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Hassan

THE FIRST THING I NOTICED was that the scent on the sheets wasn’t Maya’s. The second was that I was trapped. Not handcuffed, tied up, or anything like that, but trapped by my own body, almost entirely... paralyzed. My instinct was to fight, as always. I felt my blood run faster, my muscles tensing, trying to respond, ready to lash out against an invisible enemy, but when I opened my eyes to a cold, gray light, I discovered that battle was already lost.

My prison was made of plaster, bandages, and contraptions of plastic and surgical steel that immobilized my neck, torso, left arm, and leg, forcing me to stare up at a rectangular mirror tilted above my head. The image was shocking: me, reduced to a survivor, in a hospital bed.

At the far end of the room, in an armchair, my older brother, Sayyid, the Crown Prince of Dubai, was silently scrolling through his phone.

“Sayyid,” I called, or at least tried to.

Because the sound that came from my throat wasn’t exactly comprehensible. Just like the face staring back at me from the reflection, so battered it looked more like a stitched-together monster, hastily patched up, than the discreet prince, the devoted husband, the present father I was. Something had happened. Something big enough to shatter me and rip from me even the memory of the moment everything changed.

I forced my throat until a firmer sound tore loose:

“Sayyid.”

It wasn’t much better. Still, it got the expected result, as he stood immediately and came toward me.

“Mashallah!” His expression, normally so full of laughter and authority, was somber. “It’s good to hear your voice, brother.”

“Water,” I asked, because my mouth was so dry it felt full of desert sand.

Sayyid raised the head of the bed and guided a straw to my lips. The simple act of sucking down a few sips of water drained my energy. I closed my eyes, and then the brutal memory came: a flash tore across the horizon, followed by a boom and a deafening, high-pitched whine that pierced my eardrums and silenced the world. My paradise, in seconds, was spat into the fires of hell.

I tasted the iron tang of blood flooding my throat, time fractured, the floor vanished beneath my feet, the world spun in spirals of pain until it collapsed into darkness.

“What happened?”

“An attack,” my brother answered.

The premonition that followed was inconceivable. I knew. My body already knew. My very soul screamed it. Still, I forced the question:

“Maya?”

Sayyid’s jaw hardened. His head dipped in a short, heavy gesture. The confirmation hit me before he even wrapped his hand around mine. The room shrank, and everything inside me armed itself for war.

“Inna Lillahi wa inna Ilayhi raji’un,” he said, his voice hoarse. “She is at peace, brother.”

The words hung in the air, poisonous and unreal. My heart hammered against my ribs, refusing to accept what his lips had pronounced. I tried to sit up, but my body didn’t respond.

“No, she didn’t...” I choked on the lump in my throat, desperation shredding my voice into a guttural roar. “No, she can’t...”

A machine beeped loudly, betraying my loss of control.

“Hassan, calm down. She didn’t suffer. She didn’t know what happened,” he murmured, with the cruel pity of someone who wants to protect another from the truth. “Allah is merciful.”

“She was pregnant, Sayyid!” I spat. “We were happy, we were...”

A doctor hurried into the room, but with one look from Sayyid, he retreated without coming near me.

“Hassan, calm down.”

“The burial...” I managed to whisper, my throat raw, every word a cut from the inside. I needed to see her, touch her one last time, beg forgiveness for not protecting her. “When is the burial?”

The silence that followed was crueler than anything I had heard so far.

“Habib,” Sayyid’s voice came out low, laden with pity, and his hand tightened on mine. “You’ve been in a coma for almost a week. We couldn’t wait.”

The sentence fell on me like a final verdict. The floor of my soul gave way. There was no body left to hold, just the void and a fury growing in the place where my heart should have been.

My wife was buried without me there. Without me holding her hand one last time, or placing a sprig of jasmine on her chest, the scent that always followed her. Without me swearing, before Allah and the earth that covered her, that those responsible would pay with blood, with pain, with everything they owned and loved.

I squeezed my eyes shut and turned my face away, unable to keep looking at my brother. Hatred rose in my throat in a roar that didn’t escape, but exploded inside me like fire in captivity. In the dark of my mind, she was there—the smile that lit up the palace corridors, the light laugh that followed me like music, the small hand gripping mine, firm, in the ultrasound room when the doctor announced: it’s a boy.

Everything turned to dust.

The justice I was taught to defend was not enough. In that instant, I swore to myself: there would be no forgiveness. I didn’t want pity, nor did I want peace.

I wanted—and I would have—revenge.

“Hassan, listen to me. For some reason, you were spared. I promise you, you will have your revenge. But right now, the girls need you.” Sayyid squeezed my hand harder. “Let me focus on finding the culprits with Bellini. Until then, you focus on Malak and Malika.”

He was right. The scream died, transforming into something cold, heavy, and lethal in the pit of my stomach. The physical pain receded, smothered by a wave of ice that contrasted with the hot tears on my face.

When I faced my brother again, the man who had loved, who had laughed, who had believed in golden futures, in ethics and morals, was dead and buried alongside Maya. All that remained inside the carcass was a beast thirsting for blood.

I pushed myself to recover as quickly as possible, and a few days later, against medical advice, I left the hospital in a wheelchair, because the soles of my feet were still too sensitive from the burns.

I didn’t go back to my home, but to Sayyid’s palace. Even so, the corridors echoed with her absence. In the room where I now slept, the photos of us I placed on my makeshift desk were tortures I willingly inflicted upon myself. I became a ghost haunted not only by the death of my love, but by my own survival.

The only thing that pulled me from limbo were my daughters, too young and already motherless, oblivious to the shadow that had swallowed their father.

“Daddy, daddy!” Malika’s voice brought me back to reality. “Come play with us.”

Wearing the mask of the man I was before, I forced my broken body down to the garden. Kneeling was still agony, but the pain was another welcome penance.

The days were too long without her, but for the love of my daughters, I kept pretending my heart was still beating.

It didn’t take long—only a few months—for the kingdom’s politicians and religious leaders to start clucking like old hens, trying to present me with potential brides. I had no interest in meeting any of them.

After all, I was married to Maya. I would be, forever.

When Al Qari, the Grand Imam, summoned us to a meeting at Qasr Alzuhur, the Palace of Flowers, where my uncle, Ebraim Al Fayed, the Emir of Dubai, lived, I knew he was going to suggest a name for my bride. I didn’t expect him to propose Nahla Al Saud, the daughter of the Sheikh of Ras Al Khaimah, who had previously been suggested for my brother, Sayyid.

“It would be the perfect solution,” my uncle said.

It was the perfect insult, that’s what it was. As if Maya could be replaced. As if the void she left could be filled by a contract and a teenager I’d never looked at with more than passing courtesy.

The words hung in the air of the luxurious room, heavy and absurd. Using my grief as a chessboard, they were playing a cunning political game.

“This celibate life is not natural,” said the Grand Imam. “A man’s natural instincts and needs must be satisfied.”

“Uncle, I think we can wait a little longer. It hasn’t even been a year since Hassan was widowed,” Sayyid interjected, fraternal concern written on his face.

The pity in his eyes struck me harder than the indecent proposal.

“I agree,” I cut him off before he could insist.

I understood the game, and I could still perform my marital duties without involvement.

“Are you sure?” Sayyid asked quietly.

“I am,” I affirmed.

The decision solidified like armor around my heart. But there was a line I would not cross. One last spark of the man I used to be.

“But I will not marry a teenager, much less against her will. If the Al Saud family wishes to pursue the nikah, let them wait until she is eighteen and can confirm, looking me in the eye, that she is in full agreement to marry me.”

“I will present your proposal to her father. Would you like to meet her beforehand?” asked the Grand Imam.

“That won’t be necessary,” I said, my voice sounding calmer than I felt. “Any woman who cares well for the girls will have my respect.”

The words came out like a sentence. It was all I had to offer: respect and an agreement—nothing more—and only after she turned eighteen. The idea of marrying a teenager was repugnant; a desecration of the little that remained of my soul.

And also, a way to delay the inevitable, to exert some control over my life because, first, I needed to finish my revenge.

It didn’t take long for Sayyid and Renzo Bellini, the capo of the ‘Ndrangheta and our partner in the casino at the Golden Sands, our most prestigious resort, to fulfill their promises.

I didn’t feel the desert cold at night, nor did I hear the crunch of sand under my boots, but the acrid stench of blood, burnt flesh, and fear hit me before I even got close to the tent where the man responsible for my wife’s death was being held.

I knew that smell: it was the same as my own soul, rotting in the icy void where my heart used to beat.

The guard lifted the tent flap, allowing me entry. I passed by the Iranian, who was of no interest to me, and went straight to where he was: Mahmud Al Fayed, my traitorous half-brother, son of one of my father’s widows, who had sold the itinerary our cars would take in exchange for a vague promise of power. It was his greed that caused the death of my wife and the son she carried.

What hung on the cross before me wasn’t a man; it was an animal, and it would be merely a vessel for the rage consuming me, a canvas for my pain.

“Your Highness.” The head of Sayyid’s security approached me and, almost reverently, extended a machete and a gun. “Your wish?”

I looked at my right hand, the one that had held Maya for the last time, which trembled slightly—not from weakness, but from contained fury—then extended my left and took the machete.

“No, please, no,” he babbled. “In the name of Allah!”

I took his tongue first, because I didn’t want to hear his pleas; then I excised his lips; next, I scalped him.

With every piece of flesh I carved away, I expected to feel something: relief, satisfaction—anything—but there was only the void. Every cut I made into his skin was an attempt to purge my agony out of me and to bring the image of Maya’s smile to fill me. All of it useless.

Still, my fury compelled me to turn him into a grotesque trophy of my pain.

It was the sound of a gunshot, followed by an inhuman shriek, that made me turn. For the first time, I noticed that Sayyid had joined me, along with Renzo Bellini. There was a hole between the legs of the Iranian who stood before Sayyid.

What cut through the fog of my hatred, however, was what I saw in my brother’s eyes: horror. He stared at me as if he were seeing a monster before him.

“Let’s end this. Now,” Sayyid said, his voice firm.

He approached the other man, pressed the gun barrel to his chest, and fired. Then, he offered the pistol to me.

I aimed at Mahmud, who was still breathing in weak spasms and a hoarse whisper, having been hours without a tongue, and asked:

“Are we taking him?”

“No. He deserves neither burial nor prayer.”

“Let him rot in hell,” I whispered.

I aimed at the chest of the man who shared our blood and betrayed it, and I pulled the trigger. His body slumped, lifeless, and my revenge was complete.

Sayyid led me to the oasis, and I, who until a few months ago never had to raise my voice to be respected, never had to hurt to be obeyed, now stood there washing blood from my face, my hands, my body soaked to the bone. I changed my clothes, but I still felt filthy with the rage that continued to poison my blood.

Accompanied by Renzo Bellini, we climbed the highest dune, and Jalid handed a black remote to Sayyid, who pressed a button. The explosion shattered the silence, turning the tent, the bodies, all evidence of my savagery to ash. Gradually, the dust cloud settled. The desert, as always, would take care of erasing our tracks.

“It’s over,” Sayyid said.

I didn’t answer, not only because his statement was a lie, but because my voice was dead.

I had taken such pride in being an Al Fayed above reproach; in my education in International Relations and as a former Sandhurst officer; in my integrity—ethical, moral, and spiritual; in the way I conducted my personal life, with firmness and elegance; and my public one, as CFO of the family company. I no longer recognized what I had become.

I looked at the horizon: the sun was rising, promising a new day that, for me, would never come.

It had all been for nothing.

Revenge didn’t bring Maya back. It only ensured I would be forever alone with the ghosts of her and the men I had killed in her name.

I had killed monsters, only to discover that the greatest one now lived inside me.

Nahla

THE SUMMONS CAME WITHOUT warning and caught me off guard, tearing me from the tranquil afternoon.

“Your parents await you in the Hall of Shells,” a maid murmured, eyes downcast.

My eyes sought Raina’s, my sister, two years younger than me. She just shrugged, but deep down, we both knew what was about to happen. For starters, I hadn’t been called on the intercom. Secondly, the summons wasn’t to the office, where my father always received us when he wanted to discuss something; and certainly not to the ironically named Sewing Room, since my mother used that space for everything except sewing.

The Hall of Shells, adjacent to the Throne Room, was reserved for decisions that shaped the future of Ras Al Khaimah, a small emirate among the giants of the United Arab Emirates, far less glamorous than Dubai or Abu Dhabi, better known for its arid mountains and archaeological sites than for its power.

Everything pointed to the obvious: over a year ago, my engagement had been signed and a ring placed on my finger so that when I turned eighteen, we would marry. Yet my birthday had come and gone, and no date had been confirmed. I was a little over four months away from turning nineteen.

“I’ll be right there,” I answered the maid. When the door closed behind her, I turned to Raina and asked, “Do you think it’s who we’re thinking?”

“I don’t know, but you’d better get dressed and hurry.”

I changed my clothes, choosing a classic long-skirted Chanel suit, as the opulence of the salon demanded, and, as Raina suggested, I hurried down the corridors until I was nearly at the carved doors, which were opened by two silent footmen.

“Her Highness, Sheikha Nahla bint Abdullah Al Saud,” the butler announced as I entered.

The men rose: my father, seated in his favorite armchair with my mother at his side, accompanied by two men I didn’t know, and the Grand Imam of Ras Al Khaimah.

No, it was not my fiancé.

As soon as the formal introductions were made—the two unknown men were envoys from the Emir of Dubai, Sheikh Ebraim Al Fayed—I realized I had stepped into a beautiful, gilded cage, and the engagement diamond on my finger weighed a ton.

“My flower,” my mother began, her voice soft, as if she didn’t want to startle me, “Sheikh Ebraim has confirmed your marriage.”

“With Allah’s favor, Princess, and, if it pleases you,” emphasized one of the Emir’s emissaries, “you and His Highness, Sheikh Hassan, may proceed to the nikah.”

Sheikh Hassan.

“It is an honor to unite the Houses of Al Fayed and Al Saud,” my father spoke, his voice resonating with the authority of a sovereign, indicating how I should respond.

I swallowed dryly.

Since I had been rejected by the Crown Prince—Sheikh Sayyid Al Fayed, with his easy, adventurous smile—to whom I was initially promised, I had been passed on to a substitute, stamped as second-hand, though untouched. My fiancé was now him, the other one, the widower. The one desired by nearly one hundred percent of the female population of the Emirates—at least, in secret and in dreams.

I wasn’t quite sure how to face this fact, as the man had already populated my nighttime fantasies more than once. Like me, other women, social media, and gossip magazines were crazy for him. That was dangerous in a marriage of convenience.

I had met him personally over the years, at weddings, christenings, and official events. Taller and younger, and, in my opinion, more handsome than Sayyid, with a strong jaw beneath a perfectly trimmed dark beard, eyes and hair as black as night, the man was a sculpture in shades of light bronze.

Even though he never returned my gaze—or that of any other woman, always keeping to his wife and daughters—every time the impact was the same.

No, that wasn’t exactly true.

After the attack that killed his wife and left him scarred, he had become even more inaccessible. His black eyes, which once seemed to absorb everything, had become inscrutable, carrying a gravity that intimidated even the boldest. A scar marked his temple and eyebrow, partially hidden by hair that, once impeccably combed back, now fell rebelliously over his forehead and nape. It was as if that mark were the harbinger of something about to explode: a man who kept control with firm reins, but by a thread.

Pain had transformed him. He began to exude more virility—as if suffering had matured him—and it made him even more tempting.

And the ever-present gossips said he had become almost a recluse.

I myself felt the weight of his indifference when, over a year ago, our Khitbah, the engagement, was signed. Hassan wanted no celebration, nor did he insist on meeting me. He sent only a box with a ring and a simple card, stating the honor of being my fiancé—an honor that clearly did not excite him.

The last time I saw him, I was already his fiancée and I nearly melted—even in a room with the air conditioning freezing. It was during the Aurum Diamonds auction, but after greeting me, he didn’t speak another word to me. And as with every other time I had been in Dubai, I was left in the care of Zaya, his sister, and Layla, his sister-in-law.

“He...” My voice came out thinner than I would have liked, and I steadied it. “He doesn’t want to speak with me first?”

We should have gotten to know each other a little in this period before the wedding, but he never, not even after we were engaged, showed any interest in talking to me, in knowing my interests, my tastes and preferences, ignoring my existence as a woman. It wasn’t uncommon, but we were in the twenty-first century, and both he and I had lived abroad and had—or should have had—open minds.

“There is no need, daughter, and the terms are settled.” My father gave a tense smile to the representatives of the Emir of Dubai, as if sensing my resistance. “We are pleased that Sheikh Hassan has decided to set a date.”

Humiliation burned my throat and rose like embers to my face. I, the daughter of Sheikh Abdullah bin Abdelaziz Al Saud and Sheikha Azara bint Omar Al Qusimi, was nothing but a piece in an ancient game, a bargaining chip, a living reflection of Ras Al Khaimah: a jewel of tradition and ambition on the edge of the Gulf, beautiful on the outside, but imprisoned by inflexible rules where a woman was worth less than a man.

Worse than being treated as merchandise was bearing the mark of the rejected. I felt like an item on a dusty shelf in the souk, offered at a discount because the original heir didn’t want me.

“So I am just an object for the Princes of Dubai?” The question escaped, sharp as broken glass. “Passed from one brother to the other, without them caring to know what I like? What my desires are? If I have even a shred of sympathy for the man who will be my husband?”

“It’s not quite like that, Ayune.” My father raised his hand, and the light caught the gleam on his little finger where his gold signet ring sat. “Your wishes are being considered.”

“Of course they are, Your Highness,” stammered the other emissary. “That is why we are here. Sheikh Hassan asked that we hear, personally from your own lips, whether you wish to marry him or not.”

“My dear, this is already decided,” said my mother, her voice soft but authoritative. “You will fulfill your duty to your family and your people.”

Each word was a nail hammered into the lid of my coffin. I felt the tears threaten, but I swallowed them. Crying was a weakness I did not allow myself. I looked into my father’s eyes, the man I loved, but who was also bound by ancient, centuries-old conventions.

“I will not refuse my duty, but I have conditions.”

“Of course, Princess,” said one of the emissaries. “What are they?”

“I demand to speak with him before the nikah.” Lifting my chin, I continued, “Face to face. I have questions only he can answer. Only then will I give my answer.”

A glimmer of surprise, perhaps even respect, passed through the men’s eyes before being replaced by the usual masks of diplomatic disinterest.

“I am sure there will be no problem,” my father said, as the dignitaries exchanged urgent messages with someone.

“Sheikh Hassan will be most pleased to receive you,” came the confirmation.

There was no victory there, I knew. I had only postponed the inevitable, but even if I was deluding myself and this was just to placate me, it was something.

“Excellent,” said Sheikh Abdullah, rising, his face a mixture of affection and unshakable power. “We will be in Dubai on Thursday and, I am certain, there will be no problems,” he repeated the phrase, “and we can set the date.”

I felt like laughing, but I nodded. If I was to be married to a beautiful, gorgeous man who ignored me, I would make him regret it.

I would not accept being just a contract. I was a prize, and not a consolation one.

I would make Prince Hassan fall in love with me, or my name wasn’t Nahla.
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Hassan

THE SUN HAD BARELY begun to lighten the dunes of the Dubai desert when I racked the barbell and the sound of metal on metal echoed through the gym, shattering the false peace that reigned in the palace. It wasn’t ordinary silence; it was the suffocating weight of an absence that had taken every corner, saturating the walls, the curtains, the very air. Since Maya left, life here had stopped pulsing. The palace had ceased to be a home, becoming a mausoleum instead, a silent shrine to her, and I was its ghostly guardian.

I began my third set of bench presses. Each rep with a hundred kilos wasn’t just exercise, it was war: against the body that had failed, against the weakness that insisted on returning. A sentence I was executing myself. The weight threatened to crush my chest, but I pushed it back up with a grunt, forcing my muscles to the point of rupture. I wasn’t seeking strength; I was seeking exhaustion. The routine was my only anchor. It had to be cruel. Only on the brink of collapse did I find a fragment of peace.

Sweat ran down my temple, soaking my hair, like the tears that never fell. I didn’t permit weakness, only control. After two hours of self-imposed torture, ignoring the throbbing pain in my right leg, I dragged myself to the shower.

I emerged reborn in the ritual of discipline. I dressed in an impeccable white kandura, a ghutrah secured by an agal, slid an expensive watch onto my wrist, and the ring with a special Aurum diamond, engraved with our house crest—a falcon clutching a serpent.

With the mask of control firmly in place, I went down for breakfast. Malika and Malak were already waiting for me at the table, two miracles life had granted me. Too small for those immense chairs, yet they occupied every space in my existence. Beside them, the governess, Madame Dubois, a tiresome Frenchwoman, hovered like a constant shadow, and the nanny Cherie, another Frenchwoman, this one sweet and necessary, but incapable of filling the void left by their mother.

“Good morning, Babi,” they said in unison, their voices a sweet balm against the open wound.

“Good morning, my pearls,” I replied, leaning down to kiss each one’s forehead.

I held back the impulse to pull them into my arms, to crush them against my chest and never let the world tear them from me.

I sat and helped myself to Karak Chai and regag, drizzling honey over it.

“Daddy,” began Malak, the elder, setting down her cutlery. “Is our new mommy arriving today?”

The question hit me like a punch, but I kept my expression impassive. Where had they heard that?

Perhaps the governess, perhaps Layla, Sayyid’s wife, or Zaya, my flighty sister, had said something without noticing the girls were listening. Or perhaps it was some stray comment in the palace, since almost everyone knew Nahla was my fiancée and that the Emir had insisted on setting a date, as the girl would turn nineteen in a few months.

What should I say? My mind spun, searching for a strategic exit. I needed to shield my daughters‘ innocence, cushion the impact of a truth they didn’t deserve to carry. I needed to disguise my own pain and the burden of this imposed marriage. My little girls’ sanity depended on maintaining a normal life—even if it was a carefully constructed lie.

“Why are you asking that?” I countered, cautious.

She shrugged, her lips pursed.

“I just wanted to know...”

“Yes, Nahla arrives today,” I confirmed.

“And you’re going to marry her?” asked Malika, her large, curious eyes fixed on me.

“If she wishes it, yes, I am,” I confirmed, curtly.

Not because I didn’t know how to be affectionate, but because I didn’t want to feed fairy-tale expectations.

“So, does she have to like you?” asked Malak, with the innocent logic of a child.

“Of course.”

“And if she doesn’t like you?” she pressed. “You won’t get married?”

“Any reason for all these questions?” I inquired, raising an eyebrow. A spark of irritation shot through me, more from the absurdity of the hypothesis than the question itself. “Will you stop liking me if she doesn’t?”

The two exchanged a look and whispered to each other, before Malika said:

“No, Daddy. We love you very much, but...”

“But we loved Mommy too,” Malak finished, not meeting my eyes. “And she went away.”

A heavy, suffocating silence fell over the room.

“And we miss her,” Malika added, in a broken whisper. “Every day.”

I stood without a word and went to them. I lifted Malak onto my lap, and before I could even get close, Malika had already jumped from her chair to join us. I wrapped both my daughters against my chest, holding them in my arms as if I could build walls around them, as if this embrace could mend the cracks life had opened in us.

“I miss her too,” I said softly, my mouth close to their hair. “And it’s normal to miss her. Mommy loved you more than anything, just as I love you more than anything in the world. Me getting married doesn’t mean I’m going away.”

Malak pressed her face against my chest, but Malika lifted her eyes to me.

“Will we still live with you?” she asked, with the frankness only a child can have.

I pulled back just enough to look at them both.

“Of course you will. You’ll only gain more love. More care. One more person to love you,” I said, over the lump in my throat. “Mommy wanted you to be happy, and I want that too.”

The light in their eyes wavered, but Malika insisted:

“And if she doesn’t like you?”

“If she doesn’t like me, she’ll like you and she’ll want to stay,” I declared, ending the matter with finality, and glanced at my watch. “Come on, or you’ll be late for school.”

I drove them to school, as I did every morning now. Before leaving them, I kissed them, hugged them, and promised I’d be there to pick them up. They needed the reinforcement of this daily commitment now, as if they were afraid I too might disappear without warning, like their mother—I released their little hands and handed them over to their teachers, each going to her own classroom. I lingered at the door for a few seconds, watching until I lost sight of them, as if vigilance were the only way to ensure nothing would happen to them.

I returned to the car without looking back, though every fiber of my body screamed to stay. My heart shriveled a little more, as if with each goodbye a part of me dissolved. Every time I walked away from them, the weight of my failure drove deeper, alongside the constant terror of not being enough for them.

I could have kept them at home, under my watchful eye, but I’d decided to put them in school right away. Not for lack of love or not wanting them with me. It was precisely the opposite: because I loved them too much. The fear was that my own darkness, always lurking, might extinguish the light that still shone in them.

At eight in the morning, the route to Dubai’s financial district was a succession of endless lines of supercars and luxury sedans, jostling for space in an aggressive ballet of horns and abrupt lane changes.

From the back seat, as always, I watched every anonymous face, assessing risks, planning moves. Monitoring the chaos outside allowed me to force order within, to calm my agitated mind, while I recovered from the sensation of their small hands holding me just a little tighter when they hugged me, as if trying to stop me from leaving. The scene of stress and impatience was welcome white noise in the car’s bubble of silence.

When I arrived on the top floor of the Aurum Tower in the Golden Sands, the headquarters of our family business, my armor was fully in place again.

“Your Highness, good morning.” Caspian, my assistant, was waiting for me in the elevator lobby, holding a folder. “Your brother is in a meeting, but asked me to inform you he’d like you to attend the one o’clock meeting.”

“He’s already in?”

“Yes, Sir,” he nodded.

I found it odd, because since he got married, Sayyid no longer arrived at the office so early. Something had happened.

“Send me the cost spreadsheet for the London exhibition, please,” I requested, without looking up from the papers in the folder he’d handed me, walking toward Sayyid’s office, worried about what could be so serious as to pull him from his wife’s arms this early.

“It’s already in your email, Sir, and I’ve distributed copies to security and marketing.”

“Good, anything else urgent?” I asked, already focused on the financial projections, which were my refuge. Numbers didn’t lie, or betray. They also didn’t die.

“Your Highness, Princess Nahla Al Saud and her family have arrived and are staying at the Palace of Flowers,” he said quietly, as if afraid to tell me. “Your uncle requested confirmation of your presence at tea, and I took the liberty of rescheduling some of your afternoon meetings to lunchtime.”

Nahla, to me, was just a name, a piece on the political board, and the simple fact of her arrival disrupting and occupying space in my day provoked a deep irritation. For a moment, the words hung in the air, but I knew it wasn’t an invitation, but an order. That’s why Caspian had rescheduled my commitments.

“You may confirm,” I replied, as if I still held any shred of control over my own life.

That was what had gotten Sayyid out of bed so early. I turned on my heel, abandoning the idea of speaking with him, and went to my own office.

I ate a sandwich while on a video conference with the directors of Aurum Diamonds, the largest distributor of diamonds and gold in the Middle East, and Aurum Resorts, the most luxurious hotel chain in the Emirates, about the annual budget.

Caspian had to remind me of the meeting with Sayyid, and I headed to the room adjoining my brother’s office—he was the CEO of the companies—five minutes late, which annoyed me greatly.

I narrowed my eyes against the sharp sunlight trying to pierce the mirrored glass. Outside, the heat was a voracious enemy, but in here, the special glass and silent air conditioning maintained a civilized temperature.

“Good afternoon,” I greeted everyone, already seated around the long table, and took my seat to Sayyid’s right.

“We have good news,” Sayyid said, smiling. “Our robot found another vein in the Mbuji-Mayi mine. And the ship is already prospecting off the coast. The estimate is we could increase our diamond production by nearly two million carats per year.”

I let out a low whistle. We’d invested over a hundred and fifty million dollars to build that high-tech floating platform and were excited about the prospects, but the numbers had doubled.

“Have we announced it yet?” I asked, looking through the open doors at the electronic panel on his office wall, displaying the frantic dance of the diamond and gold markets in real time.

The numbers climbed—for commodities like gold and diamonds, they rarely fell—as if all of humanity, ravenous for the stone’s matchless brilliance, could be contained in that emotionless binary code.

“Early this morning,” the marketing director reported. “We already have several journalists requesting interviews and have scheduled a press conference for tomorrow morning.”

“Good. And security?”

“We’ve doubled security around the deposit area and will reinforce all routes when we transport,” Jalid informed us. “We’ve heard the Royal Riders and the X09 are more active in the North Kivu zone. Mine attacks, extortion, trafficking of women.”

“Hire as much local personnel as possible,” Sayyid said to the head of HR. “The more jobs we generate in the region, the more we’ll diminish the X09's capacity.”

“It would be ideal to open a technical training school,” I suggested.

“Excellent idea,” Sayyid agreed. “How are we with the shipment for the London exhibition?”

“All on schedule, Sir,” the area director at the other end of the table reported. “The stones arrived there without incident. We foresee no problems.”

“The Bratva has its eye on that shipment. They’ll test our limits,” I said, because ‘without incident’ was a hypothesis that no longer existed for me. There were only threats that hadn’t yet materialized. “They’ll look for gaps in our security.”

“They won’t find any, Sir,” Jalid stated, his expression closed. “We’re more vigilant than ever.”

The meeting stretched on for another hour. After reviewing the intelligence reports on active factions in Central Africa, we analyzed the costs of route mapping, armed escort contracts. We discussed not just numbers and logistics, but also the political variables: corrupt mayors, militias disguised as cooperatives, intermediaries who switched loyalties for the right price. Everything that could cost a diamond shipment or, worse, human lives.

“Good work, gentlemen,” Sayyid said, ending the meeting with a nod. “Thank you, everyone.”

Everyone stood, gathering their tablets and notes, and I rose to leave as well.

“Hassan, wait. I need to speak with you,” he requested, his tone low but laden with a seriousness that made me stop.

I walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows of the conference room, which offered a panoramic view of the city. On one side, Dubai Bay glittered with yachts cutting through its waters. On the other, towers of glass and concrete tore at the horizon, proud of themselves, as if they could touch the sky. It was a spectacle of power and vanity, and I knew the real price of every centimeter of that landscape.

“What is it?” I asked, without turning.

“I’m going to the tea as well,” Sayyid said, and I turned to face him. “Need a ride?”

“I’ll take one.” I checked my watch. “Isn’t it a bit early?”

“Perhaps, but I want to talk to you about your future wife.”

“What about her?” I asked.

“Let’s walk and talk.”

We descended in the private elevator in silence and got into the car waiting for us at the entrance.

“You remember her from my wedding?” Sayyid asked, probing the terrain as the car merged with traffic.

“Vaguely. I remember she had very long, dark hair,” I commented, not bothering to offer more detail.

It wasn’t a lie, but the analysis sounded strange even to me because long, dark hair was very common here in the Middle East. It was a clinical, distant observation. The truth was, I’d never noticed anyone after Maya. After her, the whole world lost its color. Everything became blurred, indistinct, as if life had been reduced to formless shadows.

“Layla and I went to receive her and her family at the airport this morning,” he recounted. “She’s very beautiful and seemed sweet, but she has... character, a certain firmness in her gaze. Layla told me she doesn’t seem the type to submit in silence.”

“If she’s sweet and has character, it will be easier for the girls to like her. They need a gentle, stable feminine presence.”

“What they need is you, whole,” he said, carefully.

“What they need is a feminine figure who treats them well,” I corrected, my tone sharp as broken glass.

“And you need a wife, a woman who shows you affection and makes you...”

“I have no intention whatsoever of replacing Maya.” I met his gaze without blinking. “Would you replace Layla so easily if she died?”

“Hassan...” he said, shocked by my virtual punch. “You weren’t this cynical.”

“That man doesn’t exist anymore, Sayyid,” I said, finally putting into words the truth that haunted me.

Because I knew Sayyid was looking for the brother I had been; the passionate, hopeful man who built a happy home and talked of having many children; the Vice President of Finance who mastered numbers and strategy, yet never forgot the value of people, who had just suggested building a school in a troubled region to save children from a war that wasn’t theirs. The man who believed intelligence was more than solving problems—it was also feeling, creating, giving people a chance to prosper.

That description fit the man who died with his wife and son.

“Don’t say that,” he pleaded, his voice tight.

Now, at forty, I was a man who doubted the solid foundations of ethics and morality upon which I’d built my life, and the reflection I avoided facing in the mirror every morning was that of a ghost.

What remained was this: a specter. A man who had become sarcastic and distrustful because the world had proven to him that the worst could always happen. The armor I put on every day was the only thing keeping me upright. I didn’t know if I would ever be the diplomat, the peacemaker, again. I very much doubted it.

The car passed through the golden gates of the Palace of Flowers, the official residence of the Emir of Dubai. Perfectly manicured gardens, fountains dancing under the sun, and embedded in the white marble walls, flowers and more flowers crafted from precious stones.

Everything was meticulously calculated to impress. An illusion sold to anyone who wanted to believe the story of a contemporary, innovative society. Compared to the rest of the Arab world, perhaps we even were, but deep down, it was just expensive makeup on a face that still needed change.

The opulence had a function: to dazzle with the promise of wealth and power, masking our societal rigidity. Beneath the veneer, the machinery was the same: power, tradition, and a social stiffness gilded in gold.

Our marriages were proof of that. They were not unions of love, but mergers of dynasties. Contracts sealed to consolidate power, petrodollars, and influence, ensuring wealth remained within a closed circle, ensuring blue blood wasn’t tainted.

The love I had with Maya? It was never a prerequisite and was considered a dangerous accident.

We were announced and entered the grand reception hall.

My uncle, Emir Ebraim, and Nahla’s father, Emir Abdullah, rose from their armchairs. We exchanged formal greetings. Every gesture, every nod of the head, and words of respect and courtesy coming from my mouth out of pure habit, and hollow, protocol greetings, as false as the smiles that accompanied them.

Sheikh Abdullah made a gesture and his voice echoed, too loud:

“Prince Hassan, allow me to present my daughter, Sheikha Nahla bint Abdullah Al Saud.”

It was then that my eyes locked onto the figure rising before me with the feline grace of a desert cat. The green silk dress molded her slender body with elegance, revealing curves in just the right measure, without slipping into vulgarity. Her erect posture betrayed an awareness of being watched and the audacity not to be intimidated by it.

Her image hit me with unexpected clarity: tall, with a contained fire in her gaze.

She was even more striking than I remembered. Shiny black hair, long as fresh ink, fell in thick, wide waves down her back, framing a face with delicate yet strong features. Her velvety skin held the warm, golden tone of the desert, her lips were full, and her nose, perfectly sculpted.

“Your Highness, As-Salámu Alaikum, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

I inclined my head in the traditional greeting, but when I raised my eyes, the fire burned hotter in hers.

And it was they that held me. Large, of a surprising green, almost grey, outlined by dark lashes, they had something feline about them: observant, attentive, but with a hidden glint that suggested dangerous promises.

There was no submission or sweetness there, but intelligence, a depth the photograph hadn’t captured and that, somehow, I hadn’t noticed before.

“Alaikum As-Salaam, Prince Hassan,” her voice was honey, but with a core of steel. “The honor of seeing you again is mine.”

Was that a jab?

“I heard you wished to speak with me,” I said, ignoring the fragile euphemism.

Everyone there knew she had demanded a formal audience and direct verbal confirmation before any discussion of a nikah date.

“I thought it important,” she replied, her chin lifted, “as it is a decision that will affect the rest of my life.”

Before the silence could turn into confrontation, my brother, who had been quiet until now, suggested:

“Perhaps you could converse with more privacy in the gardens? The flowers are... blooming.”

What the hell was that? Blooming, Sayyid?

I almost rolled my eyes to the ceiling, but I controlled myself because my uncle’s gaze settled on me with an order: resolve this quickly and in the best way possible.

“An excellent idea, Sayyid,” Abdullah agreed gravely. He turned to Nahla: “My flower, we will await you for tea.”

He just stopped short of asking her to be objective, but the message was implied: don’t take long or I’ll come fetch you.

I extended my hand in a courteous gesture, indicating she should go ahead. But Nahla didn’t follow protocol. Instead, her fingers slid over my open palm and closed around mine in a firm, deliberate grip.

The effect was immediate. A shock shot up my arm and spine, awakening every dormant nerve. The heat spread like liquid fire, descending to the root of my body and exploding into a raw throb. I almost pulled my hand from hers.

“Shall we, Your Highness?” she said, the challenge hanging in the air.

“This way.”

We passed through the arch of carved mashrabiya, and as we stepped into the gardens, her scent hit me full force: orange with traces of vanilla, sweet, laden with sensuality. It entered my nostrils like a slow poison, spreading through my body and intensifying the heat already consuming me.

I instantly rationalized it as a physiological reaction, mere animal chemistry. After all, I was a virile man, without sex for well over a year, and faced with a woman whose curves were molded for sin, desire was inevitable.

I sighed internally. Hormones didn’t respect mourning, and she was just a contract to be closed with extra care, tolerance, and discretion; a flesh-and-blood agreement that would require more attention and a little more affection than the paper ones, a pragmatic duty for the girls. Nothing more.

I repeated the mantra mentally, trying to master my rebellious body, but the pull in my groin turned into an uncomfortable tightness, and the sudden hardening of my cock beneath the kandura screamed the truth my brain refused to accept:

I was facing a serious problem, with magnetic green eyes and a body that promised to set my personal hell even more ablaze.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Nahla

IT HAD BEEN MONTHS since I’d seen my fiancé, and he was no longer the same man who had populated so many of my dreams.

If before he seemed sculpted by an artist’s hand, the man now walking the corridors beside me looked as if he’d been forged by some merciless blacksmith.

Tall, taller than any man in my family or his, his broad shoulders and powerful torso recalled a warrior torn from ancient legend. But his deep-set eyes, black as night and sharp as a hawk’s, were as cold and somber as a tombstone.

The light filtering through the mashrabiya traced the lines of the tattoo on his left arm—which, far from horrifying me, set my body ablaze, making my mouth water—and the defined muscles that neither the white shirt he wore beneath, nor the impeccable kandurah, could disguise. The contrast between the discipline of his attire and the contained brutality beneath the fabric only heightened the tension spreading through my chest, as if every inch of him was designed to unsettle me.

The man guiding me to the gardens was the perfect blend of danger, darkness, and temptation. Every step he took beside me was a reminder that, at any moment, he could be mine. A single word from me, and inside, I burned to say yes.

Desire pulsed through me, but doubt still gnawed: was he the best husband I could choose? The contract was already sealed, the clauses signed, and yet the final choice was still mine. I could refuse. I could say no.

For starters, the man had never spoken a word to me. Everything I knew about him came from crossed whispers, gossip columns, and newspaper headlines. Not that this was unusual for an arranged marriage, but the silent widower who had accepted me as his wife—or was it merely a form of compensation?—seemed distant from any attempt at closeness. Without even wanting to converse, he had looked me over for a second, head to toe, not with lust, but as one assesses whether an object is useful or disposable.

And yet, and yet... my heart raced, a wild beat mixing instinct, desire, and fury. It was lust and anger intertwined, an impossible whirlwind to contain, along with the insane urge to shove the truth he seemed to ignore right in his face: I was worth it, and I would prove it, whatever the cost.

We stepped out into the palace’s inner gardens, a green refuge hidden within the city of glass and the merciless desert. Fountains murmured in harmony, the scent of roses saturated the air, and everything there seemed a miracle carved to inspire peace and contemplation. A place that invited relaxation, but between us there was no peace. There was an electric current, and I didn’t break it on purpose.

Near the central fountain, he stopped and with a gesture invited me to sit on a sofa in the shade of the date palms, seating himself beside me, leaving an unnecessary distance between us and keeping his eyes fixed on the dancing water.

“I hope your journey was pleasant, Princess...”

His voice was a deep baritone that vibrated through me, but, honestly? I was already tired of this charade.

“Call me Nahla,” I cut in, a bit abruptly, but then softened the rest: “We are engaged. There’s no need for formality between us.”

“Nahla,” he repeated slowly, savoring each syllable as if my name had a taste.

A strange warmth traveled over my skin.

“Do you like gardens?” I deflected, trying to catch my breath. “I confess, the last time I was here, I didn’t notice how beautiful this one was.”

“Perhaps because last time you were too busy to notice,” he replied. “Parties tend to distract us from reality.”

“You prefer reality?” I prodded, arching an eyebrow.

“Always,” he stated without hesitation. “It’s harsh, but it’s where we build what matters and endures.”

“Like the partnership in a marriage?” I responded, my voice sounding sweeter than the storm shaking me inside.

He finally turned to me, and the intensity of his gaze surprised me then—a spark of something that wasn’t coldness.

“Yes, that’s one example,” he agreed.

“Then you won’t find it foolish that I want to align my expectations before I give my word,” I inserted the topic quickly, because I was getting nervous.

“A pragmatic perspective. I like that,” he murmured, and his mouth curved slightly in a near-smile. “My primary priority, Princess, is...”

“Nahla,” I insisted, because it seemed that by using my title he was keeping me miles away and deliberately denying any intimacy we might have.

“My primary priority, Nahla, is my daughters,” he said, leaning back against the sofa cushions, facing me. For a moment, I saw in his eyes the shadow of something that wasn’t coldness, but pain. “They need stability, kindness, and a safe environment. That is what I hope this marriage will bring them. Their loss was immeasurable.”

“I imagine it must be very hard for them...” I ventured.

“For all of us. It still is,” he corrected, without elaborating, but saying all that needed to be said: he was still married to the deceased.

“I adore children and I understand perfectly the need for stability,” I affirmed, sincerely. “Malika and Malak will have from me all the affection and dedication I can offer. But what do you expect from me, not as a maternal figure for your daughters, but as your wife? Your woman?”

“Mutual respect. Loyalty to our families. The fulfillment of our public duties...” His gaze drifted back to the fountain before returning to my face, “...and, of course, the private ones.”

There was a strange cadence to the conversation, too measured, as if he wanted to offer me the minimum to avoid awkwardness, while maintaining distance, holding something back.

This undeniably handsome man—which made his indifference an even more personal insult—was also a living ruin, a broken monument carrying pain and power in equal measure. And, against all logic, this ruin ignited something in me, a stubborn flame that refused to die. If I was to be consumed, let it be by my own desire, by the conscious choice to throw myself into the fire he represented.

“Conjugal, you mean, don’t you?” I confronted the subject, not hiding behind half-words. “Do you believe we’ll get along well in bed?”

This time, he looked directly at me, eyebrows raised.

“Pardon?”

“Oh, Hassan, don’t be old-fashioned!” I retorted, almost laughing at his surprise. “We’re in the twenty-first century! Even if I grew up in a place where sex is taboo and never spoken of, and my internet came wrapped in filters and prohibitions, let’s be frank: nowadays it’s impossible to live without hearing about what moves the world. Besides money, of course.”

The shield in his eyes wavered; a flash of genuine interest appeared, perhaps even respect, and he laughed.

It wasn’t a long laugh, but a rough sound, as if the vocal cords for laughter were rusted from disuse and couldn’t sustain the sound for long.

“I’m not as old-fashioned as I seem, but I’ll be honest, I was expecting a girl more... timid, not so...”

“Honest?” I helped him find the word.

“Bold, was the word I was going to use,” he corrected, with a shadow of a smile on his lips, “but perhaps your adjective is better.”

“Just as you prefer reality, I prefer sincerity. It’s the least I demand in a marriage. I’ve never been married, and I desire many things for the relationship with my future husband, whoever he may be.”

“Is that so?” He tilted his head. “What would those... things be?”

If he wanted a list, I’d give him one. I leaned slightly toward him, feeling the desert sun’s warmth caress my skin.

“I want respect, above all else.” I made sure to keep my voice firm. “Not the kind of respect demanded by title or position, but the kind built every day, even when we disagree.”

“Respect is a necessary pillar of any marriage,” he said, watching me as if weighing each word, his dark eyes narrowed and attentive. “That you will always have from me.”

“I want partnership,” I continued. “I won’t live as a man’s shadow. I grew up knowing my marriage would be arranged, but that doesn’t mean I can’t want a husband who sees me as an equal.”

“Equal...” he repeated the word with a tone I couldn’t decipher. “Go on.”

“I want honesty.” I took a deep breath. “I can’t stand half-truths. I prefer a painful truth to a comfortable lie. I want affection, not just duty. I know love isn’t a requirement in a marriage like ours, but I want tenderness, presence... and freedom to continue being who I am.”

“Freedom?” He arched an eyebrow. “That’s not something one usually asks of a husband.”

“Well, it’s what I’m asking,” I replied, lifting my chin. “Freedom to read what I want, to travel when possible—even alone—to speak my mind without fear of offending a male ego. I want you to have trust in me.”

He raised his eyebrows again, as if my demands were a veiled challenge.

“Trust is earned, Princess, not granted,” he said, his voice again a controlled baritone. “And what do you offer in return for all this?”

“Myself,” I said without hesitation. “My loyalty, my dedication, the willingness to stand by your side even when the whole world is against you. But only if it’s reciprocal.”

For a moment, the silence between us seemed heavier than the heat enveloping us. Then he said:

“I also have... things,” he repeated the same vague word I’d used, “that I desire in this marriage.”

“What are they?”

“I am devoted to my daughters, to business, and to the security of our family. I am not a man for frivolities...”

Is that how he saw me?

“I am not frivolous, Hassan,” I interrupted him, leaning further toward him. “I understand the importance of duty and of pleasure. I speak four languages, I study philosophy and history, I want to work. I have my own opinions, which is why I’m here talking to you. I won’t be just a decorative object, supervising nannies and organizing dinners.”
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