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    For those who are tired of the mask. May you find the strength to be real in a world that only wants you to be perfect.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The desert is a mirror. It does not show you the city you built; it shows you the person you became while building it."

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter One: The Blue Hour
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The sun did not set in Dubai so much as it retreated, surrendering the sky to a haze of electric violet and deep gold. From the floor-to-ceiling windows of her apartment on the forty-fourth floor, Maya watched the transformation. Below, the city was a grid of moving lights, a restless sea of silver cars and glowing skyscrapers. To the world, this was a city of dreams. To Maya, it was an office that never closed.

She stood before a tall mirror, her movements slow and practiced. She applied a layer of dark lipstick, the color of crushed cherries. She adjusted the strap of her silk dress. It was a simple garment, yet it cost more than most people earned in a month. That was the point. In this city, you did not just arrive; you presented yourself.

Maya was twenty-eight years old, but her eyes held the exhaustion of someone much older. She was a luxury escort, a woman paid to be the perfect companion for men who had everything except someone to talk to. She spoke four languages, knew which wines paired with which stories, and could navigate a ballroom as easily as a boardroom.

She checked her phone. A message from her driver, Jax, waited for her.

I am downstairs. Take your time.

Maya took a deep breath. She reached for her handbag, but her hand paused. On the vanity sat a small, leather-bound sketchbook. It was filled with drawings of buildings—not the glass giants of Dubai, but small, wooden cottages and open-air studios. She wanted to be an architect. She wanted to build things that would last longer than a single night.

She tucked the sketchbook into a drawer, hiding it away like a shameful secret. Tonight was not for dreaming. Tonight was for the Eclipse.

The Eclipse was the most exclusive club in the city. It was located at the top of a needle-thin tower that seemed to pierce the moon. Inside, the air smelled of expensive oud and cold champagne. The music was a low, pulsing heartbeat that vibrated through the floor.

Leo stood in the DJ booth, his hands moving across the mixers with mechanical precision. He was the king of this dark kingdom. Thousands of people below him danced to his rhythm, their faces blurred by the strobe lights. They envied him. They thought he lived in a world of constant celebration.

But Leo felt nothing.

He looked out over the crowd and saw only shapes. He saw the influencer, Isabella, standing on a velvet sofa, holding her phone high to capture a video of a ten-thousand-dollar bottle of vodka being delivered to her table. He saw the sparklers and the fake smiles.

Leo knew that as soon as he stopped the music, the magic would vanish. He lived for the sound because the silence was too loud. When he went home to his empty penthouse at five in the morning, the ringing in his ears was the only thing that kept him company.

He caught Maya’s eye as she walked into the VIP section. They did not speak, but they exchanged a look of mutual recognition. They were both performers. They both knew the script.

In a quiet corner of the club, away from the speakers, Omar sat alone. He was a man in his late forties, wearing a suit that was well-tailored but lacked the flash of the younger men around him. He sipped a glass of sparkling water.

Omar was a marriage counselor. During the day, he sat in a bright office and listened to people cry. He watched husbands and wives reach across the gap between them, trying to find the love they had lost.

At night, he came to the Eclipse. He did not come to drink or to find a woman. He came to observe.

He watched the way a businessman ignored his wife to look at his phone. He watched the way young couples spent more time taking photos of their food than looking at each other. He saw the desperation in their eyes—a hunger for something real that the lights and the music could not provide.

"You look like a man who is carrying the world on his shoulders," a voice said.

Omar looked up. It was Farrah, the bartender. She was wiping the mahogany counter with a white cloth. She was one of the few people in the club who didn't seem to be pretending.

"I am just thinking," Omar said with a tired smile. "I spend my life helping people fix their homes. But here, I see so many people who are trying to escape theirs."

Farrah nodded. "People don't come here to be themselves, Omar. They come here to be who they wish they were."

"And who do you think they wish they were?" Omar asked.

Farrah looked around the room. "Loved," she said simply. "Even if it's only for an hour."

Across the room, Isabella was leaning into the light of her ring lamp, which her assistant held steady. She adjusted her hair and pouted for the camera.

"Hi guys! We are at Eclipse tonight, and the vibe is literally insane," she said, her voice high and bubbly.

She hit 'stop' and the smile dropped instantly. Her face became a mask of boredom.

"Is the lighting okay?" she snapped at the assistant.

"Yes, Isabella. It looks perfect."

Isabella took the phone and began scrolling. She had six million followers. They saw her eating gold-leaf desserts and riding on yachts. They didn't see her crying in the bathroom ten minutes ago because a man she had been seeing for three months had blocked her number without explanation.

She felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Malik, a wealthy entrepreneur who was a regular at the club. He was married, a fact everyone knew but no one mentioned.

"You look beautiful tonight, Isabella," Malik said, his voice thick with the scent of whiskey. "Why are you looking at a screen when you could be looking at me?"

Isabella forced a laugh. "The screen is how I pay my rent, Malik."

"I could pay your rent for a year," he whispered, leaning closer.

Isabella felt a shiver of coldness. She didn't want his money, but she feared the silence of her apartment even more. She stayed. She smiled. She became the version of Isabella the world expected to see.

Outside, in the cool night air, Jax waited in the long line of black luxury cars. He leaned against the hood of his sedan, watching the smoke from his cigarette drift toward the stars.

He was a chauffeur, but he saw more than most people. He saw the way women like Maya looked when they got into the car at the end of the night—the way their shoulders slumped and the light left their eyes. He saw the way powerful men begged for a moment of kindness from people they paid to ignore.

He saw a woman walking toward the car park. She was wearing a simple dress and carrying a guitar case. It was Sarah, the singer who performed in the hotel lounge earlier in the evening. She looked exhausted.

"Rough night?" Jax asked.

Sarah stopped and leaned against a pillar. "The crowd wasn't listening. They never listen. They just want background noise while they close their deals."

"I listen," Jax said gently. "I heard you singing through the glass doors. You have a voice that sounds like home."

Sarah smiled, and for a moment, the harsh neon lights of the city seemed to soften. "Thank you, Jax. That means more than you know."

As they talked, a loud crash echoed from the entrance of the club. A man had been thrown out by security. He was shouting, his face red with anger, demanding to be let back in. He tripped over his own feet and fell into the dust.

Maya emerged from the club at that moment, escorted by a man who was twice her age. She saw the man on the ground and paused. For a second, her professional mask slipped. She looked at him not with judgment, but with a terrifying sense of recognition.

She realized that in this city, the distance between the penthouse and the pavement was much smaller than anyone wanted to admit.

Maya turned away and climbed into the back of a waiting car, disappearing into the dark. The night was only beginning, but the cracks in the gold were already starting to show.
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Chapter Two: The Gold of the Desert
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The morning sun in Dubai did not rise gently. It arrived with a fierce, white heat that stripped the city of its midnight mysteries. By eight in the morning, the neon blues and purples of the Eclipse were replaced by the blinding reflection of glass and steel.

Maya sat in a quiet cafe in the Design District, far from the tourist crowds. She wore a simple white linen suit and large sunglasses. On the table before her was a cup of black coffee and her sketchbook. In this light, she did not look like a woman who was paid for her time. She looked like the architect she desperately wanted to be.

Her pencil moved across the paper, sketching the skeleton of a building that breathed. She imagined a structure with gardens on every floor, a place where people could feel the wind instead of just the hum of the air conditioner.

Her phone buzzed, vibrating against the marble tabletop. It was a message from her agency.

Private lunch. 1:00 PM. Burj Al Arab. Mr. Al-Fahim. He requested you specifically.

Maya stared at the name. Mr. Al-Fahim was one of the men behind the city’s newest skyline developments. He was a man of immense power, the kind of person who could make a career with a single phone call. For a moment, a spark of hope lit up in her chest. If she could talk to him—really talk to him—about her designs, maybe she wouldn’t have to go back to the club tonight.

But then the hope faded, replaced by the cold reality of her situation. Mr. Al-Fahim had not requested a consultant. He had requested a companion.

She closed her sketchbook. The gold of the desert was beautiful, but it was also a weight that kept her pinned to the ground.

Isabella woke up to the sound of notifications. Her phone was a frantic heart, beating with the likes and comments of millions. She stayed in bed for an hour, scrolling through the photos she had posted the night before.

In the photos, she looked radiant. Her skin was flawless, her smile was wide, and the champagne in her hand sparkled like diamonds. But as she looked at her reflection in the darkened screen of the phone, she saw the dark circles under her eyes.

She got out of bed and walked to the kitchen of her high-rise apartment. The fridge was empty except for a few bottles of expensive alkaline water and a single, withered lemon. She had a massive kitchen with marble countertops and a professional-grade stove, but she never cooked. There was no one to cook for.

Her agent, a woman named Chloe, called her.

"Isabella, did you see the engagement on the post with Malik?" Chloe asked, her voice crackling with excitement. "The rumors are starting. People think you’re dating. This is great for the brand."

"We aren't dating, Chloe," Isabella said, rubbing her temples. "He’s married. And he’s... he’s not a good person."

"It doesn't matter if he's a good person," Chloe snapped. "It matters that he's a rich person. People love the idea of you being with someone powerful. Keep it going. Post a story today. Maybe a 'thank you for the flowers' post? I’ll have some sent to your lobby."

Isabella looked out the window. She felt like a character in a movie that she no longer enjoyed watching. "I feel like I'm disappearing, Chloe."

"Nonsense," Chloe laughed. "You've never been more visible. You’re the face of the city!"

Isabella hung up. She looked at her phone again. Visible to everyone, yet seen by no one.

Omar’s office was a sanctuary of soft colors and quiet music. He sat across from a young couple, Karim and Hana. They had been married for only two years, but they sat as far apart on the sofa as possible.

"He’s never home," Hana said, her voice trembling. "Even when he is home, his mind is at the office. Or he’s at these networking events until three in the morning."

Karim sighed, looking at his watch. "I'm doing this for us, Hana. Do you know how competitive it is out there? If I don't go to those events, I lose the contracts. If I lose the contracts, we lose this life."

Omar leaned forward, his hands folded. "Karim, what is 'this life' worth if there is no one left in it to share it with you?"

Karim looked at Omar, stunned by the directness of the question.

"I see people every night at the Eclipse," Omar continued, his voice gentle. "They are surrounded by the best of everything. They drink the most expensive wine. They wear the finest clothes. But they are searching for the same thing you two are losing right now."

"And what is that?" Hana asked.

"The feeling of being known," Omar said. "Not being admired. Not being envied. Just being known by one other person who sees the truth of who you are and chooses to stay."

The room went silent. For the first time in months, Karim reached out and took Hana’s hand. He didn’t look at his watch. He looked at his wife.

Omar felt a small sense of peace. He couldn't fix the whole city, but sometimes, he could help two people find their way back to each other. But as they left, he looked at the empty chair across from him and felt the familiar sting of his own solitude. He spent his days building bridges for others, yet he lived on an island of his own making.

Leo spent his afternoon in a soundproof studio in the basement of a luxury hotel. The walls were covered in dark foam, and the only light came from the blue glow of his computer monitors.

He was trying to compose a new track, something different from the heavy, pounding bass he played at the club. He wanted to capture the sound of the wind in the desert, or the way the sea sounded at dawn.

But every time he closed his eyes, the ringing in his ears returned. It was a high-pitched whine, a permanent reminder of a decade spent in front of massive speakers. It was the sound of his price.

The door opened, and Sarah, the singer from the night before, walked in. She was carrying two cups of coffee.

"I heard you were down here," she said, offering him a cup. "You look like you're fighting with the silence."

Leo took the coffee, his fingers brushing hers. "The silence is the only thing I can't master, Sarah. I can mix any sound in the world, but I can't make the ringing stop."

Sarah sat on a stool next to him. "Maybe you’re trying too hard to drown it out. Sometimes the best music comes from the spaces between the notes."

She began to hum a melody—low, haunting, and deeply human. Leo watched her. He saw the way her throat moved and the way her eyes closed. There was no filter on her, no persona being sold to the highest bidder.

He reached for his keyboard and began to follow her melody. For the first time in years, he wasn't playing for a crowd of thousands. He was playing for one person. And for a few beautiful minutes, the ringing in his ears seemed to fade away.

The Burj Al Arab was a monument to excess. Maya walked through the lobby, her heels clicking on the gold-leafed floors. She was met by a host who led her to a private dining room overlooking the Arabian Gulf.

Mr. Al-Fahim was already there. He was a man in his sixties with sharp eyes and a weary smile. He stood as Maya entered, a gesture of politeness that surprised her.

"Thank you for coming, Maya," he said. "Please, sit."

The lunch was spectacular, but Maya barely tasted the food. She played her role perfectly. She laughed at his jokes, asked intelligent questions about his business, and made him feel like the most interesting man in the world.

But as the meal drew to a close, Mr. Al-Fahim looked out at the ocean. "I have built half the towers you see out that window," he said. "And yet, some days, I look at them and I feel like I've built a forest of glass that has no soul."

Maya took a breath. This was the moment. Her heart hammered against her ribs. "Buildings only have souls if they are built for the people inside them, not just for the people looking at them from the outside."

Mr. Al-Fahim turned to her, his eyebrows raised. "That is an unusual thing for a companion to say."

"I am a student of architecture," Maya said, her voice steady despite her nerves. "I spend my mornings drawing. I think the city needs more than just height. it needs breath. It needs light that isn't electric."

She reached into her bag and pulled out her sketchbook. She hesitated, then pushed it across the table toward him.

Mr. Al-Fahim opened the book. He flipped through the pages slowly. He looked at the sketches of the small cottages and the open-air studios. He looked at the way she had integrated the desert landscape into the structures.

The silence in the room stretched out, long and heavy. Maya felt like she was standing on the edge of a cliff.

Finally, Mr. Al-Fahim closed the book. He looked at her, and for the first time, he didn't see a beautiful woman he had paid to sit with him. He saw a person.

"You have talent, Maya," he said softly.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"But talent is not enough in this city," he continued, sliding the book back to her. "This city runs on names and reputations. If I were to help you, people would ask why. They would look at your past, and they would look at what you do now, and they would use it to destroy both of us."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out an envelope. He placed it on the table. It was her payment—the "gift" for her time.

"Stick to being beautiful, Maya," he said, his voice turning cold again. "It is a much easier life than the one you are dreaming of."

Maya felt as though he had slapped her. She picked up her sketchbook and the envelope. Her hands were shaking. She realized then that in the eyes of men like Al-Fahim, she was not a person who could have a future. she was a luxury item, and luxury items were not allowed to have dreams.

She walked out of the Burj Al Arab and into the afternoon heat. The sun was still high, and the desert gold was blinding. She felt a sudden, desperate urge to run, to leave the city and never look back.

But she had bills to pay. She had a life to maintain. And she knew that in a few hours, the sun would set, and she would have to put on her silk dress and become the girl the city wanted her to be.

As she reached her car, she saw Jax waiting for her. He saw the look on her face and didn't say a word. He simply opened the door and held it for her.

"Where to, Miss Maya?" he asked.

"Nowhere, Jax," she said, leaning her head against the cool leather of the seat. "Just drive. I need to remember what it feels like to move forward, even if I'm not going anywhere."

Jax pulled into the stream of traffic, and the glass towers of Dubai blurred into a single, shimmering wall. Maya closed her eyes and, for the first time in a long time, she allowed herself to cry.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three: Conversations with Strangers
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The air inside the car was cool and smelled of expensive leather and the faint, citrus scent of Jax’s cologne. Maya sat in the back, her eyes fixed on the passing scenery. The rejection from Mr. Al-Fahim felt like a heavy stone sitting in her stomach. She had offered him her soul—her drawings, her dreams—and he had told her to stick to being beautiful.

Jax watched her in the rearview mirror. He had been driving Maya for two years. He had seen her in her highest moments and her lowest. He knew the difference between her "work smile" and her real one. Today, there was no smile at all.

"He did not understand the drawings, did he?" Jax asked quietly.

Maya looked up, surprised. "How did you know I showed them to him?"

"You were holding the sketchbook when you walked in," Jax said. "And you were not holding it like a book. You were holding it like a hope. Now, you are holding it like a burden."

Maya looked down at the black book in her lap. "He said I should stay in my lane, Jax. He said the city only has room for my face, not my mind."

Jax navigated the car through the heavy afternoon traffic. "This city is built on sand, Maya. People forget that. They think the buildings are the only things that matter because they are big and they shine. But the sand is what holds everything up. You are looking for a foundation. They are just looking for a view."

"I am tired of being the view," Maya whispered.

"Then stop looking for permission from people who only know how to buy things," Jax said. His voice was steady and kind. "A man who buys a painting for its price will never understand the colors."

Maya felt a small flicker of warmth in her chest. Jax was a chauffeur, a man who spent his life in the front seat, yet he saw the world more clearly than the billionaires in the back.

"Thank you, Jax," she said.

"Do not thank me yet," he replied with a small smile. "I still have to get you through the Friday night traffic."

While Maya was retreating into her thoughts, Isabella was standing in the middle of a chaotic photo shoot at a beach club. The sun was beginning to dip, creating a golden light that was perfect for "content."

A photographer was barking instructions at her. "More energy, Isabella! Look like you are having the best day of your life! Laugh! Throw the sand!"

Isabella did as she was told. She laughed a hollow, silent laugh. She threw the white sand into the air. She wore a swimsuit that cost more than a small car, and jewelry that was on loan from a brand that expected a certain number of clicks in return.

In the distance, she saw Malik. He was sitting at a VIP table, watching her with a possessive gaze. He had sent her flowers every hour since their meeting at the club. The lobby of her building was now a forest of roses she did not want.

When the shoot ended, she wrapped a silk sarong around her waist and walked toward her dressing room. Malik intercepted her.

"You are a vision, Isabella," he said, reaching out to touch her arm.

Isabella stepped back, pretending to adjust her hair. "I am working, Malik. I am very busy."

"Working?" Malik laughed. "You are taking pictures. Come, sit with me. I have a boat leaving for a private island in an hour. Just a few friends. No cameras."

"No cameras?" Isabella asked, her interest piqued for a second. The idea of being somewhere where she did not have to perform was tempting.

"None," Malik promised. "Just peace. And perhaps a conversation about that new apartment you were looking at in the Marina. I heard the developer is a friend of mine."

Isabella felt the trap closing in. It was always like this. The offer of "peace" always came with a price tag. Malik did not want to talk to her; he wanted to own a piece of the girl everyone else could only look at through a screen.

"I cannot, Malik," she said, her voice firmer now. "I have plans."

"Plans can be changed," he said, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Do not forget who helps keep you in that top spot, Isabella. People like me create the world you live in."

He walked away before she could answer. Isabella stood in the heat, feeling a cold shiver run down her spine. She realized that her millions of followers were a shield made of paper. They could see her, they could like her, but they could not protect her.

That evening, the Eclipse was more crowded than usual. It was a holiday weekend, and the energy in the room was frantic.

Omar sat at his usual spot at the bar. He had spent the day listening to a couple talk about their impending divorce, and his heart felt heavy. He looked at the people around him and wondered how many of them were just one bad night away from the same fate.

He noticed a woman sitting a few stools away. It was Maya. She was not with a client tonight. She was alone, staring into a glass of amber liquid. She looked different than the other women in the club. She was not scanning the room for attention. She looked as though she were trying to disappear.

Omar hesitated, then moved his glass a few inches closer. "It is a loud place to be so quiet," he said.

Maya turned her head slowly. She saw a man with kind eyes and a face that looked like it knew how to keep a secret.

"Sometimes the noise is the only way to drown out the thinking," Maya replied.

"And what are you trying not to think about?" Omar asked.

Maya studied him. "You are not like the others here. You are not looking for a trophy or a distraction."

"I am a counselor," Omar said with a small smile. "I spend my life listening to what people do not say. Here, people say a lot, but they rarely mean any of it."

Maya took a sip of her drink. "I am an architect. Or I want to be. But today, I was told that the only thing I am good for is the space I occupy in a room."

Omar nodded slowly. "The world is very good at telling us who we are based on what they can take from us. It is much harder to hold onto who we are based on what we can give."

"I have so much to give," Maya said, her voice cracking. "I have designs for buildings that would make people feel alive. I have ideas that could change the way this city breathes. But all they see is a girl in a silk dress."

"Then you are showing the wrong people," Omar said. "In my office, I see people who have all the money in the world, yet they live in houses that feel like prisons. They are desperate for the beauty you are describing. They just do not know it yet."

Maya looked at him, really looked at him. "Why are you telling me this? You do not even know me."

"Because I see you," Omar said simply. "And in this city, being seen is a rare thing."

For the first time that day, Maya felt a sense of relief. She did not know this man’s name, and she did not know his story, but in the middle of a crowded, screaming nightclub, she felt a connection that was deeper than anything she had experienced in years.

High above the dance floor, Leo was lost in his own world. He had taken the melody Sarah had hummed in the studio and turned it into a remix. He had added a soft, rhythmic pulse behind it, like a heartbeat.

As he played it, the energy in the club shifted. The aggressive, pounding bass stopped, replaced by something ethereal and haunting. The dancers slowed down. Some of them stopped entirely, looking up at the DJ booth with confused, mesmerized expressions.

Leo looked out and saw Sarah standing near the back of the room. She was watching him, a small smile on her lips. He realized that he was no longer playing for the crowd. He was playing for her.

The music was a bridge. It was the only way he knew how to say the things he was too afraid to speak. He wanted to tell her that he was lonely. He wanted to tell her that he was tired of the noise.

The track ended, and the silence that followed was the loudest thing Leo had ever heard. For a few seconds, no one moved. Then, the applause started—not the drunken roaring of a party, but a genuine, appreciative sound.

Leo stepped out of the booth, his heart racing. He pushed through the crowd toward Sarah.

"You did it," she said as he reached her. "You made them listen."

"I did not make them listen," Leo said, his voice breathless. "You gave me the notes. I just found the courage to play them."

They stood together in the shadows, two people who had spent their lives making noise, finally finding a moment of harmony.

But as they talked, a flash went off nearby. Isabella’s assistant was standing a few feet away, filming the scene for a "behind the scenes" vlog.

"Look at this, guys!" the assistant whispered into the camera. "The King of the Night and the mysterious singer. Is there a romance blooming at the Eclipse?"

Leo saw the camera and felt the familiar wall go up. The moment was gone, stolen by the need for content, turned into a story before it could even become a reality. He looked at Sarah and saw the disappointment in her eyes.

In Dubai, even the most private moments were prone to being sold.

As the night began to wind down, Maya walked out of the club. She did not wait for a client. She did not wait for a friend.

She saw Jax waiting by the car. He looked at her and saw the change in her expression.

"You look like you found something," Jax said as he opened the door.

"I found a
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