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Layla

THE TERMINAL AT GALEÃO Airport throbbed like a living organism, a cacophony of languages, nervous laughter, stifled sobs, and a line of luggage carts crawling like harried ants. Outside, the Rio summer heat made the tarmac shimmer, seeming to melt under the late afternoon sun.

Beside me, Lucila Andrade, the college friend I shared a studio apartment with in Duque de Caxias, sipped a coconut water and jiggled her leg.

When I was orphaned at eighteen, left with no money and no way to pay the rent on our place in Jacarepaguá, it was she who’d extended a hand—or rather, who’d opened the door to the tiny apartment in Duque de Caxias where we split the fridge and the bills. With my mother gone two years already and no other family to speak of, I’d accepted fast. The move was a shock, but I adapted quickly.

Now, her leg jiggled with nerves, her eyes glittering with poorly disguised envy and the panic of seeing me leave. Or hunger. With her, you could never tell.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I’m telling you for the last time, okay?” she murmured, not even looking at me. “This whole thing about taking the prize money is stupid. Leave it here with me, it’s safer. What if you get mugged in Dubai?”

I held back a laugh. This was the eighteenth time—yes, I was counting—she’d said something like that. Just today!

The prize in question was ten thousand reais, the fruit of a short story written at midnight during a blackout, a sleepless night full of inspiration. The tale had won a literary contest, beating out over a hundred and thirty thousand entries.

“If you don’t bag yourself a rich husband over there, honey, just give up,” she commented, not bothering to hide her mocking tone. “Six months without getting any! Your nethers must be an archaeological dig site by now.”

I ignored the jab. Some secrets—like the fact that at twenty-three I was still holding onto my virginity—weren’t worth sharing.

“Is that editor woman even going to show?” she grumbled. “Told you it was a scam. You’re gonna miss this flight, girl.”

That was just her way. She talked too much, judged everything, but she’d offered me a roof when no one else would. Even if she charged for it in daily installments, with interest and sarcasm.

And now, she was referring to the other part of the prize: an all-expenses-paid, two-week trip to the Middle East.

“She’s probably on her way,” I murmured, the calm in my voice barely masking the anxiety and excitement.

My eyes scanned the crowd, but there was nothing.

“It’s a con, I told you.”

Then, after a few minutes, to my immense relief, an elegant woman strode toward me with hurried, purposeful steps.

“Miss Machado? I’m Maria Baptista, from Limitless Publishing. My apologies for the delay, the traffic was hellish. Here is your ticket, hotel, tours, everything included. Congratulations.”

“Books don’t make money,” Lucila piped up, not missing a beat. “If she were smart, she’d be on OnlyFans. That innocent face with some literary content? She’d be out of this dead-end life and a millionaire in a week.”

The woman pretended not to hear. So did I. I was used to the toxic cocktail of resentment and affection that was living with Lucila.

“Well, thank you so much for coming.”

We said our goodbyes and I went to check in. In the Emirates Airlines line, I tested my Arabic.

“As-salámu alaikum.” I smiled at the attendant. “Ana ismi Layla wa ana min al-Brazil.”

“Alaikum as-salaam,” she replied, her smile widening. “Very good! You speak Arabic?”

“My mother taught me the basics,” I smiled, omitting the sleepless nights with language apps and borrowed books, studying alone, because my mother only knew a few phrases and even then only spoke them when she thought I wasn’t listening. But nobody needed to know that.

I had no luggage to check—I didn’t have much in the closet anyway, as five years of fending for myself didn’t allow for frivolous spending on clothes.

At our final goodbye, Lucila pulled me into a hug.

“See if you can snag a sheikh to marry over there.”

“What’s with your marriage obsession!” I smiled. “I’d rather become a best-selling writer.”

“Then get going and get inspired, girl,” she said, giving me a gentle push.

I said goodbye. Before entering the Federal Police screening area, I turned and shouted back:

“But if a sheikh who reads Virginia Woolf shows up, I’ll consider it.”

I waved and walked on. Heart racing, passport in hand, my entire soul hurling itself toward the unknown.

Between the Brazil that raised me and the desert that was calling, I was about to begin writing—finally—my own story.
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Sayyid

THE SUNLIGHT STUBBORNLY tried to penetrate the mirrored glass of the conference room adjoining my office. The silent air conditioning maintained a civilized temperature despite the blistering heat outside, where, unprotected, nothing could survive the power of that boiling star.

From up here, Dubai Bay looked like a piece of modern art. Yachts glided across the water, while closer in, towers of glass and concrete tore at the horizon.

Everything here was calculated to the millimeter. Beautiful, impressive, and, deep down, false. A facade created to sell the idea of a modern, open, progressive society—compared to the rest of the Arab world, perhaps we even were.

Behind me, through the open doors, the screen in my office displayed, in real time, the frantic dance of the diamond market. Numbers rising and plummeting in red and green, as if the entire world boiled down to those figures. Luxury? Yes. But here, even opulence had a function.

“The diamonds from Russia arrived this morning,” said my brother Hassan, pulling me from my thoughts and fixing me with that serious gaze he’d inherited from our father. “They say the stones will exceed expectations, with an exceptional Aurora pattern.”

“This auction will be the biggest since the Geneva Expo,” I remarked, leaning back in my chair. “And with the stones arriving tomorrow from Ngenge”—I said, referring to our middleman in Africa—“we’ll have exactly what everyone wants. It’s time to cement Aurum as the world’s largest diamond distributor and finally launch our exclusive jewelry line.”

“It’s also the perfect time to attract the wrong kind of attention,” he said, his eyes resting on me. “The article in the Financial Times raised valid suspicions about miner exploitation, and to make it worse, we’re buying from two countries under investigation. The pressure is mounting, Sayyid, and it worries me.”

Diamond production was a dirty business. Beyond the pollution, the open wound on the landscape, there were the problems of human and labor rights abuses.

“You worry too much,” I said with a lazy smile, swirling my teacup. “There’s nothing illegal about buying Kimberley-certified stones. If anyone has doubts, let them go after the governments. We sell beauty, not blood.”

Hassan sighed, leaning back in his chair. He was always the more sensible of the two of us, and words like limit, ethics, and transparency appeared in his vocabulary, treated with an almost irritating reverence.

Not that I didn’t believe in what they represented, but I believed more in results from words like profit, strength, and power.

“You should consider slowing down,” he continued, picking up his vibrating phone. “Not everything has to be a high-stakes gamble.”

“And what’s the point of living, if there’s no risk?”

Congo, Angola, Mozambique... all these countries had one thing in common: a formal, monitored industry, and a clandestine one, dominated by wildcat miners and local mafias, but that never scared me. They wanted money, and that, we had in spades. Besides, having Renzo Bellini, a capo of the ‘Ndrangheta, as a partner gave me an advantage few in the market could boast.

“Shall we go down?” Hassan asked, standing up, seeming eager to leave.

“The diamonds are secure?” I inquired, wanting to be sure, as I hadn’t seen them yet.

“Obviously, in the vault,” he replied, typing a message on his phone before slipping it into his trouser pocket.

“Excellent.”

I rose with the calm of someone who already knows he’s won before the game even begins. I threw one last glance at the screen—the prices were soaring, fueled by rumors of the auction which, by its mere existence, was already making half the market lose sleep and the other half, money.

“I’m still worried about this expansion to multiple exhibition nights around the world, besides Kuala Lumpur and Hong Kong,” he commented, his brow slightly furrowed. “The insurance on the stones alone is a heavy investment.”

“We need to take risks to grow, my dear brother.” I smiled, unconcerned, my trademark. “Aurum didn’t reach the top by playing it safe. Have faith, Hassan.”

From the private crystal elevator, the city looked like a luxury toy from up high; on the other side, you could see life pulsing within the hotel. I pressed the button for the ground floor and the elevator shot down, swallowing the floors, and when the doors opened in the lobby, we were greeted by the unmistakable sound of slot machines.

If a guest was willing to have fun or, perhaps, waste a little money, they just had to head to the casino, the territory of my partner, Renzo Bellini. Inside, false promises shone as brightly as the blinking lights, accompanied by laughter in so many languages the place seemed like a kind of Tower of Babel in a luxury-and-decadence version.

Hassan checked his watch again.

I smiled, about to comment on his haste, when the breath caught in my throat.

She was there, near the casino entrance. Young, out of place, almost naive, like someone who’d wandered by mistake into a world that wasn’t theirs.

Her light brown eyes were wide, somewhat hypnotized by the organized chaos around her. Her skin had a golden tone and her hair, almost black, was tied in a thick braid that fell down her back. The dress was simple, without any detail, just fabric over her body; her posture, unpretentious, almost disconnected from this world of neon, Champagne, and glitter. It was impossible not to notice: she did not belong here.

But there was something more: a natural, fresh beauty, impossible to replicate by any cosmetic procedure—or whatever women did to try and achieve it.

She was like an exotic flower growing amidst precious stones. So out of context that, paradoxically, she became even more impossible to ignore. She made no sense whatsoever in this setting, and perhaps that was exactly what ignited in me a curiosity I hadn’t felt in a long time. And with it, a raw desire. Almost primitive.

It would be a crime to pluck that flower, I knew. I might even break it in the process. But I had no doubt. I would have her.

I signaled to the oldest and most discreet of my security men, who approached immediately.

“Jalid,” I whispered, without taking my eyes off her. “Find out who she is.” I made a subtle gesture toward the woman. “Name, where she’s staying, what she came here to do. And send me the report by the end of the day.”

“Yes, Sir.” The man nodded and disappeared into the crowd.

“Don’t you ever tire of this dissolute life, Sayyid?” Hassan asked, noticing my interest. “Marriage has its advantages, you know. Sleeping beside the same woman, knowing someone is waiting for you at home...”

“For you, perhaps,” I replied, amused. “I prefer my freedom.”

“It’s not a prison. It’s peace.”

“Peace bores me,” I murmured.

“You should try it,” he continued, walking beside me toward the hotel entrance, opposite the casino’s. “Our mother told me she’s selected a few families with very interesting young ladies...”

“Hassan,” I interrupted him, because he was about to repeat the speech my mother had been hammering into me ever since she managed to marry him off five years ago. “I’m happy you’re satisfied with that life, but it’s not for me, brother. I like... variety.”

“I think I’m excited about Maya’s appointment with the obstetrician today,” he commented, a tender smile appearing on his lips at the mention of his wife’s name. “We’re going to confirm the baby’s sex.”

“That’s good news, brother. May it come with health,” I responded, clapping him on the shoulder. “It would be good if it were a boy, since you already have girls at home. But whatever the sex, I hope it gives you trouble.”

He laughed, shaking his head, already accustomed to my way of turning everything into provocation, and we moved on.

“I want to see Ngenge’s diamonds and the certificates before we finalize the lot for the auction,” I said, returning to what really mattered.

“Don’t worry, Hassan, if we don’t have total security, we sell them off the books,” I advised, because I’d already set up the scheme. “You worry too much.”

“One day, Sayyid, you’ll realize we’re not just owners of hotels, precious stone mines, jewelry stores. We are Al Fayed. And a surname like ours demands heirs.”

“I’m counting on you to produce them,” I said, smiling. “Now go make sure the next one is a warrior who can sit on the throne.”

Hassan said goodbye with a quick hug before disappearing through the revolving door.

I went straight to the casino, already looking for the woman who had caught my attention.

It didn’t take long to find her. And, to my luck, she was just untying the straps of her sandal and taking it off her foot.

I’d always had a fetish for well-made feet, and hers, just a few meters away, were simply perfect.

She removed a small stone that had gotten caught in the straps and, slowly, fastened the cords again, weaving them around her ankle.

I took a deep breath, as if I could inhale her scent, and sought her hands with my gaze. Neither on the fingers of her left hand, nor her right, was there a ring or a wedding band, which told me she was single.

As if she felt she was being watched, she turned her face and our eyes met. For a second—a single, certain second—something exploded in the middle of my chest and electrified my entire body. Unwillingly, a smile spread across my lips.

She lowered her eyes and turned her back to me.

I felt my eyebrows arch. It wasn’t common to be ignored like that. In fact, thinking about it, it was rare. Very rare. Not that I thought myself irresistible, but I’d never had problems before.

Maybe she was taken, or my smile had crossed a line without me realizing. I shrugged and headed to the restaurant, where one of my partners in the events business was already waiting for me.

We settled the final details of the events: the schedule for private parties, the VIP guest list, and the deadline for sending the names one week prior. Security would be reinforced, especially because of the international artists we’d hired.

During the auction period, the calendar would be full of closed-door events, all budgeted at absurd figures, with premium drinks and sophisticated women, something that only happened inside five-star hotels, where alcohol consumption and gambling were officially restricted to foreigners. Some guests needed what we called a special code—fake identities so as not to compromise their families while they met with call girls. The Europeans, always more expensive, tended to be the least problematic.

But it wasn’t my place to regulate anyone’s morals. Everyone dealt with their own beliefs, choices, and addictions. Business was business.

Back in my office, I dropped into the leather armchair and thought of the girl again. There was something about her...

The intercom buzzed, cutting off my reverie. Omar, my secretary, had a list of pending calls, and I needed to ensure everything was impeccable for the auction. I pressed a button and the blinds closed, isolating my office from the world outside. I resolved each pending matter with my usual efficiency, until one last call remained: Fatima’s, a friend with benefits, let’s say. She lived in Congo. Beautiful, discreet, fun, and with zero pretensions, aside from a few good nights of casual sex, exactly how I liked it.

However, with the auction pressure, it had been a while since I’d had an excuse to go there. Like any healthy forty-three-year-old man, I appreciated sex, and it had been longer than I’d like since I’d last fucked.

I didn’t take women to bed here in Dubai. Only on my trips. Was it inconvenient? Very, but it spared me two things: trouble and my mother pressuring me to marry.

Yet, I hesitated before asking Omar to place the call.

Because, in my mind, it wasn’t Fatima who appeared. It was her. The unknown woman from the lobby.

My email pinged and I opened the inbox, clicking on Jalid’s report. Even knowing Aurum’s high standards, I had to admit: he’d outdone himself. Less than three hours and there was a complete dossier on the girl. The man had eyes and contacts in every corner, from immigration departments to forgotten registry offices in the middle of Brazilian suburbs.

I printed the file to read carefully. A photo of Layla, captured by a casino security camera, headed the report. Even in pixels, there was something in her expression that made me pause for a second.

CONFIDENTIAL REPORT

Full name: Layla Machado

Place of birth: Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

Date of birth: July 27, 23 years old

Father: Carlos Antônio Machado, civil engineer, deceased, cardiac arrest. Brazilian. Father and mother from Minas Gerais, with Portuguese and Italian ancestry.

Mother: Myriam Machado, homemaker, deceased, breast cancer. Brazilian. Adopted by Brazilians. Appeared to have Arab descent, but could not locate either biological mother or father.

There was detailed information about her education—the girl was a genius, but behind in college due to lack of time and money to study and supposedly a falling out with an ex-boyfriend; data on only two ex-boyfriends; recent medical exams, no irregularities; the results of her latest Google searches: What to visit in Dubai?; What to do in Iran; Local laws for women. And a nice surprise: she was staying here at the Golden Sands, in the cheapest suite. I saw he had translated and attached the short story in another file. I printed that too, to read later.

“Interesting.”

I folded the report, smoothing the paper with precision.

Orphan. Writer. Not rich. But her Arab ancestry along with that last item What to do in Iran, paradoxically, bothered me and made her more intriguing.

“Jalid.” I looked out at the view from my office, the Dubai sky already painted orange by the sunset. “I want to know where she is right now. Exactly.”

“Finishing the Golden Tour of the Burj Al Arab, Sir,” he answered immediately, as if expecting the question. “They just served her the cappuccino and gold-dusted tiramisu. She’s at a table alone. Do you want updated photos?”

“No. Keep someone watching her,” I requested, not knowing exactly why. The girl wasn’t the type of woman I got involved with. “But don’t do anything, don’t approach. I’ll handle this personally.”

I hung up and leaned back in my chair, rereading the printed sheet with a furrowed brow.

Layla Machado. A talented young woman, with a life story marked by early losses, above-average intelligence, a rare talent, and an apparent naivety about life. All of that—and something more—awakened an unusual curiosity in me.

I had a serious problem: I loved a challenge, and perhaps I wanted to see what would happen if I struck the match. Would it explode?

I decided I would engineer an accidental meeting. But first I needed to close a few doors.

I pressed the intercom and requested:

“Omar, arrange for the donation of my house in Congo to Fatima. And choose a piece from the new jewelry collection. Send it to her along with a card from you, wishing her good luck, and an arrangement of white chrysanthemums.”

If he had any doubts, my choice of flowers made him understand I was ending my affair with her.

“Would Sir not like to give me some direction regarding the jewelry?” he asked.

“A few candles and a light meal will suffice, but you choose. Something pleasing, of value, but not too expensive, and without any symbolism.”

“Of course, Sir. I’ll arrange everything immediately.”

“Thank you,” I said, grateful for such an efficient secretary.

I stuffed the report into my pocket, grabbed my wallet, and told Jalid I was taking the Bentley. I was already in the elevator when my phone began to vibrate incessantly.

Breaking news alerts, messages from my secretary, from security, app notifications. One after another, so fast I couldn’t read a single one to understand what was happening.

In the lobby, I chose to open a message at random. The floor vanished beneath my feet when I saw the headline.

EXPLOSION KILLS PRINCESS, PRINCE AL FAYED INJURED

The photo was clear and devastating: an explosion had struck head-on the four armored Mercedes-Benz vehicles carrying Hassan, Maya, and their security detail. One no longer even resembled a car, just unrecognizable wreckage. Another was pure twisted metal, swallowed by flames. The two remaining ones, severely damaged. The surrounding scene left no room for doubt. Nor for hope. It was absolute chaos: shattered building windows, debris scattered everywhere... and blood. Blood and pieces of flesh on all sides. A cruel portrait of what remained from an ambush that seemed premeditated and cowardly.

For a moment, the buzzing in my ears drowned out even the noise of the slot machines. And in the next second, I was already sprinting toward the exit, calling the head of Hassan’s security.

No one answered.

Jalid barely had time to open the Bentley’s door before I threw myself inside. Without waiting for orders, he instructed the driver to head straight for the explosion site.

“Tell me what you know,” I ordered, keeping the partition lowered.

“Little, Sir. The car that exploded was Maya’s security vehicle,” he replied, tense. “I’ve already called for reinforcements at the palace and all the hotels.”

The streets were blocked. Sirens wailed. Police had cordoned off the area, but journalists and onlookers crowded behind the barriers.

I leapt from the car before the driver had even come to a complete stop, my heart racing, because the reality was even worse than in the photo. The smell of gasoline, metal, blood, and burnt flesh saturated the air. Crying, the moans of the injured; shouts from paramedics and police.

But nothing was more brutal than the small body, covered by a white sheet in the middle of the asphalt, next to what remained of one of the Mercedes. I didn’t even need to ask.

“I’m so sorry, Your Highness.” The policewoman lowered her eyes. “The princess was in the lead car. She didn’t stand a chance. Your brother was in the rear one; he’s already been taken to the hospital. Inna Lillahi wa inna Ilayhi raji’un.”

Her final phrase pierced me like shattered glass. It was the essence of life and death encapsulated: our inevitable journey began and ended with Allah. I would hear that phrase a great deal over the next three days.

I bowed my head and murmured:

“An-Nawawi.”

Then, I turned to Jalid.

“Oversee the removal and arrange the burial,” I ordered, my voice sharp. “Get the lead investigator’s phone and have him send a preliminary report immediately. I want everything handled by the time I leave the hospital.”

I left him there and turned back to the Bentley. The cameras fixed on me like vultures.

“Sheikh Sayyid! Was this a terrorist attack against the Al Fayeds or the Al Khalifas?”

“Your Highness, is Aurum Diamonds under threat?”

“Prince Sayyid! Is this a move by your competitors?”

I ignored them. But the words stuck. Move. Threat. Terrorists.

I closed the door without slamming it—despite the urge—and pressed the button isolating me from the driver.

It was only then that the weight of those words spoken minutes ago—she didn’t stand a chance—sank in. It made sense.

First, I felt nothing. Then, I felt everything.

Maya was light. Elegance. A breath of warmth in a world made of steel and figures. The woman who could soften Hassan with a smile. Who could even tame me.

And now she was ashes. Along with the baby she was carrying.

Hassan would want blood. So would I.

“Who did this?” I whispered. Only silence answered.

The sirens screamed, but louder still was the sound of the crack. And I knew—without a shadow of a doubt—that this was no accident.

It was a move, a message, an exposed wound on the façade of invincibility of our family and of Aurum. What good was an empire of hotels, resorts, casinos, diamond mines? What use were the billions, the political tentacles, if I couldn’t protect my own?

Yes, Hassan was right. I was Sheikh Sayyid bin Rashid bin Mohammed Al Fayed, Head of the House of Al Fayed. A title I rarely used outside diplomatic circles. I much preferred to be just the CEO of Aurum Diamonds and Golden Sands. But today, the whole world remembered who I really was.

The headlines were already running:

MOVE AGAINST THE HOUSES OF AL KHALIFA AND AL FAYED

TERRORIST ATTACK KILLS PRINCESS, LEAVES PRINCE IN COMA

AURUM DIAMONDS UNDER THREAT

HEAD OF DUBAI ROYAL HOUSE DOES NOT CONFIRM NEXT AUCTION

The markets had reacted before the facts were even confirmed.

“Shit,” the curse escaped, low, acidic.

If we didn’t contain the panic, this could become an irreversible firestorm, and in the world of business, whispers turn to screams in seconds.

I messaged the vice presidents:

Emergency meeting in one hour.

But before the meeting, I needed to stop by the hospital and then my mother’s house. Fuck!

My phone vibrated with a video call. Renzo Bellini. I answered.

On the other end, he appeared on screen, and even Renzo, who had that air of someone never shaken, didn’t seem immune to what had just happened.

“What the hell was that, Sayyid?” he fired off. “What happened to Hassan and his wife?”

“An attack. Hassan is in the hospital. And Maya...” I took a deep breath and spoke the word for the first time: “...has passed.”

“Santo Dio. I didn’t believe it, I had to confirm. I’m so sorry, amico mio,” he said, sincerely grieved. “Count on me for anything.”

“From Allah we come and to Him we return,” I thanked him, responding as I had been taught my whole life: death was the only certainty and we should have patience—but that didn’t mean I accepted it. “Now, answer me, Renzo. Who could it have been?”

He took a deep breath.

“Too early to know.”

“And who leaked the car’s itinerary?” I clenched my jaw. “This wasn’t random. It was personal.”

“Could have been one of yours, one of ours, or a third party interested in chaos.” He leaned forward. “And chaos is useful when no one knows who the enemy is.”

The image of Maya’s body on the asphalt returned, heavy.

“I want names. I want blood, Renzo.”

“Then you need to decide, amico.” He leaned forward, sharp. “Are you going to act as CEO of Aurum? As a prince? Or as Head of the House of Al Fayed? Because, I warn you, by the way it was done, this is a warning and it won’t be the last attack. Not until you show who’s in charge.”

I closed my eyes for a second. And when I opened them, I had already decided.

“I’ll expect you in Dubai.”

He agreed.

“I’ll get organized and be there.”

“Thank you, Habib.”

Condolence messages popped up on my screen and across social media. Sheikh Ebrahim Al Khalifa, President of the UAE and Ruler of Abu Dhabi, Maya’s grandfather. The UAE Prime Minister and the Ruler of Dubai, our cousin, Sheikh Khalil Al Fayed. The King of Bahrain, the Emperor of Japan, the President of the United States, of France, other heads of state, allies, relatives, friends. All offering condolences, support, and condemning what happened. And, of course, separately, demanding answers.

When I arrived at the hospital, the doctor was waiting for me at the door. A familiar face, but one that seemed strange in this context.

“We’ve closed off the entire ICU wing for your brother, Your Highness,” he informed me, signaling for me to follow him.

We went up. He spoke, but the words sounded distant, distorted, as if my mind were drowning in its own silence.

When the doors opened, he held them, letting me pass first. The floor was empty. And in the center, a single bed.

For a few seconds, I didn’t recognize who was there. That man wasn’t Hassan. He was just a marked, burned, injured body. Wrapped in tubes, wires, and monitors.

“He’s in a medically induced coma. We’re monitoring the brain swelling. The next seventy-two hours are crucial,” the doctor explained.

I nodded. Mouth dry, throat locked. I approached and hesitated. His fully bandaged hand seemed too fragile to belong to the man I knew.

The taste that rose in my mouth was bitter. For the first time in years, everything seemed dangerously uncertain and vulnerable. Someone had dared to attack my own flesh and blood.

“I’ll find out who did this, my brother.” I gently squeezed his left shoulder, one of the few spots that wasn’t injured. “And I will avenge them. I swear by Allah.”

This wasn’t just a promise. It was a blood oath.
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[image: ]




Layla

TEN DAYS.

Ten days had passed since I set foot in the United Arab Emirates, and I still felt like I was living a dream, one of those vivid ones. Everything was so intense, different, so far from my routine that my brain was slow to process that it was real.

The past week had been a whirlwind. There was an Arabic calligraphy workshop, where my hands trembled trying to imitate those perfect strokes that looked so simple in the teacher’s hand. Dinners with local authors, where I tried to hide how out of place I felt being introduced as a writer when, in practice, I didn’t even have a published book yet. Still, I found myself completely fascinated. Every conversation, every story, echoed the ones my mother used to tell me.

I’d always known the United Arab Emirates were actually seven kingdoms. Like principalities, each with its own royal family, its own Sheikh. Abu Dhabi was the capital, but Dubai got all the fame, being the largest city and financial hub, where everything really happened. Now, seeing it all up close was unbelievable.

Yesterday morning, my guide took me to see Sharjah, a twenty-minute drive from downtown Dubai, the cultural heart of the Middle East. The place breathed history, with records of occupation stretching back over seven thousand years, and it housed the oldest mosque in the Emirates, from the thirteenth century, and a huge, chaotic, beautiful market that won me over at first glance.

Today, I used my free day to do something I’d always dreamed of: visit Iran. And, to be honest, I was completely enchanted. That stereotype of a desert country, with oil and bearded men in turbans, always serious and praying on Persian rugs, couldn’t be more wrong. Iranians were friendly, welcoming, and the reality here was far richer and more complex than any preconceived idea. Since time was short and there was so much to see, I decided to focus on what fascinated me most: the grand past of the Persian Empire. So, I headed straight for the ancient city of Persepolis, with its famous ruins.

“My mother would have been moved,” I said to Raquel, my Brazilian guide.

Or maybe not.

Myriam, as she was called, never wanted to return to the Middle East after she moved to Brazil. She said Rio de Janeiro was her home. When she’d put me to bed, she’d tell me stories of charming princesses and not-so-charming princes. She’d talk about the exotic perfumes and flavors, the colors of the desert dunes, how they changed. She said she could still hear the echo of the muezzins’ voices calling for prayer. A few rare times, I saw something like longing in her eyes, but most of the time it seemed like she was talking about someone else, especially when she commented on the differences in customs and traditions.

I was only sixteen when she died, but her stories were etched into me. That’s why—and for her—that I wrote The Silent Song of the Desert Sands.

That story was my tribute to her memories, to these distant lands, and to the Arabic confessions she’d whisper when she thought I wasn’t listening.

Even now, it still seemed surreal that I’d won the contest.

According to Lucila, the college friend I shared an apartment with, it was a miracle. I preferred to believe it was just recognition of my talent, or at least, of the power of the story I carried.

The fact was, besides the prize, I’d signed a contract to turn that story into a novel. And somehow, it had opened an airlock in a life that, until then, had been starting to suffocate me.

And, worse, if it were up to my friend—or was she an enemy?—I wouldn’t even be here, but sleeping in my old single bed, in the stuffy studio apartment I shared with her in Duque de Caxias.

I took off my shoe, lifted my long skirt, and dug my toes into the scalding sand. I closed my eyes and lifted my head, thanking this infinite vastness I’d only ever imagined in my mind for bringing me here and giving me this experience, this emotional connection.

“Don’t do that!” the guide, Raquel, exclaimed softly, pulling the scarf over my head, quickly covering my hair.

I startled and quickly dropped my skirt, shoving my foot back into my sandal.

She looked from side to side to see if anyone had seen and explained, “They can arrest you for exposing parts of your body in public, especially your hair.”

“But I’ve seen women with their legs showing,” I commented, adjusting the scarf better.

“In the Emirates, not here in Iran,” she said quietly. “The Emirates are very modern and don’t have such strict rules for foreigners, but here they’re still quite traditional, and women can’t expose their bodies.”

“Even if they’re not Muslim?” I asked.

“Wearing the veil in public is mandatory by law and must cover the neck and all hair,” she murmured. “The religious police can arrest you for up to ten years! It’s the law.”

“A strange law, to say the least,” I said.

She shrugged and whispered, “It’s like everywhere in the world: if you respect the rules, you’re fine.”

I dropped the subject because I didn’t want to argue about something I didn’t fully understand.

Funny how, in the same way I felt connected to my mother and this place, I also saw myself as a stranger. The women walked covered from head to toe in the streets and always two steps behind their husbands. Even in the Emirates, women alone, like me, were rare, but they weren’t bothered. The men were discreet. If they looked, they didn’t do it openly.

Except for him: the man from the casino.

Nothing so far had impressed me as much as he had, and I doubted anything would change that impression.

I saw him on the very first day, when I was still dazed by Dubai’s excessive glitter. He was with another man, probably a relative, given the similarity of their features, wearing a traditional kandurah but without the ghutrah, perhaps because he was indoors. His dark eyes met mine, and it was as if the world slowed down. There was something in that gaze, an intensity that made me feel naked, as if he could read every secret I hid.

And then he smiled. Not a polite smile, but a warm, intimate one, as if he’d known me for years. Something my soul already recognized, even as my mind screamed for logic. As if he were... inevitable.

My chest tightened, the air vanished from my lungs. I had to lower my eyes and turn away because the feeling was so overwhelming it seemed like an omen: that man was going to change everything.

And I, who never believed in fate, for the first time felt as if it had caught up with me, and it wasn’t subtle. It was the kind that shakes you by the shoulders and forces you to understand that yes, there is something greater reserved for you.

The next day, I was in a store at a mall, recovering from the shock of seeing the price of a purse, when I saw him again. He was surrounded by several men, all with rigid postures and serious expressions, and he spoke with authority while the others listened. He seemed like someone powerful.

With my heart beating like a drum, I turned my back and pretended to be interested in another purse. What I really wanted was to hide behind the counter, an impulse I should have followed because his eyes found mine in the mirror. This time, he didn’t smile; he looked worn down, even sad. He paused briefly, as if thinking about what to do, but merely acknowledged me with a slight nod of his head and moved on.

Yesterday afternoon, while I was having tea on the hotel’s second-floor terrace, there he was again. Still looking weary, his expression closed, worried. Again, my heart raced in my chest, and I had to take a hurried last sip because my mouth went dry. His gaze swept the area, as if looking for someone, and when they located me, they stopped. His lips parted in that same slow, seductive smile. Almost predatory. Coincidence? I didn’t wait to find out. I grabbed my bag and stood up. His dark eyes gleamed when he saw my haste. Again, he inclined his head, almost in a greeting, and his long strides carried him in another direction. I felt like a perfect idiot—and why not admit it, a little disappointed—when I saw he was there to meet another man.

The bus driver called for us to return, pulling me from my reverie, as it was getting late.

Back in Dubai, I arrived at the hotel with throbbing feet and a light head, full of ideas that needed to spill onto paper. The suite welcomed me with air conditioning, silence, and solitude. I took off my clothes and stepped into the shower. The hot water streamed over me, relaxing my muscles, washing away the fine desert dust and the uncertainties that still insisted on hiding beneath my skin. I closed my eyes and savored it. For the first time in a long while, I didn’t need to hurry or justify my existence.

I chose a simple black dress and slipped on low-heeled open sandals. I pinned my hair up in a makeshift bun. No high heels or makeup. After all, I was dining with myself tonight.

The lounge had an elegant restaurant—nothing like the rooftop one, which was exceptional, and where I’d dine tomorrow. Since all my meals were included in my stay, that’s where I headed. As I passed the casino entrance, I remembered the Arab man again. Where would he be?

I ordered just a Fattoush, which the waiter suggested I accompany with mint tea. I ate slowly, listening to the piano in the background, hardly believing the luxury of not being pestered by that pain Lucila with her daily complaints, from how much water I used to shower to the fact that I didn’t like drinking from a Coke can and preferred a glass. Jesus! Everything was a reason for her to criticize me.

Enjoying a meal in peace was priceless.

After I finished, driven by a restlessness I couldn’t name, I went to the hotel bar. Only a few couples occupied the silk-upholstered sofas and armchairs. I sat at a corner table and ordered a gin and tonic with lemon—which cost a fortune, since alcohol was only sold in hotels—and watched the place, the coming and going of foreigners, and thought about my next novel.

Maybe I’d write about arranged marriages, since I’d noticed they were still quite common here. I was shocked when I saw the ads in the newspapers: families literally looking for prosperous suitors for their children, describing details like family background, education level, and, of course, wealth. And, believe it or not, it apparently worked. On the other hand, I also read a report about the increase in divorces for, shall we say, curious reasons: like putting too much salt in the food or burning a piece of clothing. And, to top off the absurdity: the judicial conciliator suggested a few light lashes to solve the mistake before proposing divorce.

I leaned back and scoffed. Then, I smiled. If I didn’t get into political or religious details, it would make a good romantic comedy.

I pulled my phone from my bag and started jotting down ideas.

“Is this seat taken?” asked a voice that was deep, gravelly, and velvety all at once, seeming to vibrate in my chest before it even reached my ears.

I looked up, and for a second, my heart forgot to function. It was him.

This time, there was no entourage of men in suits and traditional clothes around him. Only he stood there, his dark eyes gleaming like obsidian in the sun, studying me. His dark brown beard, perfectly trimmed, accentuated the firm lines of his face and didn’t hide a smile that was half charm, half provocation.

His presence filled every space around him, as if the whole world were too small to contain him. His energy simply took over.

“Is it taken?” he repeated, arching an eyebrow slightly and indicating the armchair beside me.

His English was impeccable, but it came wrapped in a guttural, firm, masculine accent that made any phrase sound hotter than it should.

“No, it’s all yours,” I replied, with a voice that surprised me with its steadiness, because the air had vanished from my lungs and a chill had settled in my stomach.

This time, the kandurah had delicate silver-thread embroidery on the cuffs, hem, and collar, worn under an aba, a kind of light gauze cloak-coat, black, also embroidered in silver, as if it were party wear.

“Thank you.” He sat down without ceremony and called the waiter with a lazy gesture. “I hate drinking alone.”

“Is that what you say to all of them?” I asked.

He smiled. And it wasn’t just charm. There was a hint of sarcasm.

“I’ve never before met one with eyes of exile.”

I raised my eyebrows, startled by the perfect definition, but I didn’t want to pursue that line and was saved by the waiter arriving to take his order.

“The usual, please,” he requested and turned back to me. “And I noticed you’re drinking alone.”

“It doesn’t bother me,” I replied.

It was true. At least until a few minutes ago.

“My name is Sayyid.”

I extended my hand.

“Layla,” I said hoarsely, because in that second his large, warm hand enveloped mine.

It was so big it almost swallowed mine completely. His skin was darker, contrasting with my lighter tan.

My body reacted. My sex reacted. Throbbed. My panties grew damp.

I slowly shifted my gaze from our joined hands to look at him. His dark eyes fixed on me as if he could feel that I was overflowing with sexual energy.

I took a deep breath, and he finally released my hand.

“Beautiful name,” he said. “It means ‘night,’ you know?”

I shook my head because I couldn’t answer. The absence of his hand left me wanting more. Wanting him to touch me in other places.

He looked at me as if I were an enigma he’d like to decipher with his hands. And soon.

I wanted to be deciphered. But slowly. Or not.

The waiter arrived, breaking the moment, and placed a gin and tonic identical to mine in front of him.

He raised his glass in a toast.

“To good encounters.”

I wanted to ask if he was referring to the philosopher Spinoza, but I was too embarrassed to seem like a nerd and just clinked my glass against his.

“Are you enjoying your trip?” he asked after taking a sip.

“Very much.”

“What has impressed you the most?”

You, I wanted to answer. And add: My reaction to your touch. But those answers would be far worse than asking about Spinoza. He’d think I was crazy or a slut.

I laughed softly.

“Why do I get the impression I’m the butt of a joke?” he asked, smiling, not seeming bothered by it.

My smile widened. A man who could laugh at himself was a rare find and incredibly attractive. He was definitely a danger and a damnation. One of those who enters your life like a hurricane and leaves taking pieces of you without even noticing.

“The joke is me,” I confessed, and when he raised a dark eyebrow, I explained, “I tend to have thoughts I end up not verbalizing because I think people will find me intensely dramatic and weird.”

Once again, his eyes plunged into mine for a moment, as if seeking layers I didn’t even know were there.

“I’d like to know those thoughts,” he said, his voice rough, “because I doubt I’d think that way.”

There was a brief pause. Not uncomfortable. Just... dense. As if something had shifted in the air between us, as if that simple sentence had slightly altered the axis on which we stood.

“Do you travel much?” he asked, curious, and tilted his head. “Did you know the Arab world before?”

“No, actually, this is the first time I’ve left my country,” I confessed with a shrug. Then I told him about the contest, about the short story and how it was born from my mother’s memories.

“Congratulations!” he said with genuine surprise on his face, leaning toward me as if I were a puzzle he wanted to solve. “That’s rare and admirable. I’d like to read it, and the novel to come.”

That praise warmed me from the inside out. It didn’t sound false or tossed to the wind, but like something he truly meant.

After that, the conversation flowed like a river meeting the sea, natural and inevitable, and the night stretched out. There was no hurry.

We talked about literature and art. I was impressed by his knowledge, by the authors he knew, even some I’d read in secret. He spoke of his travels with a certain elegant disdain, like someone who’d seen it all. He described cities I dreamed of visiting with the precision of someone who remembered not tourist spots, but smells, textures, and sounds, guiding me through scenes from a dream or a magical film.

There was humor between the lines, sharp ironies and silences that weren’t awkward. And a tension born of desire, because he flirted openly, with a confidence that bordered on arrogance. A growing heat, increasingly impossible to ignore, that swelled with every exchange of glances.

“But you haven’t told me what impressed you the most,” he insisted, after taking the last sip of his second gin and tonic.

“The government’s generosity and the honor of the people,” I finally said, after a moment.

He furrowed his brows and his eyes narrowed, as if I should have answered the Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque or the Souq Al Arsa or the world’s tallest building, the Burj Khalifa.

“How?” he asked, clearly expecting a different answer.

“In a city where luxury and excess are the norm, I was deeply impressed by the system of free food provision I found in several places,” I commented. “The refrigerators stocked with fresh produce, bread, and essential items, scattered and accessible to those in need, and the fact that people only take what’s necessary and leave the rest for the next person is something remarkable. That would never happen so civilly in Brazil.”

When I explained further, including that I’d observed several passersby doing just that, the furrow in his brow deepened. It had touched him somehow.

“It’s an initiative that reflects our commitment to ensuring everyone has access to essentials,” he said, without boasting. “We have many immigrants who come to work to send money home. Those in need are encouraged to take what they require and leave enough for others. There’s a tacit trust that they’ll have what they need next time. We don’t want a society with hungry people and thieves when we have so much.”

“If I hadn’t seen it, I’d say it was utopian,” I murmured, touching the rim of my glass. “But it’s beautiful, revolutionary, and frankly, it works in a society with education.”

“You’re different,” he said after a moment, his long fingers playing with the stem of his empty glass.

“Different how?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

“You’re not interested in shopping, jewelry, or...”

“In finding a rich Arab?” I finished for him when he trailed off, because it seemed that’s where his chauvinistic train of thought was headed. I laughed and shook my head. “I came because of one woman’s story, searching for another: my own.”

He smiled and tilted his head to the side, as if I’d just confirmed something he already suspected. That’s when an unsettling certainty settled in me: I was no longer in control of my own story.

This man had something different. The way he looked at me—as if he saw a reflection I didn’t even know existed. The way he paid attention to what I said, as if he listened to my unspoken words and understood them; as if my silences carried more weight than what I told him.

“It’s getting late,” I finally said.

Not because I wanted to go. In truth, I could have stayed there all night, drinking his words like wine. Even though it was the early hours, the bar still pulsed around us. But tomorrow... or rather, later today, I had a tour booked at the Louvre Abu Dhabi.

When I signaled to the waiter for the bill, he informed me:

“It’s on me, and it’s already paid.”

I hadn’t even seen him pay for his, let alone mine, but I didn’t argue. He didn’t seem like the kind of man who would accept a no.

“I’ll walk you to your room,” he said, and it wasn’t a question.

My heart hammered as if trying to escape through my throat as I stood and we walked together to the elevator lobby.

A shiver ran down my spine. A premonition.

It was madness to go up alone with a man—an older man!—but the hotel had cameras everywhere. At the same time, I was crazily turned on, my clit throbbing.

I took my key card and tapped it against the panel that served as a button.

We entered the panoramic elevator and the doors closed. On one side, the glass revealed illuminated Dubai below, a tapestry of lights; on the other, the beautiful prism of the hotel, with forests of orchids and cascading water.

But my eyes were fixed on our reflection in the glass. The idea of having this man walk me to my hotel door definitely stirred a torrent of conflicting sensations within me. Beside me, Sayyid remained silent, but present. Large. Impossible to ignore.

The hallway on my floor was silent, the thick carpet completely muffling the sound of our footsteps. I didn’t know what to say to break the too-intimate silence that had settled between us since we entered the elevator. Nor did I want to.

What was I doing? Madness. Lust. A dangerous combination of the two.

We stopped in front of the door, which I opened, and when I turned to thank him, he was too close. I could feel the heat of his body, the scent of his cologne—woody, with a hint of spice and something sweet and exotic underneath.

I held his gaze for another moment, a moment in which the world narrowed to the space between our bodies, a space he diminished by taking another step. The sensual curve of his lips was pure temptation.

My heart pounded so fast it hurt. Every breath felt like an effort. For an instant, I felt afraid, but I didn’t know exactly of what. Something deep, a survival instinct whispering that this man had enough power to destroy me because he made me feel everything with exaggerated intensity.

He seemed to perceive my insecurity.

“Don’t be afraid,” his voice sounded deep, the husky, exotic accent enveloping. “I would never hurt you. I will always take care of you.”

Never. Always.

He didn’t seem like someone who used those words lightly. The promise was immense, but then, everything about him was.

His gaze was fixed on mine, dark, hungry, and then he took another step. The world narrowed.

“It was a pleasure, Layla,” he said, his voice low, intimate.

Before I could answer, he pulled me by the nape of my neck and kissed me.

His mouth took mine with urgency and control at the same time, as if he knew exactly what to do to dismantle me. The intensity of the contact made my heart race in my chest and a wave of unexpected heat hit me. As if someone had thrown me into a fire.

There was no other word for it.

I felt his firm hands, his body pressed against mine. His lips moving over mine with possessiveness, demanding submission. The heat spread through my body, settled between my legs, which began to throb.

My lips parted under his, and I let myself be carried away by the overwhelming sensation. I allowed his tongue to invade me, tangle with mine, conquer me. His hand slid slowly up the side of my body, grazing my waist until it reached my breast, and I felt a whirlwind of emotions invade me: surprise, desire, an almost painful excitement.

I stumbled back, terrified by the desire to surrender. My back hit the open door. He pressed me there, trapping me between the wood and the proof of his desire. The hard, hot, undeniable erection.

A whirlwind invaded me: I felt taken by a passion that seemed to emanate from him and set me ablaze from within. Heat, fear, desire, all together. I didn’t resist. My fingers clenched in his tunic and I surrendered myself completely to this man.

His thumb stroked my nipple through the light fabric of my dress and I gasped, arching my torso. I wanted more, I wanted him to lift me into his arms, take me to the bed, and make love to me.

My other hand traveled up his chest, his strong shoulder and neck. I grabbed a handful of his silky hair in my fingers. He groaned into my mouth, as if he liked my response, and rubbed his hard, thick cock against me.

Which is what snapped me out of what I was doing. I was grinding against a man I barely knew in a hotel room doorway, in a strange country. Was I insane? I pushed lightly against his chest with trembling hands.

Slowly, as if emerging from a trance, he broke the kiss and took a step back, without releasing me, his eyes fixed on mine, charged with a palpable electricity. He stared deeply at me for another moment, as if reading my confused thoughts, and then leaned in again and before I could think to open my mouth, stole another kiss—deeper, slower, more intimate. Brief, but no less intense.

“I enjoyed your company,” he said, his voice still husky, his black eyes burning like coal. “Would you like a repeat performance tomorrow night?”

“So you don’t have to drink alone?” I asked, still breathless.

He smiled.

“That.”

I laughed.

“But you didn’t drink a drop of alcohol.”

He arched a dark eyebrow, feigning surprise.

“No?”

“No,” I confirmed. I licked my lips, still swollen from his kisses, and smiled. “There was no taste of gin in your mouth.”

He laughed, low, and then ran his thumb over my lower lip, pulling it slightly.

“You’re sharp and dangerous, Layla,” he said, with an enigmatic glint in his eyes before leaning in and whispering near my ear, his voice like velvet: “But I have my secrets, too. I promise tomorrow night I’ll have a special flavor for you.”

He released me and took a step back.

“Until tomorrow?”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. “Goodnight, Mister Seducer.”

And I went inside, leaving him clearly surprised by my answer.

I closed the door carefully and leaned my back against it, still feeling the heat of his mouth and his hands on me. Then I heard a laugh. Loud, deep. A free, full-of-life laugh that echoed down the hallway, making my heart beat faster.

I smiled to myself, still leaning here, and knew with a clarity that frightened me: I would like to lose my virginity to a man who laughed like that.
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Sayyid

DESPITE THE TRAGEDY that still hung over our family like a dense cloud darkening everything, another unexpected smile touched my lips as I closed the door to my suite at home.

It had been a long, long time since I’d been so surprised by someone. Even longer since I’d felt genuine curiosity about a woman—enough to be indiscreet, to sit with her at the bar, and, to top it off, to kiss her in the hallway. Most women who approached me already knew who I was and treated me like a walking bank account.

Maybe I’d grown cynical with age and the endless rotation, unable to believe in sincere looks after so many games. Maybe Layla had really looked at me, as if she didn’t know who I was. As if I were just an ordinary man, and for a moment, a brief, precious moment, I felt like one.

It was fascinating. And dangerous.

I undid the buttons of my kandura and took it off. I walked out to the balcony. Outside, the night had grown cooler and the city still pulsed like a living organism, a monument to excess and control. But in my mind, the sound of her laugh still echoed. The way she’d teased me. The firmness in her eyes when she said my mouth didn’t taste of gin. I’d almost asked what taste I did have.

She was alive. And I was hungry for life.

Especially because my world was bleeding.

Burying Maya had been difficult. The ceremony, discreet and swift, as dictated by our tradition, was packed. Public figures, religious authorities, relatives and friends. The royal families of all seven emirates attended in force. Closed faces, hard stares, formal condolences—after all, it wasn’t just a personal tragedy. Two thrones had been attacked at once. The silence was only broken by prayers, by sobs, and by tears that seemed endless. Amidst it all, hard stares and clenched fists conveyed a pain too vast for words.

My mother and Maya’s mother clung to each other the entire time, weeping softly, unable to utter a single sentence. Her father, one of the twenty sons of the Emir of Abu Dhabi, didn’t even try to speak. There was simply no voice.

My nieces, too young to understand the magnitude of what was happening, clung to my younger sister, seeking comfort and safety; their pain ached in my very soul.

And Hassan wasn’t there. He was still in an induced coma.

I sighed and went back inside my bedroom. I took a quick shower and slipped between the sheets, surrendering to the exhaustion dragging me down.

“Alexa, close the exterior blinds, the curtains, and turn off the lights,” I ordered, and my suite plunged into silence and darkness, and sleep soon took me.

I dreamed of her.

The woman with hair as black as night, skin golden like the desert, eyes that carried the weight of exile, and a mouth made of soft promises.

It wasn’t as if I’d never dreamed of a woman before. Of course I had. I’d been fucking since I was thirteen. I’d had so many I’d honestly lost count. Some left a mark, others I couldn’t even remember their names. And yes, I’d dreamed of several, but not like this.

This was different. Intense. Almost real.

To start, she was leaning on my balcony railing. Right there, just a few meters from the bed where I lay. Never, in my entire life, had I brought a woman to my home. Much less to my bedroom. My space had always been inviolable.

But in that dream, she was there.

The Gulf breeze played with her hair, and with the wind, the light fabric of that dress clung to her body in a criminal way. It outlined every curve, every line, molding the roundness of her ass... Damn, the woman was perfect. My mouth actually watered. I approached from behind, silent, and my hands encircled her waist so she couldn’t escape.

Instead of being startled, she turned and smiled at me. As I went to take her mouth, she arched her neck, an invitation, and undid the tie of her dress, loosening the neckline, revealing she was naked beneath it.

I took her to my bed! I wanted to kiss her, take her, guide her, as I always did with the others, yet a greater force made me simply yield, watch her glorious, take control, ride me, using my body without shame, seeking and finding her own pleasure and making me come.

I woke, startled, with a huge, painful erection, the head of my cock dripping, as if I were a twenty-year-old boy with no control whatsoever. My breathing was ragged, the hair at my temples sweaty, as if I’d actually had sex with her. Not in a dream, but in the flesh.

And the best part—or maybe the worst?—was that I wanted to keep dreaming.

Fuck! I wasn’t a man who lived in fantasy.

I took a deep breath and ran a hand over my face, trying to catch my breath, dissipate the arousal still pulsing in my cock, banish the reality of that dream. I got up. The house was silent, only the almost inaudible hum of the air conditioner breaking the emptiness, which told me it was still very early. And here I was, awake, my body on fire for a Brazilian woman I barely knew. I smiled, in spite of myself.

I took a shower and decided to go to the gym. My body felt electrified with excess energy. I ate a hearty breakfast, stopped by the hospital to see Hassan, who had woken up two days prior, and to try to cheer him up a little—if that was even possible.

Then I went to pick up Renzo and his wife Antonella from the airport. He’d told me he was coming personally to handle the problem, he just hadn’t mentioned he’d be bringing the triplet children, two nannies, plus an army of soldiers with him. The kids and nannies were no problem, they’d stay in the same presidential suite with multiple rooms, but when I saw ten men disembark from the private jet, I called my secretary to arrange a van to pick them up from the airport and reserve five more rooms at the Golden Sands.

“Sayyid!”

Renzo hugged me tightly and for the first time in years, the macho Italian gave me two kisses on the cheek, like I used to do to him—sometimes to tease his grumpiness, sometimes to comfort, like when he lost his parents—which reminded me he was also here to console me.

“You need to sleep more,” he said, pulling back and observing me.

“I need to handle things, Renzo,” I replied, curtly. “Sleep can wait.”

“Marhaba, Antonella,” I said, welcoming my friend’s wife, as always, elegant. She hugged me too. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.

“How is Hassan?” he asked as soon as we got in the car.

“Alive, but a wreck,” I said, honestly. “I barely recognized him when I visited him the other day. Pale, fragile, his face all bruised, a scar on the side of his head. Half his body bandaged. His neck in a metal brace. One arm and one leg broken, his feet burned... He’s better now, but for now he’s confined to a wheelchair. He has deep dark circles, lost a lot of weight because he only eats when my mother insists. He looks like a... a...”

“Zombie,” Antonella finished for me.

“Yeah, a paralyzed zombie,” I still tried to joke, but anger and bitterness rose in my throat. “But the worst part was that as head of the family I had to tell him about his wife’s death and the boy they were expecting. Avenge her for me, he asked, and the gaze that had been lost since I entered the room, as if the world around him made no sense, in that instant turned to pure steel.”

“We will avenge Maya, amico mio,” Renzo assured me, covering my hand with his for a moment. A rare gesture, but from Renzo it was worth more than a thousand words.

We dropped off Antonella, the triplets, and the nannies at the special suite and went straight to my office on the top floor of the Aurum Tower, the main building of the Golden Sands.

“Given the circumstances, I even considered postponing the exhibitions for the auction, but I wouldn’t want to show weakness,” I said, settling into one of the chairs around the meeting table and gesturing for him to do the same.

Omar, my secretary, entered with a tray of tea and dates and served us, following the usual ritual. We waited for him to leave before continuing.

“It won’t be necessary,” Renzo countered, with his usual firmness. “I’m here to do a sweep and leave everything in order so nothing disrupts your sales and business.”

I projected the timeline on the screen: explosion, forensics, contradictory testimonies, security failures, and trails too clean to be coincidence. I handed him a physical dossier with everything our internal intelligence had gathered. The summary was already in his email, but now it was time for the details.

“We obtained footage from cameras in blind spots and confirmed details that seem small but could be crucial,” I explained, pointing to the markings on the screen. “We also put our most discreet men on investigating drivers, security, staff, and some witnesses.”

I took a deep breath.

“But pieces are still missing. Is it the Royal Riders? Or someone else?”

Renzo adjusted himself in his chair. “You’ve been stealing market share from the Bratva.”

My eyebrows arched. I hadn’t thought of that.

“The Bratva...”

“Not only are they paying suppliers better, they’re selling special pieces, with certification, at fair prices,” he justified his reasoning. “You put some special diamonds up for auction that are shaking up the market...”

“That’s true,” I interrupted. “All within the law. What isn’t, doesn’t go to auction. It moves under the table, for lower values.”

“Do you think that matters to them?” he shot back, coldly. “You know how it works. If they wanted to send a message, they hit where it hurts: the family.”

“Are you sure?” I wanted to confirm, because it seemed unreal to me.

“The Bratva remains the prime suspect,” he commented, flipping through the binder and analyzing the new data. “It’s more than revenge for lost territory. This has the mark of a message. They didn’t target just anyone.”

“But I think we can’t dismiss the possibility of a leak from within Aurum, because they knew the itinerary and the exact time.”

“Yes, because they targeted the car with Maya’s security detail, hers, but not your brother’s car or his security’s. They knew they were in separate vehicles, that the bomb would destroy the first, cause devastation in the second, and probable destruction in the third. They didn’t want to kill your brother. They wanted to kill his wife and the child she was carrying. It was precise, fast, and brutal.”

“And emotionally devastating. My family is shattered,” I vented, not trying to hide the pain weighing on my chest. “I am shattered.”

“You are the head of the business, the head of the family,” Renzo said, his eyes fixed on mine. “Destabilize you, break your focus, lead you to recklessness. That’s what they want. If you’re unstable, they have an advantage.”

I clenched my fists under the table, feeling the adrenaline coursing through my veins. Grief and pain would accompany me, yes, but they would be the fuel for my vengeance.

“They won’t see me fall,” I replied, my voice firm. “Aurum continues to operate. The exhibitions continue. Negotiations proceed. They’ll discover they were wrong to think a cut would bring me down.”

Renzo inclined his head, satisfied.

“That’s the right answer. But, Sayyid, keep your eyes open. Because their next move might not be with explosives.”

“I know that,” I murmured, a smile slowly returning to my lips. But it was of another kind: without warmth and without a trace of humor. “And when I find out who it was, I don’t want mercy, Renzo.”

“There won’t be any.” Renzo closed the binder slowly. “We’ll do what needs to be done. With precision, coldness, and blood, if necessary.”

I nodded. There was no room for morality now. There was only war. And I was ready for it.

“I’ll take this to study calmly,” he said, standing up. “We’ll talk later. I don’t like leaving Antonella and my children alone for too long when we’re not at home.”

“Of course. Thank you, habib,” I thanked him, embracing him as we reached the elevator hall.

I felt more relieved with him here. Renzo was that rare kind of man you could count on one hand: a friend of years, a brother life gave me, and, at the same time, a cold, ruthless mafioso when he needed to be, and absolutely loyal to his own. He’d proven that to me more than once in different situations.

“Don’t thank me yet, amico,” he said, seriously, but then smiled. “Fair warning, Antonella wants to dine on the rooftop. You’d better have made a reservation for us tonight.”

I laughed, because I knew his wife well.

“Of course I did. At eight.”

“Until then.” He stepped into the elevator, the dossier under his arm. “I hope to have good news by then.”

“Me too,” I replied, watching the doors close.

Convinced everything would work out, I returned to my office and threw myself into work with even more fury and discipline. Now, in addition to my part, I had to assume Hassan’s. Every strategic decision, every meeting—it all fell on my shoulders. But I didn’t complain. Work was my refuge, the only thing stopping me from diving into the rage boiling under my skin.

Renzo Bellini, with his calculating calm, brought with him an atmosphere of relentless pragmatism and silent support. While I managed the crisis on the front lines, he and his men would do the dirty work behind the scenes: tracking every lead, every loose thread, until they found those responsible for the attack.
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