
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Midnight in Marrakech

        

        
        
          Dnkss summer

        

        
          Published by Dnkss summer, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MIDNIGHT IN MARRAKECH

    

    
      First edition. May 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Dnkss summer.

    

    
    
      Written by Dnkss summer.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue 


[image: ]




The airplane descended through a wash of amber light, and even before the wheels touched the ground, Layla Bennett felt it—that old, dangerous ache rising from a place she had spent ten years trying to bury.

Marrakech.

From her window seat, the city shimmered beneath the late afternoon sun like a secret too beautiful to tell. Terracotta rooftops glowed like embers. Palm trees swayed in the desert breeze. Minarets pierced the golden haze, their silhouettes hauntingly familiar. Beyond the city, the Atlas Mountains stood quiet and eternal, dusted with snow like memories untouched by time.

Layla’s breath caught.

She had sworn she would never come back.

Not after what happened. Not after him.

A flight attendant’s voice broke softly through the cabin, but Layla barely heard her. Her fingers tightened around the edge of her Hermès bag, knuckles pale, as her pulse began to thunder with something far more dangerous than fear.

Memory.

At twenty-four, she had arrived in Marrakech as a dreamer—young, gifted, and desperate to become one of the world’s most celebrated fashion photographers. She came chasing color, light, and inspiration.

She had found all three.

And then she found Zayn.

Or perhaps, she thought bitterly, he had found her.

She remembered him the way one remembers wildfire—sudden, consuming, impossible to forget.

He had been standing in Jemaa el-Fnaa Square at sunset, sketchbook in hand, surrounded by chaos and beauty. Snake charmers played hypnotic melodies while merchants shouted beneath clouds of saffron and cinnamon. Lanterns glimmered overhead like fallen stars. She had been photographing the movement of silk scarves in the evening wind when she saw him.

Tall. Still. Watching.

Not like a stranger. Like a man who had known her long before they met.

His dark hair had been tousled by desert wind, his white linen shirt open at the throat, his hands stained faintly with graphite from architectural sketches. But it was his eyes that undid her.

Amber-brown. Steady. Ancient somehow.

Eyes that looked at her not as if she were beautiful— but as if she were understood.

“You’re chasing light,” he had said in flawless English, his voice low and certain.

She lowered her camera slowly. “Excuse me?”

He smiled then—not arrogantly, but knowingly, as though her confusion amused him.

“You’re photographing everything the sun touches,” he said, gesturing toward her lens. “But the real beauty of Marrakech is what it hides after dark.”

And God help her, she followed him.

She followed him through winding souks heavy with rosewater and spice, through hidden courtyards blooming with jasmine, through moonlit riads where mosaic fountains whispered old love stories. She followed him to rooftops where the call to prayer floated over the city like poetry, and into a world where she stopped being Layla Bennett, rising New York photographer—

And became simply Layla.

A woman.

A heartbeat.

A secret.

Zayn El Mansouri was not merely a man. He was Marrakech itself—elegant, layered, passionate, divided between tradition and freedom.

The son of one of the city’s most respected families, Zayn had been raised with expectation woven into his bones. Honor. Duty. Legacy.

And Layla? She was foreign. American. Ambitious. Unpromised. A storm his family never intended him to love.

But they did love. Quietly at first. Then all at once.

In stolen afternoons behind carved cedar doors. In midnight drives beyond the city where the desert opened like a dream. In whispered confessions beneath Saharan stars.

He showed her dunes silvered by moonlight, where silence felt sacred and every grain of sand carried eternity. She showed him photographs—his city through her eyes—and for the first time, he saw that Marrakech was not just his inheritance.

It was art.

And so were they.

For one breathtaking year, they lived between two worlds: His, shaped by ancient expectation. Hers, hungry for boundless freedom.

Until reality came for them.

Reality arrived in the form of his mother’s silence. His father’s command. His brother’s warning. And the engagement arranged long before Layla had ever stepped foot in Morocco.

Zayn was promised to Safaa— the daughter of a family whose wealth, status, and bloodline matched everything tradition required.

Layla still remembered the night he told her.

Rain had fallen unexpectedly over Marrakech, warm and violent, washing the city in silver. They stood on the rooftop of her riad, soaked beneath a storm neither had seen coming.

“I will choose you,” he had said, gripping her face like prayer. “I swear it.”

But love, Layla learned, was not always stronger than legacy.

Because two weeks later, he disappeared.

No goodbye. No explanation. Only silence.

And silence, she discovered, could wound deeper than betrayal.

So she left.

She took every photograph she had ever captured of him, locked them away, and transformed heartbreak into ambition. She became legendary—shooting campaigns across Paris, Milan, Tokyo. Her work graced magazine covers. Luxury brands fought for her eye.

The world called her brilliant.

But brilliance was a poor substitute for healing.

Because no matter how far she traveled, some part of her remained beneath Moroccan stars... waiting for answers she never received.

Now, at thirty-four, Layla was returning not for love— but for business.

A ten-day luxury campaign for Maison Celeste, one of the most prestigious fashion houses in Europe. Marrakech would be the backdrop for their newest collection: silk, gold, seduction.

And Layla, emotionally armored and newly engaged to Richard Beaumont—a powerful, polished investor who represented security rather than passion—had convinced herself this city was merely another assignment.

A place. A paycheck. A past long dead.

Until she stepped into the private airport terminal.

And saw him.

Time did not stop.

It shattered.

Zayn stood near the entrance speaking Arabic into his phone, his tailored charcoal suit impossibly refined, his posture commanding in ways youth had only hinted at. He was older now—broader, sharper, carved by experience rather than softened by it. But his face...

His face was devastation remembered.

That same sculpted mouth. That same bronze skin kissed by Moroccan sun. Those same amber eyes.

Only now they held something new.

Loss.

As if he had spent ten years carrying ghosts too.

His voice faltered.

He looked up.

And there she was.

No camera between them. No youth. No illusion.

Just truth.

For one impossible moment, the world around them vanished—the chauffeurs, the polished marble floors, the hum of wealth and motion.

There was only a woman who had once loved him enough to ruin herself... And a man who had once let her go.

“Layla.”

Her name on his lips was not a greeting.

It was history. It was hunger. It was grief.

Every part of her body betrayed her at once—her breath, her pulse, the trembling she despised.

She had imagined this moment a thousand different ways. Anger. Closure. Indifference.

But nothing prepared her for the unbearable reality of seeing the one person she had never truly survived.

His gaze moved over her slowly, reverently, as though confirming she was real.

“You came back.”

She should have said something cold. Something untouchable.

Instead, her voice emerged soft, fractured by years she thought had hardened her.

“I didn’t come back for you.”

A flicker of pain crossed his expression. Or perhaps she imagined it.

“No,” he said quietly. “I suppose not.”

Then a stunning woman emerged beside him, elegant in embroidered ivory, her hand slipping naturally through his arm.

Safaa.

Beautiful. Poised. Intended.

Layla’s heart forgot how to beat.

“This is my fiancée,” Zayn said, each word sounding like a sentence handed down by fate.

And somewhere in the polished wreckage of her carefully controlled life, Layla realized the city had not called her home for closure.

Marrakech had called her back for war.
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The drive from Marrakech Menara Airport to the Royal Mansour should have felt familiar.

Instead, it felt like moving through the ruins of a woman Layla no longer recognized.

She sat in the backseat of a gleaming black Mercedes, spine straight, sunglasses shielding her eyes despite the dying gold of evening, while the city unfolded around her in fragments too intimate to ignore.

Marrakech had not changed.

It was still maddeningly alive.

Motorbikes wove recklessly through traffic like dragonflies. Orange trees lined broad avenues, their blossoms drifting sweetness into the desert air. Vendors pushed carts heavy with dates and figs. Women in jewel-toned djellabas moved gracefully through crowded streets. The distant call to prayer rose from the Koutoubia Mosque, haunting and melodic, threading through the city like memory given sound.

And everywhere—everywhere—there was color.

Blush-pink walls kissed by sunset. Cobalt tiles hidden behind ancient gates. Turmeric, saffron, paprika spilling from market stalls in fragrant pyramids. Silk scarves dancing from rooftop terraces.

A photographer’s paradise.

A masochist’s nightmare.

Because every corner held a ghost.

“Miss Bennett?”

Layla startled slightly, dragging herself back from the dangerous pull of recollection. The driver’s voice was polite, careful.

“Yes?”

“We’ll arrive in five minutes.”

“Thank you.”

Her own voice sounded foreign to her—too composed, too polished. It was the voice she used in boardrooms, fashion houses, interviews. The voice she had perfected after heartbreak, when she learned that elegance could be armor.

Outside her window, a young couple crossed the street hand in hand, laughing over something private. The man leaned down to murmur in the woman’s ear, and her smile—

God.

Layla looked away so sharply it almost hurt.

She had once smiled like that here.

Without caution. Without calculation. Before love had taught her how quickly joy could become vulnerability.

Her phone buzzed in her lap, merciful and unwelcome.

Richard.

She stared at his name for half a second before answering.

“Hi.”

“Finally,” came his smooth British accent, rich with easy confidence. “I was beginning to think Morocco had stolen you already.”

Layla exhaled, grateful for his predictability.

“Just landed.”

“And?”

She glanced once more out the window, where Marrakech glowed like fire and seduction.

“It’s beautiful.”

“Beautiful enough to convince you to abandon your fiancé?”

He was joking.

Mostly.

A small smile touched her mouth, though it felt mechanical. Richard Beaumont was many things—intelligent, powerful, devastatingly attractive in the sleek way wealth often was—but spontaneous was not one of them. He lived by structure, by acquisition, by certainty. He had proposed to her six months ago over champagne on a private terrace in Lake Como, presenting a diamond so flawless it had almost blinded her beneath candlelight.

And Layla had said yes.

Not because her heart thundered.

Because it didn’t.

Because Richard was safe. Because after Zayn, safe had become its own kind of seduction.

“Not likely,” she replied.

“Good answer,” he said warmly. “I’ve booked us Saint-Tropez in August.”

Of course he had.

She closed her eyes briefly.

Richard’s love was generous, luxurious, uncomplicated.

But it had never once made her forget how it felt to stand barefoot on desert sand at midnight while a man looked at her as if she were both miracle and ruin.

“Layla?”

“I’m here.”

His voice softened. “You sound tired.”

“Long flight.”

“Get some rest. Conquer your fashion empire. Come home to me.”

Home.

The word landed strangely.

She murmured something affectionate enough, then ended the call as the car turned through towering carved gates.

The Royal Mansour rose before her like a dream summoned from Arabian legend—opulent, majestic, impossibly private. Lanterns flickered against intricate zellige tilework. Fountains shimmered beneath moonlight. Gardens perfumed with orange blossom and jasmine stretched between private riads like hidden kingdoms.

Luxury, perfected.

But Layla barely noticed.

Because standing at the entrance, issuing calm instructions to hotel staff with the effortless authority of a man accustomed to building worlds...

Was Zayn.

Again.

Her breath abandoned her.

For one irrational second, she considered telling the driver to keep going. Anywhere. Nowhere. Straight into oblivion if necessary.

But the car door was already opening.

“Welcome, Miss Bennett.”

She stepped out in ivory silk and gold jewelry, every inch the internationally celebrated photographer, and silently thanked God for oversized sunglasses.

Professional. Untouchable. Fine.

She had built an empire from less.

The warm evening breeze curled against her skin as her heels touched marble.

And then he turned.

It was absurd, the power of recognition. How ten years could vanish in a single glance.

His expression did not change immediately. But his body did.

She saw it—that infinitesimal stillness. That sharp inhale. That flicker of disbelief.

He was dressed simply compared to the airport: tailored black trousers, crisp white shirt with sleeves rolled to his forearms. Elegant. Controlled. Yet somehow more dangerous than any polished suit.

Because this version of Zayn felt real.

Not a memory. Not a wound.

A man.

And unfortunately... a devastating one.

“Miss Bennett,” said a cheerful woman from Maison Celeste, rushing forward with air kisses and perfume. “At last! We were beginning to panic.”

“Amélie.” Layla embraced her lightly, grateful for the interruption.

“You look divine, obviously. Come, everyone’s dying to discuss tomorrow’s location schedule. We have rooftops, the YSL gardens, desert concepts—”

“Actually,” came a voice low enough to rearrange her pulse, “before that... there’s a matter regarding architectural permissions.”

Amélie beamed. “Perfect timing. Layla, this is the campaign’s lead architectural consultant.”

No.

No, no, no.

But fate, apparently, had a cruel sense of artistry.

Layla turned.

Zayn extended his hand.

Formal. Polite. As though he had not once known every sacred inch of her soul.

“Zayn El Mansouri.”

The sound of his own name in that composed tone nearly shattered her.

She looked at his hand.

Memories attacked instantly— Those fingers tracing the curve of her neck beneath candlelight. Graphite smudges on his thumb brushing her cheek. His palm pressed to hers in the desert as he whispered, “You are written for me.”

Her stomach tightened violently.

So she did the only thing pride allowed.

She took his hand.

His skin was warm. Steady.

Unlike hers.

“Layla Bennett,” she said.

It was a flawless performance.

Except for the lightning.

That impossible, devastating current the second their skin touched—sharp and electric and so achingly familiar she nearly gasped.

His jaw flexed.

He felt it too.

Good, some reckless part of her thought. Let him suffer.

“Miss Bennett,” he said softly, his eyes holding hers just one dangerous second too long, “welcome back to Marrakech.”

The words should have been innocent.

They were not.

They were layered with things unsaid: I remember. I never forgot. Why did you come back now?

Layla withdrew her hand first.

“Thank you.”

Amélie, oblivious, clapped enthusiastically. “Zayn has designed exclusive access to extraordinary private locations for us—historic riads, hidden courtyards, even a restored kasbah outside the city.”

Layla’s blood went cold.

Outside the city.

Desert.

Too many memories lived there.

“That sounds... extensive,” she said carefully.

“It is,” Zayn replied.

There it was again—that infuriating composure. As if he hadn’t once kissed her beneath a sandstorm. As if his mother hadn’t looked through her like foreign dust. As if disappearing hadn’t carved open her life.

“Maison Celeste wants authenticity,” he continued. “And Marrakech is not meant to be photographed superficially.”

His gaze sharpened.

“It should be understood.”

The meaning hit exactly where he intended.

Layla’s chin lifted.

“I’ve always preferred depth.”

A beat passed.

Amélie blinked between them, finally sensing something charged enough to rival the Moroccan heat.

“How marvelous,” she said too brightly. “Well. This will be creatively explosive.”

If only she knew.

Later, inside her private riad suite—a palace of silk drapes, mosaic floors, cedar ceilings, and rose petals floating in marble baths—Layla stood alone on her terrace overlooking moonlit gardens.

Below, fountains whispered. Lanterns glowed. Somewhere distant, music drifted through the warm dark.

And above her...

Stars.

The same stars.

Her chest ached with such sudden ferocity she gripped the balcony.

She had spent a decade imagining closure would feel empowering. A confrontation. An answer. An apology, perhaps.

Instead, it felt like reopening a wound she had only learned to accessorize.

A soft knock interrupted her unraveling.

“Come in.”

Her assistant, Sofia, entered carrying garment portfolios and her usual chaotic energy.

“Okay,” Sofia announced dramatically, dropping everything onto a velvet chaise. “I have questions.”

Layla didn’t turn.

“That sounds threatening.”

“Who,” Sofia demanded, “is the absurdly gorgeous architect downstairs, and why did you look at him like he personally invented heartbreak?”

Layla closed her eyes.

Of course someone noticed.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Layla.”

She turned then, and Sofia immediately lost her teasing expression.

Because Layla Bennett—composed, brilliant, emotionally impenetrable Layla—looked shaken.

“Who is he?” Sofia asked more gently.

Layla swallowed.

How did one explain a man who had once felt like destiny and destruction in equal measure?

How did one summarize the greatest love of her life in language small enough for conversation?

Finally, she said the only truth she could survive.

“He was...”

But even now, ten years later, the word lodged painfully.

Was. Not is.

Yet her heart, traitorous thing, knew better.

“...everything.”

And downstairs, somewhere beneath carved arches and lantern fire, the man who had once broken her was waiting to help her capture the soul of the city that had first taught her how to love.
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Chapter 2
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Zayn did not sleep that night.

He stood alone on the rooftop of his family’s old riad in the medina, where the city unfolded beneath him like a breathing memory—ancient walls washed in moonlight, narrow alleyways stitched with shadow, and the distant hum of Marrakech still alive long after midnight should have claimed it.

Above him, the sky was impossibly clear.

Stars scattered like spilled diamonds across velvet darkness.

The same sky he had once shown her.

He closed his eyes, and for a moment, he was back there again—not here, not now, but in a version of himself he could no longer access without pain.

Layla laughing as she leaned over the edge of a rooftop, her hair caught in the desert wind, camera slung around her neck like a heartbeat she refused to let go of. Her voice soft when she spoke his name. The way she looked at the world as if it had never disappointed her before.

And the way she had looked at him.

As if he were something worth believing in.

A bitter smile touched his mouth before he could stop it.

Belief had not saved them.

Expectation had crushed them both.

Below him, the riad was silent except for the faint creak of old wood and the distant trickle of water from a courtyard fountain. This place had belonged to his grandfather before him, and his grandfather before that. A house built on tradition, pride, and decisions made long before love was ever considered relevant.

Now it felt like a cage carved in beauty.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

He already knew who it would be before he looked.

Safaa.

He hesitated only a moment before answering.

“Zayn,” her voice came through, warm and composed in the way only someone raised to be certain of their place could sound.

“Are you still awake?” she asked.

“I am working,” he replied.

A pause.

She knew him too well to believe that easily.

“Late night work,” she said lightly. “Or late night thoughts?”

His gaze drifted back to the city.

Neither answer felt like a lie.

“Both,” he admitted.

A soft sound on the other end—almost a laugh.

“You always were like that,” Safaa said. “Even when we were younger. Always thinking too much.”

We were younger.

Not we are.

That distinction lingered between them like an unspoken agreement.

“I suppose some habits don’t leave,” he said.

Another pause, longer this time.

“I heard she is back,” Safaa said carefully.

The air around him shifted.

Even here—on a rooftop alone in silence—Layla’s name had weight.

“Yes,” he said.

Nothing more.

But it was enough.

Safaa did not ask who. She did not need to.

Everyone in their world knew.

“You will be working together,” she said, more statement than question.

“Yes.”

Silence again.

Then, softer: “Does it trouble you?”

Zayn exhaled slowly, looking down at his hand resting on the stone ledge. It was steady. Controlled. The hand of a man who built structures that did not collapse.

“I am a professional,” he said.

It was the truth.

Just not the whole truth.

Safaa sighed gently, like someone trying not to disturb fragile glass.

“I am in Paris next week,” she said. “For fittings. My mother wants me to attend the engagement preparations afterward. There will be a dinner.”

“Of course.”

“Zayn...”

His name softened in her voice, but there was something else beneath it now. Not demand. Not possessiveness. More like resignation.

“We are still doing this, yes?” she asked quietly. “The arrangement.”

A long silence stretched between them.

Beneath it, Marrakech breathed.

And somewhere inside him, something that had never fully healed shifted—uncomfortable, unwilling.

“Yes,” he said finally.

A pause.

Then Safaa, almost gently: “Very well. Goodnight.”

The call ended.

Zayn remained where he was, phone still in hand, though he no longer saw it.

He had agreed to this life years ago.

Duty. Family. Structure.

A future carefully designed to protect everything his name was built on.

And for a long time, he had believed that was enough.

Until Layla.

He opened his eyes.

The city below him looked the same as it always had.

But he did not.

—
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LAYLA WOKE BEFORE SUNRISE.

Not because she wanted to.

Because her body had not yet learned how to stop expecting him in dreams.

For a few disorienting seconds, she lay still in the enormous bed of her riad suite, silk sheets tangled around her legs, the faint scent of orange blossom drifting through open windows. Light had not yet fully touched the room. Only the soft, blue-grey hesitation of dawn filtered through carved latticework.

She pressed her fingers against her eyes.

Stupid.

She was not eighteen anymore.

She was not a girl following a stranger through Marrakech like a story she hadn’t read the ending of.

She was Layla Bennett.

Photographer. Brand. Empire.

A woman engaged to a man who made life predictable in all the ways chaos had once destroyed her.

So why, she thought bitterly, did her chest still ache like she had lost something yesterday?

A knock came at her door.

Too early for Sofia.

She sat up immediately.

“Yes?”

The door opened.

A staff member stepped in with a respectful bow. “Miss Bennett. Your itinerary has been updated. There is a pre-shoot site visit this morning at the medina location and the Agafay desert set. Mr. El Mansouri requested an early briefing.”

Her spine tightened instantly at the name.

Of course he did.

Professional. Controlled. Efficient.

Exactly as he would be.

“Tell him I’ll be ready in an hour,” she said.

“Of course.”

The door closed.

Silence returned.

Layla sat there for a moment longer than necessary, staring at nothing.

Then she swung her legs out of bed.

—
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THE MEDINA WAS ALREADY awake when she arrived.

Not fully—never fully—but in that slow, layered way Marrakech always stirred to life. Doors creaked open. Merchants arranged spices in neat, vibrant pyramids. Cats slipped through alleyways like they owned the city. The air smelled of mint tea, dust, and something older—something like memory itself.

Her team gathered near a restored courtyard riad chosen for the shoot.

And then she saw him again.

Zayn stood beside a set of architectural sketches laid across a wooden table, speaking quietly with the production crew. Today he wore a dark navy shirt rolled at the sleeves, no tie, no effort wasted. His presence did not demand attention.

It simply held it.

As if the space around him had decided he belonged at its center.

Layla stopped before she meant to.

He looked up.

And for the briefest second, something unguarded passed between them—so quick it could have been imagined if not for the sudden stillness in her breath.

Then it was gone.

Professional mask in place.

“Miss Bennett,” he said.

Not Layla.

Never Layla.

She hated how much that mattered.

“Mr. El Mansouri,” she replied evenly.

He gestured toward the courtyard. “We will begin here. The light at this hour is optimal for capturing texture in the stonework and water reflections.”

Efficient. Precise. Detached.

She almost missed the man who once described sunsets like poetry.

“Fine,” she said.

Work became a shield.

Cameras were set up. Lights adjusted. Models briefed. Crew members moved in coordinated chaos.

Layla lifted her camera.

Familiar weight. Familiar control.

Through the lens, the world narrowed into something she could manage.

Stone arches. Fountain ripples. Fabric movement.

And then—inevitably—him.

Zayn moved through the space occasionally, correcting angles, advising on structure, speaking with calm authority that made even chaos feel intentional.

At one point, he leaned over a set design sketch with one of her assistants.

Layla watched him without meaning to.

The way he pointed with quiet precision. The way he listened more than he spoke. The way people instinctively trusted him.

She hated that part of him most.

Because it had once made her trust him too.

“Focus,” she muttered under her breath.

Sofia glanced at her. “What?”

“Nothing.”

But her finger tightened on the shutter anyway.

Click.

Capture.

Control.

Until—

“Layla.”

Her body reacted before her mind did.

Not Miss Bennett.

Not professional distance.

Her name.

She turned slightly.

Zayn stood closer than she realized.

Too close.

The air between them shifted, charged with something neither of them acknowledged aloud.

“We will need to adjust the rooftop sequence,” he said calmly. “The access point is more narrow than anticipated.”

She nodded once. “We can adapt.”

His gaze held hers a fraction longer than necessary.

“I am aware you prefer spontaneity,” he added quietly.

A memory flickered.

Her laughing on rooftops. Her saying she liked when things broke pattern. Him replying, “Then stay with me. I will break every pattern with you.”

Her throat tightened.

“That was a long time ago,” she said.

“Yes,” he replied.

But he did not look away.

And something unspoken settled between them like dust refusing to fall.

Not anger.

Not closure.

Something far more dangerous.

Recognition.

—
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BY MIDDAY, THE MEDINA shoot was complete.

The team prepared to move toward Agafay desert for the next sequence, but Layla lingered behind, reviewing images on her camera.

Zayn stood a few steps away speaking with logistics staff.

She should leave.

She knew that.

And yet her feet stayed planted as if the ground beneath her had learned her hesitation.

Finally, he dismissed the staff.

And silence returned.

For the first time that day, there were no cameras between them.

No crew.

No noise.

Only two people and everything they refused to say.

“You are good at this,” he said suddenly.

Layla looked up.

At first she thought he meant photography.

Then she realized he was watching her, not her work.

She swallowed. “So are you.”

A faint, humorless smile touched his mouth.

“Architecture is easier,” he said. “It does not leave.”

That landed too deep.

She closed her camera slowly.

“That’s not true,” she said.

His eyes sharpened slightly.

“No?”

She met his gaze fully now.

“Nothing stays if you leave it unfinished.”

A pause.

Something flickered in his expression.

Pain. Recognition. Memory.

Then gone.

“Some things are meant to remain unfinished,” he said quietly.

The words should have been final.

Instead, they sounded like a wound still open.

The wind shifted through the courtyard, carrying distant prayer calls and the smell of dust warming under sun.

Layla adjusted the strap of her camera.

“Then why are you here?” she asked before she could stop herself.

Silence.

A long one.

When he finally spoke, his voice was lower.

“Because I build things,” he said. “Even the things that hurt.”

Her breath caught slightly.

And for the first time since returning to Marrakech—

Layla wondered if she had not come back to photograph a city.

But to face the parts of herself she never learned how to leave behind.
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Chapter 3
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By late afternoon, Marrakech had softened.

The fierce white heat of midday surrendered to something richer, warmer—sunlight poured in molten amber over terracotta walls, gilded minarets, and painted the city as though God Himself had chosen romance over restraint.

From the convoy’s tinted windows, Layla watched the medina fade behind them as the road opened toward Agafay.

The desert.

Not the Sahara—not endless dunes and cinematic vastness—but Agafay possessed its own brutal seduction. Stone and silence. Pale, lunar hills rolling beneath an enormous sky. Wild and understated, like grief disguised as composure.

Too familiar.

The production vehicles moved in a sleek procession, hauling couture, lighting rigs, floral installations, and enough luxury to momentarily insult the rawness of the land they were entering.

Layla sat beside Sofia in the backseat of the SUV, outwardly focused on reviewing location shots from the morning.

But she had not absorbed a single image in twenty minutes.

Because in the vehicle ahead of them—

Zayn drove.

And every time his silhouette shifted behind the windshield, every time the desert light caught the side of his face in profile, something inside her chest tightened with old, infuriating recognition.

Sofia, curse her perceptiveness, finally lowered Layla’s tablet.

“You’re zooming in on the same photo repeatedly.”

Layla blinked. “I am reviewing composition.”

“No,” Sofia said dryly. “You are emotionally spiraling with excellent posture.”

Layla shot her a look.

Sofia only arched a brow.

“Who was he?” she asked softly this time, abandoning humor for something gentler.

The question settled heavily between them.

Outside, olive groves gave way to arid plains.

Inside, Layla’s pulse shifted.

How could she explain Zayn to someone who had never stood beneath a Moroccan sky and mistaken longing for destiny?

“He was...” Layla began, then stopped.

Was.

Again that word.

It sounded too dead for something that still felt alive in all the wrong places.

Sofia waited.

Finally, Layla exhaled, her voice quieter than intended.

“He was the first man I ever loved more than I loved myself.”

Sofia said nothing immediately.

And somehow, that kindness made it worse.

Layla stared out at the horizon.

“I met him when everything in my life felt possible,” she continued. “Before success became survival. Before I understood that love could ask for pieces of you that ambition never would.”

Her fingers tightened around the camera in her lap.

“He made me feel...” She laughed once, but there was no humor in it. “Seen. Not admired. Not desired. Seen.”

Sofia’s expression softened.

“So what happened?”

Layla looked toward the lead car.

Toward him.

“He disappeared.”

Simple words. Ugly truth.

Sofia frowned. “Just like that?”

“No,” Layla whispered, pain surfacing with surprising sharpness. “Not just like that.”

There had been promises. Rain. A rooftop. A vow.

I will choose you.

Her throat tightened.

“He disappeared after making me believe he wouldn’t.”

That, she thought, had been the true destruction.

Not loss.

Hope.

The SUV fell quiet after that, and Layla was grateful.

Because Agafay was rising before them now—vast and haunting, all bone-colored hills and whispering wind.

And with every mile, memory became harder to outrun.

—
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THE CAMP WAS BREATHTAKING.

Maison Celeste had transformed a remote stretch of desert into something between fantasy and fever dream.
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