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Dedication

This one is dedicated to Idris Elba, who was entirely responsible for this book. Why? Because…“It’s Idris” IYKYK!
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CHAPTER ONE

Ashon

Bel Air, Los Angeles

If I wanted to watch someone lie to my face, I’d go back to the studio and let one of my Oscar-winning actresses give it a try. They wouldn’t succeed entirely, of course, but at least they’d have the decency to fake some chemistry considering the millions I throw at them.

And hell, I might be marginally entertained while I had my time wasted.

The woman seated across from me is already sweating through her silk blouse despite the air-conditioning, blinking as if I’m holding a loaded gun instead of offering a diamond ring the size of a pigeon’s egg.

‘So,’ I say slowly, ‘you’d be my fiancée. For six months, possibly a year. We attend a few galas in Accra and around the world, stay under the same roof at my grandfather’s estate, pretend to be hopelessly in love. And in return, you get half a million dollars and a very shiny piece of jewellery. All subject to complete discretion via an NDA. Are you on board with that?’ Even saying the words that remind me I’m reduced to scheming demeans me but, alas, here we are. Rather, here I am. Forced to indulge in this…farce.

She gulps. ‘You mean, you actually want people to believe this is real? It’s not like…a script or something?’

Lord save me.

‘Thank you for coming,’ I say, standing. ‘Have my assistant call for a car to take you…wherever you need to go.’

I don’t wait for her to scurry out. Or worse, plead her hopeless case, the way I can see she’s gearing up to do.

I rise and stalk to the wall of glass that frames the LA skyline, watching the lights of Sunset shimmer below me. I would punch a wall if I had any hope that the building bitterness and simmering fury would recede. That the glaring waste of my precious time in any way made the end-justifying-the-means feel any better.

It doesn’t.

Fake love. Pretend devotion. Just enough performance to satisfy my grandfather’s demands and unlock a legacy that should already be mine with no strings attached. One that should’ve been signed over to me on my thirtieth birthday if the old man wasn’t, all these decades later, mired in the same mind games he seemed to think he excelled at.

I’d planned on never going back to Ghana any time soon—at least while he was alive—not even to reclaim my birthright. Until the opportunity to make a long-denied dream a reality became a siren call I couldn’t resist. Even then, I’d set my sights elsewhere, far away from prying family eyes and unwanted interference.

But then Nana Biney the Third, my esteemed grandfather and a man who despised being ignored, rose as if he were a spectre I couldn’t ignore. He called not to check in on his eldest grandson, or heaven forbid, to come within a blink of confessing that he’d missed me. No, that would be the epitome of weakness. The Bineys were very many things, but never, ever weak.

No, he’d called to deliver his late ultimatum in that clipped, royal tone that still managed to gut me as if I were a boy who’d disappointed him—again.

‘Until you prove you’re committed to legacy and family,’ he’d said, ‘you will not inherit the township. It will go to Theo.’

Theo.

My cousin. The poisoned clincher to end all clinchers and the one pressure point guaranteed to sting. The one thing my grandfather had known would light a fire where all else had failed.

That smug bastard could barely locate his morals, let alone manage the infrastructure of a developing film hub.

We’d grown up shoulder-to-shoulder—two alphas forever jostling for the same spotlight—but our visions had diverged as if split railway lines.

Theodore Biney, all Savile Row polish and architectural swagger, who’d once turned a boutique hotel in Lisbon into a gaudy money pit just to impress a super-model investor. He loves projects that make headlines as much as he loves the blueprints themselves. He can sketch a gravity-defying hotel at breakfast and negotiate its funding by lunch. What he can’t resist is turning every triumph into a monument to Theodore. Hand him Obibini’s land and I know he’ll chase dazzling towers first, community storytelling second.

The prospect of surrendering my father’s dream to a cousin who’d rather win the world’s gaze than nurture its voices knots my stomach. Which is exactly why I’m standing here, plotting the perfect fiancée, the perfect performance. A future Nana can’t veto, because I’ll bend every Hollywood contact before I let Theodore Biney’s ego become the face of Africa’s first world-class studio.

The enclave—Nkyinkyim—was everything I’d been building towards. A chance to bring African storytelling to life. A pipe dream realised against all odds and creating real, much-needed jobs. Opportunity. Pride. A long-denied voice on the global stage.

Hunting for a real fiancée—the tabloids would feast—had been a non-starter, of course. Not after my last attempt at a relationship had hit the skids faster than a stunt car on a rain-soaked backlot.

Delphine had shown me very quickly how false affection turns to dollar signs. The moment our involvement hit Page Six, her lawyers hit me with a revised NDA and a clause for ‘image-maintenance payments’.

She’d loved my studio clout and billions a whole lot more than my admittedly tough to crack heart, and when I pulled the plug on our liaison she’d barely waited till sunset before she’d sold the break-up story for six figures.

Intimacy, legacy and fortune mix as if oil and acid. I’m not offering a real-life liaison—and access to half my net worth—to another heartless opportunist. That lesson has been well-learned.

A fake fiancée I can control, along with a scripted romance I can exit. That is what will aid in achieving my ultimate goal.

Messy and patently false feelings won’t blindside me if I know from day one they’re not part of the contract.

My grandfather, with one phone call filled with oiled threats and blatant manipulation, had boiled down years of hard work, pride swallowing, strategy and counter-strategy to whether I was in love. Or worse, whether I intended to procreate.

And based on the answer I’d needed to provide during that dreadful conversation, everything I’d worked for would all go to hell unless I produced a woman. A partner. A showpiece of tradition and affection. Someone Nana Biney would deem ‘suitable’.

So here I am, reduced to scrambling for talent to stage the most important role in my life.

Fake it until I make it.

Whirling from the window, I drop behind my desk, lean back in the leather chair, fingers steepled, gaze fixed on the next hopeful young actress sat across from me.

She’s all gloss and curated charm, every movement precise—her smile, her beautiful dark chocolate skin, her laughter, even the way she crosses her legs as if in First Lady poise.

And yet…she’s not real enough to fool a Biney, never mind Nana Biney himself.

No, most definitely not him. The man who spent decades standing at the shoulders of presidents and prime ministers, whispering pearls of wisdom none dared ignore.

He’d earned himself royalty status from that. A status he’d passed down, with very many strings attached, to his progeny. Strings he wielded like the master puppeteer he is.

‘I can be whatever you need me to be,’ the actress purrs, voice syrupy with promise. Sweet to the point of sickly. ‘A wife. A girlfriend. A mistress. A who—’

I lift my hand and offer a tight smile to stop this debacle before it goes any further. She would be lucky to utter a single word in my grandfather’s presence before he had her thrown out. Like they always do, she gears up to plead her case. I glance at my assistant, Renée, who springs into action from the corner of the room.

‘Thank you. We’ll be in touch,’ Renée says briskly.

The actress leaves, hips swaying as if she’s still auditioning.

The moment the door shuts, I scrub a hand down my face. ‘This is a waste of time.’

‘Well,’ Renée says without looking up from her iPad, ‘your impatience aside, it’s still the perfect solution to your problems. You want your inheritance and your production house. Your grandfather wants to see you settled. In love. Or at the very least committed-adjacent. A small price to pay if you ask me.’

I swallow the growl building in my throat, the utter loathing of the trap closing in on me. ‘I’d rather jump off a bridge.’

Renée arches a brow. ‘There’s always option B. Forget the studio deal and let Nana B gloat from his ancestral throne while he parcels your birthright to this cousin to build his questionable monument.’

I glare at her poorly disguised reverse psychology. She’s not wrong. That’s the worst part. My grandfather would carry through with his threat without a second thought. Many had called his bluff in the past and lived to regret it. And it stuck deep in my craw that he’d found the perfect counter to my next move—to block my every contingency, at least on the African continent for as long as he lived.

I already tried to circumvent him once and been summoned to see Nana’s lawyers who’d made it clear.

The Biney Trust would tangle me up in court for years before he released the land or the substantial thirty-year endowment funding that came with it—the funds I needed for my legacy project, Obibini Studios. I’d been firmly told that unless I publicly ‘demonstrated stability and commitment worthy of the family name’ any attempts to fund a similar project elsewhere would not succeed.

Their words. Not mine. As if I needed a surround sound echo of my grandfather’s words. As if their collective voices didn’t boil down to ‘find a woman’. Fast.

That’s your best and only short-term option.

The underlying message beneath the insult is even louder.

Because as important as you think you are, you’ll never be enough on your own.

And that?

That’s the fucking knife in my gut.





Forty-eight hours later and my patience is a fraction of paper-thin.

I’ve interviewed models, actresses, even a minor royal. The next few candidates blur together—Instagram-famous, fashion-forward, all airbrushed perfection and zero soul. Hell, it’s almost as if they’ve taken a leaf out of Delphine’s book to be all polish and no substance. I stifle a bark of acid laughter to think perhaps they’ve done exactly that. Delphine’s exit was deliberate, loud and extremely public after all.

Renée tries her best to keep things professional, but even she’s yawning by the fifth ‘I believe in true love’ and ‘I’m the perfect candidate for you’ monologues.

‘I swear,’ I mutter after the sixth exit, ‘if one more of them says she’d die for me, I’ll test it.’

Renée laughs…until my deadly serious face causes her humour to whittle away. ‘You’ve been in Hollywood too long. You forget the art of subtle lies.’

I lean forward, elbows on my knees, making an effort to unclench my jaw and release my bitterness for a moment so I can just…breathe. Telling subtle lies is one thing, but seeing—to a single one of these candidates—the glint in their eyes when they scan the academy award trophies behind me, and the naked ambition beyond the role I’m offering, has bile crawling up my throat. Maybe that’s my problem—the inability to divorce myself from the disaster to end all disasters labelled Delphine.

‘I built a damn empire from nothing. Sold my first script on spec. Got Variety’s “One to Watch” before I turned thirty. But none of that means anything to him.’

Renée pauses for a moment, then sighs. Approaching the chair just vacated by the last candidate, she sits down. I know what’s coming and, unlike many subordinates, she’s not shy about voicing her opinion. As my oldest and most loyal employee, in a world based on fleeting connections and make-believe, she’s earned her right to speak her mind. Even when I don’t want to hear it.

‘He’s old school. Ghanaian royalty wrapped in brocade and power and entitlement. No one has said no to him in decades. But…is there a reason to think he’s just adding strings on a project he wants to make happen, too?’

‘No,’ I say bitterly. ‘He’s disappointed. Always has been. I chose stories over steel mills. Lights over cocoa farms. Every trip home he reminded me that I’d let him down.’ Memory sears harder. ‘He called my work childish. Fiction. Weak.’

Renée closes her iPad, sensing the crack beneath the surface.

‘You don’t want to go back,’ she says gently.

‘No.’ I stand, jaw tight. ‘Not like this and not under his say-so. Because every time I do, he tries to remind me that I’m still that boy in the guest wing—an heir in name only. Never enough. I despise that he’s forcing my hand. Using what matters most.’

Obibini Studios is my vision of African cinema, told without apology or foreign filters. Ghanaian stories, Ghanaian talent, shot on our soil with global scale.

It’s everything I hadn’t dared to dream of as a boy. A reality within the palm of my hand.

And it’s hanging on the illusion of a relationship I don’t want, with a woman I’m paying to play a role and therefore can’t trust as far as I can throw her. All for the approval of a master manipulator I no longer respect.

A growl escapes before I can stop it.

Renée checks the list, ever the assistant eager for forward momentum. ‘We’ve got two more tomorrow. One of them is a model-slash-activist. The other’s a tech heiress who’s been to rehab, but she’s clean now. She’s been to Ghana a few times during Detty December. Loves it there. She might just swing it for you.’

I grunt, doubting that. Dirty or ‘Detty’ December has become the catchphrase for the near hedonism in Accra and the surrounding cities. As much as I loved the tourism and cultural boom it’d brought to the country, I doubt a woman fresh from rehab was the right person to plunge into an atmosphere like that.

Still, I look up when a glass slides across my desk. It’s filled with two shots of my favourite cognac. ‘Is this sympathy or a preamble to more bad news,’ I gripe.

Renée grimaces at my arid tone. ‘It’s a don’t-bite-my-head-off-but…’

‘But what?’

‘But unless you want to start taking out your own trash and cooking your own meals, you need to pick a name from the list of housekeepers I sent you on Monday.’

Did I despise the fresh grip of tension that seized my middle? Very, very much. ‘Remind me again why I pay several agencies and minions to handle this and yet you’re bothering me with this?’

Renée rolls her eyes. Heaven bless her for being old enough to be my mother, therefore necessitating my ingrained imperative—as a well-brought up Biney of the Great Ghana Bineys—to treat her with the utmost respect.

‘Because you said something about not wanting another Cilla on your hands.’

A brand-new sensation, dirty and shaming, rises to join the tension. Sadly, I did say those words. But out of a healthy dose of self-loathing. And yes, a respectable amount of bitterness and chagrin too.

Because didn’t I swear heaven and earth against another Delphine, only to end up with a stealthier, more cunning version? One with sensible shoes and a seemingly genuine smile who’d found a chink I would’ve sworn wasn’t present until she’d exposed it.

So yes, it was true I didn’t want another one of her to ever cross my threshold. I live in a town where gold-digging was birthed. You would think I’d have that reminder emblazoned on my forehead or something.

And yet Cilla Rockson, the housekeeper who once moved as if shadows across my Bel Air mansion, her eyes always a fraction too sharp, too aware—had proved she had a talent for living up to the label. I’d suspected it. Succeeded in avoiding it.

Until the night my world burned to ash, and I reached for her as a drowning man would a life jacket. Except it’d been a jacket riddled with holes and subterfuge.

We had one night. One reckless, unforgettable night. The kind of sex not even the best director in the world could replicate on the silver screen. The kind that made even cynical poets scrounge up a meaningful line or sonnet. All. Fucking. Lies.

I drifted into a half-dream afterward, drowsy with grief and sated with sex, only to wake before dawn to a cool bed and the kind of foreboding that guaranteed box office. I’d found her, drawn by the sound of papers rustling. There’d she’d been, her hair still wild from my fingers, standing in my private study, phone light glinting as she hovered over documents she’d had no business looking at.

‘Couldn’t sleep,’ she’d said when I appeared in the doorway, forcing a smile. ‘Thought I’d tidy.’ The story was flimsy, but I swallowed it, tugged her back to bed, convinced myself paranoia would ruin the memory faster than truth. Yet my gut snarled. Continued to snarl until a deeper background check had revealed that indeed, a UCLA dual-degree talent like she possessed doesn’t spend six months scrubbing marble for minimum wage unless she’s mining something more valuable.

At sunrise she was gone, her uniform returned, a terse resignation letter on a kitchen napkin. Security footage confirmed the punch in my stomach. She’d snapped photos of my private documents about Obibini Studios the moment she thought I was out cold.

So I did what every Biney heir is taught—erase the threat before it spreads. I told myself it was just protocol, that the woman who polished my floors had played me. But no amount of blacklisting has erased the truth that haunts every night since—it wasn’t a lapse in judgement. And dammit, it was also the most visceral connection I’ve ever experienced, aided no doubt by the weight of my grief, but nevertheless…a connection that still caught me hard and raw when I allowed myself to dwell on it. Which I absolutely wasn’t going to keep doing now.

Did it grate that she’d quit before I could locate the words to fire her? Sure.

I’d














































































































































EPILOGUE

Ashon

The vast lawn of the new Obibini Studios proposed compound shimmers under late-afternoon sun, awash in blinding white parasols and the low thrum of Afrobeats music.

I can feel the ground vibrate with expectation—our guests, the press, the whole of Africa’s creative scene waiting to baptise this place with applause—and yet every sound seems to muffle when I look at my wife.

Reporters crowd the step-and-repeat we had flown in from Paris, camera flashes popping like restless fireflies, but their lenses keep sliding in our direction.

They can’t help it. No one can when Cilla’s in the frame.

She stands in a jewel-green sheath that kisses every curve motherhood left behind, her braids woven into a coronet that gleams beneath the sun. Cradled against her heart in a butter-yellow wrap is Amélia Afua Biney, our twelve-week-old miracle, already surveying the world with the same toffee-dark eyes that once brought Hollywood executives to heel.

God, I’m helpless in the presence of these two women.

I adjust the baby’s blanket, brushing a kiss over Cilla’s temple. ‘You’re luminous,’ I whisper. ‘If I were a sane man I’d keep you hidden, but the world deserves to see what real royalty looks like.’

She tips her head back, offers me that half-moon smile that still wrecks my pulse. ‘Behave, Mr Biney. You have a kingdom to dedicate.’

I should be nervous, but her confidence buoys me. I turn and notice Nana’s gilt chair—empty, conspicuously so—but the old man’s absence feels like freedom, not a hollow space. Tonight belongs to our daughter, to Cilla and to the stories we’ll tell.

As I guide her through the crowd, we pause to greet family, industry giants and one or two strategically invited frenemies. But just before we step onto the platform, I notice Cilla’s gaze snag on something—or someone—across the courtyard.

Her brows knit together. ‘Is that…why is Theo glaring at Tessa?’

I glance over. Sure enough, my cousin looks like he’s been sucker-punched by the vision of her cousin in cobalt silk. And Tessa? She’s pretending to be unmoved, but the fire in her eyes says otherwise.

Cilla leans in, voice low. ‘Do you know what happened between them?’

I smirk. ‘No. But that’s their story to tell.’

When I stride to the podium, applause washes over me in warm waves. The giant screen behind freezes on the last frame of Tides of Tomorrow, the Botswana—Ghana docudrama Cilla midwifed into greatness.

Cannes hailed it, BAFTA short-listed it and I would trade every statuette for the glow on her cheeks right now.

I clear my throat and the crowd stills. Yeah, I might be humbled in many ways, but that never gets old.

‘This studio began as a promise to my father—Kwame Biney—who taught me that stories outlive stone. Tonight, I dedicate our first film to him…and to the woman who taught me to fight for something greater than legacy.’

I turn to my wife, my compass. My everything.

‘Cilla, every frame carries your courage. Every note of the score echoes your heartbeat. Thank you for giving our daughter a world where love and justice share the same screen.’

Flashbulbs flare, but my gaze never leaves hers.

She lifts trembling fingertips to her lips, pride and tenderness blazing brighter than the spotlights. In that look, I read the whole journey: Bel-Air, Cap Ferrat, Botswana, heartbreak, forgiveness and the future refused to surrender.







Hours later the city sighs itself to sleep, interrupted by the faintest horn blasts even at this time. Moonlight pours silver across the nursery’s pastel walls. Amélia breathes to soft lullabies from her bassinet while Cilla smooths her blanket, gentler than dawn.

I lean in the doorway, arms folded, reverence lodged in my throat. Two strides and she’s in my arms, jasmine warmth and quiet triumph moulding to my chest.

‘I never believed in fate until you,’ I murmur, letting the words vibrate against her ear. ‘I didn’t know what home was until I found it in your arms.’

She shivers, my steel-spined warrior undone by a sentence. ‘Say it again.’

I frame her face, memorising every eyelash. ‘I love you, Cilla Rockson-Biney. More than land, more than legacy, more than every red-carpet dream I ever chased.’

Her answer is a kiss, soft, then luxuriously deep, a signature in ink and sighs across my soul. A tiny foot thumps muslin, Amélia’s sleepy kick feels like applause.

Cilla laughs into my mouth, breath warm. ‘Our critic approves.’

‘Smart girl.’ I nibble her lower lip, hunger curling low. ‘She understands the best films always earn a sequel.’ I slide a palm to her waist, then lower, feeling her melt against me. ‘What would you say, Mrs Biney, if her daddy asked for another co-production?’

Heat flickers in her eyes, a sunset I want to drown in. She leans up, brushes her mouth along my jaw, voice coy. ‘I might already be ahead of you, Mr Biney.’

My heart stalls, then soars. ‘You’re— Are you?’

She presses a finger to my lips. ‘Tomorrow’s story. Tonight, just hold me.’

We sway by the bassinet, moonlight painting our silhouettes into one.

Outside, Accra’s night hums on, unaware that inside this quiet room a legacy far richer than trophies or acreage has rooted itself—growing, kicking and multiplying.

And as her cheek rests over my heartbeat, I vow that every sequel we create—on screen or in life—will be co-directed, co-written and bathed in the same unstoppable light that began with a single, reckless kiss.







Keep reading for an excerpt from ROYALLY HIS IN HATE by Caitlin Crews.
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