visited her mother in the kitchen, where the aroma of breakfast filled the air. “Mama, I... I think I’m ready,” she said softly.

Her mother smiled, brushing a stray lock of hair behind Karla’s ear. “Ready, my child. You have prepared well. Trust in your preparation, and trust in yourself. And know this: no matter what happens, this will always be home.”

Karla felt a swell of gratitude and affection. “Thank you, Mama,” she whispered.

She spent the day checking and rechecking everything, taking care not to forget anything. Yet despite the careful planning, a sense of nervous anticipation lingered. The unknown had a way of making itself felt, reminding her that while preparation mattered, it could never replace courage.

As the evening approached, she sat quietly in her room, notebook open, pen in hand. She wrote about the city she would soon see, the life she hoped to build, and the challenges she might face. Each word was a promise to herself, a marker of determination. Lagos was no longer an abstract conceptit was a reality she would soon confront.

Then came the knock on the door. Her mother called softly, and a small envelope was pushed inside. Karla picked it up curiously. The handwriting looked unfamiliar, precise and almost formal. She turned it over in her hands, feeling the weight of expectation. She had no idea that this envelope would change everything, bridging the gap between preparation and opportunity, between dreams and reality.

That night, as she lay in bed, Karla stared at the ceiling, clutching the envelope. The city she had imagined for so long now felt closer, yet more daunting than ever. Somewhere within that small piece of paper was the next step on her pathan invitation she could scarcely have imagined.

The city awaited her, and she was ready to answer its call.

Karla’s life began to change on a cold December afternoon when a hand-delivered letter arrived at their modest home. The harmattan air hung heavy and dry, carrying fine dust that settled on windowsills and furniture. It was one of those quiet afternoons when time seemed to move slowly, and nothing remarkable was expected to happen.

Yet everything changed the moment her mother took the envelope from the delivery boy.

The name written on it made her freeze.

Ekundayo.

For several seconds, Karla’s mother said nothing. She simply stared at the envelope, her fingers tightening slightly around it, as though it might disappear if she let go. The silence in the room deepened, thick and uncomfortable. Karla noticed the way her mother’s face hardened, the way old memories seemed to rise uninvited to the surface.

Ekundayo was her late husband’s sisterKarla’s aunt in name, but a stranger in reality. She had been absent from their lives for as long as Karla could remember. Years had passed without letters, phone calls, or visits. When Karla’s father had fallen ill, Maia had not come. When he died, she had not shown up for the burial. Eventually, her name became something unspoken in the house, buried beneath layers of disappointment and hurt.

Now, suddenly, she had written.

Karla watched her mother carefully as she slit the envelope open. The paper inside trembled slightly as her mother unfolded it. Her eyes moved slowly across the lines, her expression shifting from shock to disbelief, and then to something far more complicated.

The letter was long.

In it, Aunt Maia apologized. She wrote of regret and remorse, admitting that she had allowed pride, distance, and time to build an unforgivable wall between her and her brother’s family. She said she was sorry for staying away all those years, sorry for the silence, sorry for the pain she must have caused.

She also wrote that she would be visiting the village for Christmas.

That alone was enough to unsettle Karla’s mother.

But the letter did not end there.

Aunt Maia went on to say that she wanted reconciliation. She wanted to put the past behind them, to heal old wounds, and to rebuild the family ties that had been broken for so long. And then, almost casually, she added something that would change the course of Karla’s life completely.

If Karla’s mother agreed, Karla could return to Lagos with her after the holidays.

When her mother finally lowered the letter, the room felt differentas though the walls themselves were listening. Karla’s brothers exchanged uncertain glances, unsure what to say. Karla, however, felt a strange flutter in her chest.

Lagos.

The word alone stirred something deep inside her.

At twenty-six, Karla had just completed her national service in the far north of the country. It had been a long, challenging yearone that tested her patience, resilience, and independence. Since returning home, she had felt restless, trapped between who she had been and who she wanted to become. Jobs were scarce, opportunities limited, and the future felt like a question mark hanging permanently over her head.

Lagos, to her, represented possibility.

It was a city of movement and ambition, of companies and careers, of people who dared to dream big. It was where things happened. Where lives could change.

But for her mother, the letter reopened wounds she had spent years trying to heal.

She said little that day. She folded the letter carefully and placed it inside her Bible, as though hoping God would help her decide what to do. The house returned to its usual rhythm, but something had shifted beneath the surface.

A few days later, Karla’s mother announced that she would travel to the village for the New Year.

“I need to see her for myself,” she said quietly. “There are some things that cannot be settled with ink and paper.”

Karla understood. Her mother carried a history shaped by lossloss of family during the civil war, loss of her husband, loss of trust in people she once loved. Forgiveness did not come easily to her.

While her mother traveled, Karla and her brothers stayed behind in town for the holidays. The days passed slowly, filled with small conversations and unspoken questions. At night, Karla found herself imagining Lagosits tall buildings, busy streets, and endless noise. She wondered what kind of woman her aunt had become, what life in her wealthy household would be like, and whether she truly belonged there.

When her mother returned a week later, she looked tired but thoughtful.

That evening, she called Karla into the bedroom they shared. A single fan rotated lazily overhead, pushing warm air around the room. The curtains were drawn against the dusk, and the familiar smell of home wrapped around them both.

“I spoke with Maia,” her mother began.

Karla sat up straighter.

“She is now a widow,” her mother said softly.

The news shocked Karla. There had been no mention of it in the letter.

Her mother explained that her brother-in-law had died months earlier and that Maia had chosen a quiet burial. She spoke of how lonely Maia seemed, how changed she appeared after years away, and how the village had reacted with surprise at her return.

Then came the harder truths.

Her mother spoke of old painof unanswered letters, of standing alone during her husband’s illness, of waiting at the funeral for a sister-in-law who never came. She admitted that forgiveness did not erase memory, and that trust once broken was not easily rebuilt.

“I have forgiven her,” her mother said at last. “But that does not mean I am without fear.”

Karla listened silently, her heart heavy.

Her mother voiced her concerns clearly. Life in Lagos would not be easy. Aunt Maia was wealthy, and wealth created imbalance. Karla would be the poor relative, dependent on her aunt’s goodwill. There was a chance she would be treated more like help than family. There was also the fear of influence, of values changing, of distance growing between mother and daughter.

Yet there were realities they could not ignore.

Karla had been invited to write the Meridian Oil aptitude test in Lagos. It was a rare opportunityone that could shape her entire future. Their finances were strained, and providing accommodation in Lagos would be difficult. Staying with Aunt Maia, however uncomfortable, solved a problem they could not otherwise manage.

That night, mother and daughter talked for hours.

Her mother gave advice and warnings, reminding Karla of who she was and where she came from. She spoke of humility, integrity, faith, and patience. She reminded Karla that true wealth was not money or status, but character and friendship with God.

Karla listened, her eyes burning with unshed tears. She promised to be careful, to work hard, and to remember her upbringing no matter where life took her. She promised not to bring shame upon her mother’s name.

When the electricity went outas it often didthey laughed softly in the dim glow of the kerosene lamp. Shadows danced on the walls as her mother prayed over her, asking God to guide her steps and protect her in the unfamiliar city ahead.

By the end of the night, the decision had been made.

Not because the past had been forgotten, but because the future demanded courage.

Two weeks later, Karla would board a night bus bound for Lagos, carrying little more than her belongings, her dreams, and the weight of a single letter.

A letter that had reopened old wounds, offered uncertain forgiveness, and quietly pushed her onto a path from which turning back would no longer be easy.

And so, with ink on paper and hope in her heart, Karla’s journey began.
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Chapter 2: Among Strangers
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Two weeks later, Karla packed her belongings and prepared to leave for Lagos on a night bus. The days leading up to her departure passed in a blur of quiet activityfolding clothes, checking documents, and repacking the same small box again and again as if rearranging it could calm the storm of emotions inside her.

Her mother insisted on accompanying her to the Motor Park.

The park was already alive with noise when they arrived. Engines growled impatiently, conductors shouted destinations at the top of their voices, and passengers pushed through the narrow spaces with bags balanced on their heads. Amid the chaos, Karla and her mother stood facing each other, holding on tightly as though letting go might undo the decision they had made.

Her mother’s arms felt warm and familiar, a reminder of everything Karla was leaving behind.

“Remember,” her mother said softly, her lips close to Karla’s ear, “no matter where you go, this is your home.”

“I know, Mama,” Karla replied, her voice thick with emotion. “I’ll call you as soon as I arrive.”

They hugged again, longer this time, both of them unwilling to be the first to step away. When they finally did, her mother lifted her hands in prayer, whispering words only God could hear.

Karla boarded the bus without looking back. She knew that if she did, she might not have the strength to climb those steps again.

The journey was long, exhausting, and restless. The bus stopped frequently to pick up more passengers, sometimes in the middle of nowhere, sometimes at overcrowded junctions glowing under harsh streetlights. People climbed in and out, dragging bags, arguing over seats, or falling asleep against strangers’ shoulders.

Karla tried to rest, but sleep came in fragments. She woke oftento the sound of brakes screeching, to sudden laughter, to the conductor’s voice announcing another stop. Each time she opened her eyes, she reminded herself why she was traveling: opportunity, independence, a future she could build with her own hands.

When the bus finally entered Lagos before dawn, fatigue weighed heavily on her body. Her limbs felt stiff, her head throbbed slightly, and her eyes burned from lack of proper sleep. Yet beneath the exhaustion was a strange, bubbling excitement she could not ignore.

She had arrived.

The Peace Mass Transit bus slowed and rolled into the Motor Park, and the moment Karla stepped down, Lagos revealed itself in full force. The air was thick with soundhonking horns, shouted conversations, ringing phones, and music blasting from unseen speakers. Yellow buses stood packed tightly together, their paint chipped and faded, drivers leaning against them as though this chaos was completely normal.

Karla stood still for a moment, gripping the handle of her box and taking a deep breath.

This city was nothing like home.

She had heard storiesabout Lagos being crowded, fast, unforgivingbut seeing it with her own eyes was something else entirely. People moved with urgency, as if every second mattered. There was no pause, no softness, and no room for hesitation.

She adjusted her grip on the box and began to walk.

Karla knew her aunt lived on Victoria Island, one of the wealthiest areas in the city. Unfortunately, that knowledge did little to help her. Her aunt had never used public transport and had given no clear directions. For a moment, Karla felt a wave of uncertainty wash over her. But she pushed it aside.

She had not come this far to be afraid.

She began asking questionscarefully, politelylistening closely to the answers, even when they were shouted at her or delivered with impatience. Some people waved her off. Others pointed vaguely in different directions. A few offered advice that contradicted what she had just been told.

Slowly, piece by piece, she began to understand.

Part of the journey would be by bus. Part of it would be on foot.

She boarded a danfo bus, squeezing in among strangers, her box wedged awkwardly near her legs. The heat inside the vehicle was suffocating, the air heavy with sweat and dust. The conductor shouted instructions while hanging halfway out of the door, and music blared from a cracked speaker above the driver’s seat.

As the bus lurched forward, Karla stared out of the window, absorbing the city. She saw markets spilling onto the roads, women balancing heavy loads on their heads, men weaving through traffic with astonishing confidence, and children darting between cars as though immune to danger.

Lagos felt aliveraw, loud, and relentless.

After several stops, she climbed down and continued on foot, dragging her wheeled box behind her. The sidewalks were uneven and broken, forcing her to step carefully. Her arms ached, and sweat trickled down her back, but she kept going.

Gradually, the scenery began to change.

The noise softened. The roads widened. The buildings grew taller and more refined. High walls topped with electric fencing replaced open markets, and neatly trimmed hedges appeared where roadside stalls once stood.

Karla slowed her pace, surprised.

This place was calm.

The houses were set far back from the road, guarded by tall gates and watched by silent security posts. The streets were cleaner, the air lighter, and the chaos she had grown accustomed to seem suddenly distant.

She had entered a world entirely different from the one she had just passed through.

As she walked, she took in the elegant architecture, the quiet confidence of the area, and the sense of wealth that lingered in the air. It felt unreal, like stepping into another country without crossing a border.

She checked her directions again, comparing the rough sketch in her notebook with what she saw around her. Something did not feel right.

The landmarks did not match.

She stopped and looked around, her brows knitting together in confusion. The road was too empty. The silence too deep. Her heart began to beat faster as unease crept in.

She had taken a wrong turn.

At the time, Karla did not realize how significant that mistake would be. She only knew that she was alone, tired, and unsure of where she was headed. She stood there for a moment, caught between turning back and pressing forward, unaware that this single wrong turn was about to set her life on an entirely new course.

Because it was on this quiet, unfamiliar roadfar from the noise of the Motor Park and the comfort of familiaritythat Karla’s story truly began to unfold.

And from that moment on, nothing would ever be the same again.

About an hour after she disembarked from the bus, Karla stopped to check whether she was still on the right path. She had been trundling her box along the street, her attention completely absorbed by the spectacular architecture rising on both sides of the road. The neighborhood looked nothing like what she had imagined. Elegant residential houses and imposing office buildings sat far back from the street, protected by high metal gates and crowned with painted aluminum roofs that gleamed in the afternoon sun. Everything about the place suggested wealth, order, and a quiet confidence.

She slowed to a halt in front of an enormous construction site: an almost completed church whose grandeur was impossible to miss. Even the activity of swarming laborers and the crisscrossing wooden scaffolding could not diminish its magnificence. Tall stained-glass windows depicting scenes from the Bible reflected brilliantly off smooth marble walls, and a massive pillared gateway framed a wide, paved courtyard. Karla stood there staring, momentarily forgetting where she was.

The sound of laughter and sharp whistles broke her trance. Some of the laborers had noticed her gawking and were clearly amused. Embarrassed, Karla remembered that the street around her was otherwise deserted. She adjusted her grip on the handle of her box and walked a few more feet before stopping again. This time, she pulled out her journal and flipped it open, her eyes scanning the rough sketch she had drawn earlier.

She sighed. After studying the page for several seconds, she came to an uncomfortable conclusion: she was truly lost.

Holding the journal up in confusion, she frowned at the smeared pencil lines. She had sketched the directions hurriedly at a mobile phone kiosk while speaking with Aunt Maia earlier, trying to inform her of her arrival. At the time, the route had seemed clear enough. Now, standing alone on this unfamiliar street, she realized the hazy map was almost useless.

Her gaze drifted back toward the church construction site. Two bare-chested men broke away from the group of laborers and began moving in her direction. One called out something in what was probably Yoruba, a language she did not understand. The other winked exaggeratedly, making a complex hand gesture that sent a shiver of discomfort through her.

Karla ignored them and quickened her pace, pulling her box behind her as fast as she could. She walked several yards before stopping again to study her map more closely. She looked up the street, then back down at the journal, repeating the motion over and over as her brows knitted together in frustration. None of the landmarks on her map seemed to match what she saw around her.

Her heart began to race. Sweat broke out under her arms, and her eyes burned with the threat of tears. The box she was dragging suddenly felt unbearably heavy, as though it carried not just her belongings but all her fear as well. A cold realization settled over her: she was vulnerable, alone, and lost. She was terrified the men behind her might rob heror worse.

As the sound of footsteps grew closer, her thoughts flew back to her mother’s voice at the Trans-EkuluMotor Park, not too far from their home, just before they had said goodbye.

Can you find the address on your own? Her mother had asked, concern etched into her face. Perhaps you should wait to be picked up...

Karla had shrugged then, eager to appear confident. That will take too long. I’ll call Aunt Maia to get the directions and I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl, Mama. I can get there without any problem.

Now, remembering those words, she shook her head at herself and stared helplessly at the map again. She was in the middle of mocking her own confidence when a loud metallic clang startled her. The gate of the house ahead swung open, and a sleek black Mercedes S-Class purred out onto the street.

Karla paused, momentarily distracted by the car’s elegance. The tinted windows, the polished body and the effortless way it movedall of it drew her attention. She took a step back when the car slowed and stopped beside her. Her breath caught when the rear passenger window rolled down.

The man who looked out at her made her almost forget how to breathe.

He was very attractive, probably in his mid-thirties, and he carried a natural air of authority that was impossible to ignore. His hair was fuller and bushier than what she usually saw on men his age, yet neatly combed. Deep-set golden-brown eyes studied her from beneath thick brows, a faint line etched between them above a strong nose. His pink lips stood out against his dark skin, giving his face a striking balance.

“May I help you?” he asked.

“No... I’m okay,” Karla replied, her voice betraying her uncertainty.

His brows lifted slightly, and she realized he had noticed her staring. He probably received that look from women all the time.

“That doesn’t seem to be the case from where I’m sitting,” he said. His voice was deep and mellow, but his gaze sharpened with suspicion as it flicked toward her large box.

“Erm... I think I’ve lost my way,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.

She immediately regretted it. The words sounded foolish and suspicious even to her own ears. Why couldn’t she think of something smarter? Something that wouldn’t make her sound like a clueless stranger?

His eyebrows rose again. “Is that so?”

“Yes.” She glanced at the driver through the front window and caught his sympathetic smile. Gathering what remained of her dignity, she tried again. “My aunt lives at...” She looked down at her journal, stumbled over the address, and continued. “This is my first visit, and I think I may have taken a wrong turn while walking.”

He studied her silently for a few seconds, his expression unreadable. Then he gestured toward the car.

She stared at him blankly until he repeated the motion.

“What? You want me to”

“Get in,” he said, leaning away as he opened the back passenger door on the far side.

Her alarm flared instantly. “Why? Where do you want to take me?”

No one could blame her for asking. She had heard too many frightening stories about Lagosstories of wealthy men who kidnapped young women for dark rituals.

“Where else but to the address you gave me?” he snapped.

The sharpness of his tone pulled her out of her spiraling thoughts. The driver chuckled softly and gave her an encouraging nod through the mirror.

Karla hesitated. There was no softness in the man’s expression, no attempt to reassure her. She glanced back at the two laborers, who were still standing a few feet away, watching her with undisguised interest. Her stomach twisted. She was trapped between two frightening choices.

“Well, you could just take me to the end of the road and point out the right direction”

“I said we’ll drive you there. Get in.” His voice was final, ending the conversation completely.

Another car honked behind them, and the driver pulled over to clear the way, popping open the trunk in the process. Karla made her decision. Trusting him felt risky, but trusting the men behind her felt far worse. She hurriedly placed her box in the trunk.

She climbed into the car with a murmured, reluctant thank you, hoping fervently that her destination wasn’t too far out of his way. As she settled into the seat, she caught his gaze briefly before taking in the rest of him. He was tall, and his suit fit him impeccably. A light but musky cologne filled the interior of the car, slipping into her senses and conjuring fleeting images she quickly pushed away.

Karla forced her eyes elsewhere and looked around the vehicle. The interior was spacious and lavish, with smooth tan leather seats, shiny fixtures, and automatic controls between the front bucket seats. Everything about the car spoke of luxury and power. She smiled faintly, imagining her car-loving brother’s envy when she told him about this later.

A few minutes later, the car slowed and pulled up in front of another grand mansion.
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Chapter 3: The New Horizons
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“This is your aunt’s address.”
He stared straight ahead as he spoke, his tone clipped and final.
“Thank you,” Karla replied softly.

She stepped out of the car and reached into the open boot to lift her box. For a moment she expected the car to pull away immediately, disappearing as quickly as it had arrived in her life, but it remained parked by the curb while she rang the bell at the tall Iron Gate.

“I’m here to see Mrs. Ekundayo,” she said, trying to sound confident as the gateman peered at her through the bars before unlocking the gate. She gave him her name and explained who she was.

“Ah! Madam dey expect you,” the man said with a broad smile. “Come inside.”

He took the luggage from her with ease and ushered her into the wide compound. Karla turned instinctively to look back at the street, wanting to catch one last glimpse of the car and its occupants. But they were already gone, as though they had never been there at all.

Karla’s Lagos adventure had truly begun several months earlier, with a hand-delivered letter that arrived unexpectedly one quiet December afternoon. The letter was from her father’s estranged sister, Aunt Maia, a woman Karla barely knew beyond stories whispered in the family. In the letter, Aunt Maia explained that she would be visiting the village for Christmas and wished to seek forgiveness for the strained relationship between both families. She also added, almost casually, that Karla could return to Lagos with her afterwardif her mother agreed.

The proposal had stunned everyone. Karla had been just as surprised as her mother and brothers, but unlike them, excitement had quickly followed the shock. At twenty-six years old, and fresh from completing her national service year in the far north of the country, she felt restless and eager to move on to the next phase of her life. Lagos represented opportunity, growth, and escape from the limitations she had begun to feel pressing in around her.

Her mother, however, was not convinced. She did not give an immediate answer, choosing instead to visit the village herself for the New Year while Karla and her brothers stayed back in town for the holidays.

A week after her mother returned to Enugu, she called Karla into their shared bedroom one evening.

“Karla,” her mother said quietly, “I spoke with Maia.”

They sat together in the small room of their modest flat. A standing fan whirred overhead, stirring the hot air and causing the threadbare curtains over the louvered windows to flutter weakly.

“She was still in Onicha-Olona when I got there,” her mother continued. “She told me she is now a widow.”

“Oh no,” Karla gasped. “When did her husband die?”

The letter Aunt Maia had sent had not mentioned anything about that.

“He passed away in September last year,” her mother replied. “She said he wanted a quiet burial, so she didn’t inform anyone. I don’t even know how those Yorubas handle all their traditions.” She paused and sighed. “People in the village were shocked. It has been almost twenty years since she was last seen there.”

Her mother cleared her throat and adjusted the neckline of her blouse. “I couldn’t help feeling sympathy for her. I know how lonely widowhood can be.”

Karla watched silently, sensing the emotional weight behind her mother’s words.

“We spoke privately,” her mother went on. “She apologized again. She said she wants us to put the past behind us.”

“What do you think, Mama?” Karla asked gently.

Her mother shook her head slowly. “I told her I didn’t appreciate how she thought she could simply return without explaining what happened all those years ago.” Her voice trembled slightly. “Didn’t I tell you I wrote to Maia several times when your father was sick? She never replied. And when she didn’t come for the funeral...” Her voice broke. “I thought I would never forgive her.”

Karla reached out and squeezed her mother’s hands, offering silent comfort.

“When I married your father,” her mother continued after a moment, “I was happy he had a sister close to my age. She was already married and living in Lagos, but I hoped we would become like sisters. That never happened.”

Karla knew why the pain ran so deep. Her mother had lost most of her own relatives when her village fell during the Nigeria–Biafra civil war. Family, to her, was not something to be taken lightly.

“Anyway,” her mother said, straightening her shoulders, “I decided to let bygones be bygones. I told her I had forgiven her. But I still have my reservations. I am not entirely comfortable with her request for you to come and live with her in Lagos.”

“I understand, Mama,” Karla replied. “But I still need to go to Lagos for the Meridian Oil test.”

She had received the invitation letter a few weeks earlier, and since then it had become the center of all her arguments in favor of relocating.

“Yes,” her mother nodded, “and that is exactly why I agreed to Maia’s request.”

“Oh, thank you, Mama!” Karla exclaimed, jumping up in excitement. But her joy slowed when her mother raised a hand.

“I could insist we find a temporary place for you instead,” her mother said, “but I have to be realistic. If you pass the test, there will be interviews afterward. I don’t want you traveling back and forth or worrying about accommodation.”

She sighed deeply. “You children do very well in your studies, and I thank God for that. But it has not been easy. I still have to see your brothers through school.”

“I’ll pass,” Karla said confidently. “That’s why I’m so excited. Thank you so much, Mama.”

Her mother smiled at her with pride. “I know you will, even if it isn’t with Meridian. The truth is, you have better opportunities in Lagos.”

Karla nodded, and her mother pulled her into a warm embrace.

“You understand,” her mother added softly, “that if not for God and our financial struggles, I wouldn’t agree to you staying with Maia in Lagos?”

“I know, Mama,” Karla replied. “But things are getting better. You said so yourself.”

“Yes,” her mother said with a faint smile.

Just then, the electricity went off again. They both burst into laughterit was the second outage in just a few hours. Karla got up to open the windows wider and turned up the wick of the kerosene lamp burning low in the corner. As she placed it on the small table, flickering shadows danced across the faded walls.

She returned to sit beside her mother on the low bed, which held a double mattress. At night, Karla usually dragged one mattress onto the floor before sleeping.

As they sat together in the dim light, Karla felt a mixture of excitement and uncertainty settle in her chest. Lagos awaited herunknown, intimidating, and full of promise. And as she sat there listening to the hum of the night, she knew her life was about to change in ways she could not yet imagine.

Her mother continued speaking, her voice gentle but firm. “It may not be easy living with your aunt. We may not have much, but this is your home, and you have freedom here. Lagos could be different. Maia is a very wealthy woman, and we are the poor relatives. It is possible she might expect you to work around the house like some kind of house help.”

“I understand, Mama,” Karla replied calmly. “And I won’t mind if that is the case. I am not afraid of hard work.”

“I know, Ada’m.” Her mother smiled sadly, using her pet name for her daughter. “You are my first and only daughter, and I did my best to raise you well. No matter what happens, please be a good ambassador for me.”

“I will, Mama,” Karla said, her voice steady despite the tightness in her chest. “Trust me, everything will work out.”

“I pray so.” Her mother nodded slowly. “Your aunt may be among the rich people of this world, but I have taught you that true wealth is friendship with God. For reasons best known to her, Maia stayed away from us for over fifteen years. Do not give her any reason now to complain or to speak badly of me. And rememberif at any time you wish to come home, we are here with open arms.”

Tears sprang to Karla’s eyes. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms tightly around her mother, breathing in the familiar scent that meant safety, sacrifice, and unconditional love.

“Thank you, Mama,” she whispered.

“It will be well, Ada’m,” her mother said again, smoothing Karla’s hair with slow, comforting strokes.

Two weeks later, Karla boarded a cheaper night bus bound for Lagos.

The journey was long and uncomfortable, filled with stops, cramped seating, and restless passengers, but sleep eventually claimed her in short, broken stretches. When the bus finally rolled into Lagos before dawn, she woke with a stiff back and a pounding headbut also with a strange thrill fluttering in her chest.

She had heard that Lagos was home to nearly fifteen million peoplemore than five times the population of Enugubut nothing could have prepared her for the reality of it.

As she stepped out of the Peace Mass Transit bus, the Motor Parkahead exploded into her senses. Hundreds of battered yellow buses were parked haphazardly, their doors flung open like yawning mouths. The air vibrated with noise: vehicle horns blaring without pause, mobile phones ringing, conductors shouting destinations at the top of their lungs, and passengers arguing loudly over fares and seats.

It was still early, but the city was already wide awake.

Karla paused, momentarily overwhelmed, clutching the handle of her wheeled box as she took it all in. This was her first time in Lagos, and she immediately knew she would need help navigating it. Her destination was Victoria Island, but her wealthy aunt had offered no guidancepublic transport was far removed from Aunt Maia’s world.

She dragged her box down the road, choosing the asphalt instead of the potholed sidewalk, where the flimsy rollers would have snapped within minutes. People brushed past her from all directions, some casting curious glances, others too busy to notice her at all.

Yoruba words flew around her, sharp and fast, mixing with the shouts of bus conductors leaning halfway out of moving danfo buses painted in fading yellow. Afrobeat music blasted from loudspeakers mounted on vehicles and roadside stalls, the heavy bass vibrating through her chest.

She focused, blocking out the chaos as best she could and listening carefully to the conductors calling out routes and destinations. She asked a few questions, was waved off impatiently by some, ignored by others, and finally directed toward a smaller danfo bus that would take her part of the way.

She climbed in and dropped onto the middle bench, grateful to find an empty space. As expected, the conductor announced there was no timetablethe bus would move only when it was full. Karla nodded to herself. That was familiar. Transport delays were the same everywhere.

She settled in, confident the wait would not be long. The park was packed with people, and this was not one of the larger buses that required a crowd to fill. Besides, the morning air was already humid, and she was glad to avoid a long, sweaty delay.

The Motor Park doubled as a marketplace. Narrow shops with brightly colored banners lined the edges, selling everything imaginable. The air was thick with the smell of dust, sweat, fried food, and unfamiliar spices. Karla observed it all with fascination, amused as she watched fellow passengers conduct business from the discomfort of their seats.

Hawkers swarmed the bus, thrusting their wares through the open windows. “Pant! Original pant!” one shouted, holding up underwear on a stick. Another displayed cheap wristwatches, while a young girl balanced a tray of popcorn on her head. Sausage rolls wrapped in worn paper were passed around, along with sachets of drinking water sealed in thin plastic.

Karla bought a bag of water without hesitation. She was thirsty and unconcerned about purity; experience had taught her that thirst was the greater danger.

As the bus slowly filled, she leaned back and let her thoughts drift. This was it. She had left everything familiar behindher mother’s quiet strength, her brothers’ teasing laughter, the narrow streets she knew by heart. Ahead of her lay uncertainty: a demanding aunt, a competitive job test, and a city that never seemed to slow down.

The bus jerked suddenly as another passenger climbed in, snapping her back to the present. More people followed, squeezing into every available space. The conductor slammed the sliding door shut with a practiced bang and shouted something to the driver.

The engine coughed, sputtered, and then roared to life.

As the bus lurched forward, Karla looked out of the window at the blur of movement around her. Lagos rushed past in fragmentsvendors running alongside vehicles, women balancing heavy loads on their heads, children darting between cars with astonishing confidence, buildings rising close together in a chaotic patchwork of old and new.

Fear crept in quietly, settling beside her excitement.

What if her mother had been right? What if life with her aunt was harsh and humiliating? What if she failed the Meridian Oil test and had nowhere to turn? What if the city swallowed her whole?

She closed her eyes briefly and whispered a silent prayer, reminding herself of her mother’s words. True wealth was not money or powerit was faith, integrity, and the courage to keep moving forward.

The bus rattled deeper into the city, horns blaring and engines growling around them. Karla tightened her grip on her bag and lifted her chin.

She had come too far to turn back now.

Lagos lay before herloud, unforgiving, and full of possibilityand whatever awaited her within it, she would face it head-on.

Karla sucked the last drops of water from the plastic sachet and flattened the empty bag between her fingers. Without much thought, she tossed it out of the open window as the bus wheezed and shuddered forward into traffic. The rickety yellow danfo rattled like it might fall apart at any moment, its engine protesting loudly as though offended by the weight of its passengers.

Her view of the road ahead was completely blocked by a stout woman seated directly in front of her, a child balanced on each knee. The woman rocked gently with the motion of the bus, humming under her breath as if chaos were a lullaby. Wedged tightly beside her wide hips was the brawny conductor, one hand gripping the metal frame of the door while the other clutched a crumpled bundle of notes. Sweat glistened on his bare arm as he leaned forward, barking instructions at the driver and shouting at would-be passengers who chased after the bus even as it moved.

Cramped and uncomfortable, Karla gave up on seeing the road ahead. Instead, she turned her attention to the smudged windows on either side of the bus. Her reflection stared back at her faintlytired eyes, slightly drawn cheeks, hair pulled back in a practical style that betrayed her exhaustion. She hardly recognized herself. Just weeks ago, her world had been quiet and predictable. Now she was here, swallowed by Lagos.

The bus crawled forward, inching its way toward the Third Mainland Bridge. It took over an hour to cross the lagoon, the vehicle alternating between frustrating stillness and sudden, jerky movement. As the sun began its slow ascent into the late January sky, Karla found herself mesmerized by the city unfolding before her.

From the height of the bridge, Lagos revealed itself in stark contradictions.

Below them, men, women, and even children paddled narrow wooden canoes across the murky black water of the lagoon, moving with calm familiarity as though the stench rising from below did not exist. The smell hit Karla in wavesrotting waste, stagnant water, smoke, and fuelso strong it made her wrinkle her nose.

Clusters of wooden houses balanced precariously on stilts above the water, their rusty tin roofs weighed down by years of neglect. Thin coils of smoke curled upward from open cooking fires, wrapping themselves lazily around the structures. Farther down, a sawmill burned heaps of sawdust, sending thick clouds of gray smog into the already polluted air. The smoke blended with the exhaust fumes from hundreds of vehicles on the bridge, forming a dense haze that lingered like a permanent veil over the city.

Karla inhaled carefully, her nostrils tingling as the smell settled into her senses. Yet despite everythingthe dirt, the congestion, the decayshe could not look away.

In the distance, the skyline of Lagos Island rose proudly against the brightening sky. Tall buildings stood shoulder to shoulder, their facades darkened by decades of fog and pollution. She imagined that once, long ago, they must have gleamed with color and promise. Now they looked weathered, battle-scarred, but still standingmuch like the city itself.

The bus lurched again, snapping her out of her thoughts.

This was Lagos. Brutal, beautiful, and unapologetic.

By the time the bus finally dropped her off and she completed the rest of the journey, Karla felt as though her body no longer belonged to her. Every muscle ached from the long ride, her head throbbed faintly, and her stomach growled in protest. Still, when the tall iron gates of her aunt’s house finally opened and she stepped inside, a strange calm washed over her.

“Oh Karla, thank God you arrived safely.”

She found herself enveloped in Aunt Maia’s arms before she could fully take in her surroundings. The embrace was warm and tight, almost overwhelming in its intensity. Caught off guard by the effusive welcome, Karla hugged her back tentatively, unsure how to respond.

The awkwardness between them was unmistakablethick, heavy, and impossible to ignore. Karla wondered if her aunt felt it too, or if she was simply better at pretending it wasn’t there.

Aunt Maia stepped back and smiled at her, holding her at arm’s length as though to inspect her properly. She was tall and light-skinned, much like Karla herself. Her cotton nightgown skimmed her slim figure, simple yet elegant. Apart from faint lines around her eyes, she looked very much like the woman Karla remembered from old black-and-white photographs in dusty family albums back home.

As they spoke, Aunt Maia led her through a wide hallway into the living room.

“Sorry,” her aunt said, gesturing vaguely as they walked. “It would have taken too long for Ade to collect the car and then go all the way to the bus station to pick you up. And with this Lagos traffic...” She shook her head knowingly.

“I didn’t mind making my way here,” Karla replied politely. “It just took a while for the bus to get over the bridge. It was packed with cars coming into the cityrush hour, I guess.”

Aunt Maia stopped and turned to look at her sharply. “You got here okay? You didn’t miss your way?”

Karla hesitated for half a second before answering. “I did, actuallybut it was fine in the end. I have to say, the people here are more helpful than I was told. Lagos isn’t so bad.”

Her aunt smiled, seemingly relieved, and motioned for her to sit.

Karla sank into the plush fabric sofa with a quiet sigh of relief. The cushion molded perfectly to her tired body, and her muscles seemed to melt into it after hours of enduring hard bus benches. She leaned back, closing her eyes briefly before opening them to take in the room properly.

The living room was vast, with a very high ceiling that made the space feel even larger. Decorative white plasterwork traced elegant patterns along the walls and highlighted the staircase that curved gracefully toward the upper level. The walls were painted a soft cream color, giving the room a warm, airy feel.

Large framed photographs dominated one walltwo beautiful women smiling confidently at the camera. Karla recognized them immediately as her aunt’s daughters, both older than she was. They lived permanently in the United States now, where they had been born. The older one was married, while the younger lived with her as she completed her postgraduate studies.

Two distinct furniture arrangements occupied the room. One was a massive chocolate-brown leather settee with matching armchairs arranged around a heavy, dark-wood center table facing the television. The other was softerfabric sofas in earthy tones positioned closer to the hallway. A subtle lavender scent drifted through the air from fresh flowers placed carefully on the table. Magazines were neatly arranged in a cane basket below.

Everything about the room spoke of wealth, order, and careful taste.

“How was your trip?” Aunt Maia asked, settling into an armchair opposite her. “Have you let your family know you’ve arrived?”

“Yes,” Karla nodded. “I left them a message as soon as we reached the bus station. The journey was smooth. One of the passengers said it took the usual amount of time.”

She paused, then added with a faint smile, “About ten hours.”

“That’s Lagos for you,” her aunt said lightly.

“The bus company lived up to their name,” Karla continued. “They showed movies on board, and there was even an armed security officer. Thank God he wasn’t needed.”

Aunt Maia laughed softly, though something unreadable flickered across her face.

As Karla sat there, taking in the quiet luxury of the room, a strange mixture of emotions stirred inside her. Relief battled with uncertainty. Gratitude wrestled with unease. This house was beautiful, comfortable, and worlds apart from the modest home she had left behindbut it was not hers.

She was a guest here. A dependent. The poor relative.

Her mother’s words echoed faintly in her mind, reminding her to be humble, to be cautious, to remember who she was.

Karla straightened slightly on the sofa and folded her hands in her lap. Whatever awaited her in this citytests, challenges, or uncomfortable truthsshe knew one thing for certain.

She had arrived in Lagos.

And there was no turning back now.
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Chapter 4: Shadows of Expectation
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Karla sat quietly on the sofa, her back resting against the plush cushions, her hands folded neatly in her lap. The exhaustion from the long journey still clung to her body, but her mind refused to slow down. Everything around her felt too unfamiliar, too polished, and too deliberate.

This was not just a houseit was a statement.

Aunt Maia moved with an ease that came from long familiarity with comfort. She crossed the living room and returned moments later with a glass of chilled water, handing it to Karla with a gentle smile.

“Drink this first,” she said. “You must be parched.”

“Thank you, Aunt Maia,” Karla replied, accepting it gratefully.

She took small sips, conscious of the faint citrus taste, wondering idly if it was bottled water or something filtered through machines she had only ever read about. The thought made her smile inwardly. Back home, water was water. Here, even water felt intentional.

“So,” Aunt Maia began, settling back into her armchair, crossing one slim leg over the other, “how does Lagos look to you so far?”

Karla hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “It’s... intense,” she said honestly. “Very busy. But also fascinating.”

Her aunt chuckled softly. “That’s one way to put it. Lagos does not believe in rest. If you blink for too long, it will leave you behind.”

Karla nodded slowly. That sounded like a warning disguised as advice.

“I must say,” Aunt Maia continued, “you handled yourself well today. Many young women
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