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    To the builders who were forgotten, and the children who remembered.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "If a house is built on a graveyard, the walls will never be straight, no matter how much gold you use to hide the cracks."— Old Merchant's Warning
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Chapter 1: The Rule of the Eye
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Layla Al-Harbi did not look for love at weddings. She looked for the gaps.

She stood at the back of the grand ballroom in the heart of Riyadh, her hands clasped behind her back. To any guest, she looked like a woman appreciating the three thousand white roses she had ordered from Holland. To the catering staff, she was the boss who noticed if a single silver fork was crooked.

But Layla was looking at the father of the groom.

The man was wealthy, his robes perfectly pressed, his fragrance expensive enough to linger in a room for hours. He was smiling. He was shaking hands. But Layla noticed that every time his son, the groom, stepped within three feet of him, the father’s left shoulder tightened. He never made eye contact with the boy. Not once in an hour.

That is a debt, Layla thought. A debt or a disappointment. But it is not a celebration.

Layla was thirty-eight years old, and she had built the most successful wedding planning business in the city. Her reputation was built on more than just flowers and music. It was built on her ability to manage the invisible. She knew which aunts could not sit at the same table. She knew which brothers had not spoken in a decade. She knew that a wedding was a play, and she was the director.

"The lighting is too warm," a voice said beside her.

Layla didn’t turn. She knew the voice of her assistant, Maha. "It is meant to be warm, Maha. It hides the tired eyes of the mothers. If they look tired, they look like they have been crying. If they look like they have been crying, people start to ask why."

"You think of everything," Maha whispered.

"I have to," Layla said. "Because they are thinking of nothing but how they appear to the neighbors."

Layla moved through the room like a ghost. She adjusted a ribbon on a chair. She whispered a command to a waiter. She watched the way the bride’s sister gripped her glass. The knuckles were white.

She is jealous, Layla noted. No. Not jealous. She is afraid for her sister.

Over three hundred weddings had taught Layla a private rule: A wedding never reveals who loves each other. It reveals who is pretending.

She had seen it all. She had seen grooms who were in love with the bridesmaids. She had seen brides who were marrying to pay off their father’s gambling debts. She had seen families who hated each other but smiled for the cameras because their businesses were merging.

She was tired of the theater, but she was the best at it.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was a private number. Usually, Layla ignored calls during an event, but this number belonged to a woman who didn't call unless the world was ending.

It was Noura Al-Saud, the matriarch of one of the most powerful families in the region.

Layla stepped into a quiet hallway, away from the thump of the music.

"Yes, Madame?"

"Layla," the voice was sharp, like a cold blade. "The wedding of my grandson, Sultan. It is in two weeks."

"I have the files ready, Madame. Everything is on schedule. The flowers are confirmed, and the guest list is finalized."

"There is a change," Noura said. "I want you to come to the house tonight. At midnight."

Layla frowned. "Midnight? Is there a problem with the venue?"

"There is no problem with the venue. There is a problem with the truth. Come alone."

The line went dead.

Layla stayed in the hallway for a moment. The air conditioning was humming. In the ballroom, people were laughing, celebrating a union that she knew would likely end in a quiet divorce in five years. But the Al-Saud wedding was different. It was the biggest contract of her life. It was a marriage between the Al-Saud and the Al-Maliki families. It was more than a wedding; it was a treaty.

If something was wrong with the "truth," as Noura put it, the consequences would be felt across the entire city.

Layla walked back into the ballroom. She looked at the dancing, the jewelry, and the forced smiles. She felt a cold shiver. For the first time in twenty years, her instincts weren't just telling her someone was lying.

They were telling her someone was about to scream.

She checked her watch. It was ten o'clock. In two hours, she would find out what kind of fire she had been hired to put out. She just didn't know yet that this time, the fire would be large enough to burn her own life down, too.

She called Maha over.

"Handle the closing," Layla said. "I have to leave."

"Leave? But the cake hasn't been cut."

"The cake is just sugar, Maha. The real work is starting."

Layla walked out of the luxury hotel, leaving the music behind. The Riyadh night was hot and still. As she drove toward the Al-Saud estate, she thought about her rule.

Who is pretending?

By the end of the night, she would realize that everyone was. Especially the woman she was going to meet.
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Chapter 2: Gold and Expectations
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The Al-Saud estate sat behind walls that looked like they could withstand a siege. In Riyadh, wealth was often hidden behind such walls. The higher the wall, the older the secrets.

Layla drove her silver sedan through the heavy iron gates after a security guard checked her identification twice. She had been here many times over the last six months of planning, but at midnight, the palace felt different. The fountains were still running, the water splashing against marble in the silence, but the lights were dimmed. It looked less like a home and more like a monument.

She was led through a side entrance by a silent housekeeper. They walked through hallways lined with portraits of men in traditional robes, their eyes following Layla with a stern, frozen judgment.

Noura Al-Saud was waiting in a small, private sitting room. The room smelled of expensive oud and bitter coffee. Noura was seventy, but she sat with the posture of a woman half her age. She wore a deep green abaya with gold embroidery at the cuffs. Her hands were covered in rings that caught the low light.

"Sit, Layla," Noura said. She didn't offer a smile. To Noura, smiles were for social events. In private, she dealt only in currency and commands.

"Thank you, Madame," Layla said, sitting on the edge of a velvet chair. "You sounded concerned on the phone."

Noura poured a cup of coffee. The stream was steady. Her hand did not shake. "The wedding between Sultan and Dania Al-Maliki is not just a family event. You know this. The Al-Maliki family owns the largest construction firms in the north. We hold the keys to the shipping ports. This marriage is a bridge. If the bridge breaks, many people fall."

"I understand the importance of the union," Layla said. "But the planning is perfect. Dania’s dress arrived yesterday from Paris. The ballroom is secured. The guest list is a collection of the most powerful people in the country."

Noura looked at her. Her eyes were sharp, like a hawk’s. "I am not worried about the dress, Layla. I am worried about the bride."

Layla felt a small pulse of interest. "Dania? She has been nothing but cooperative. She is quiet, yes, but she follows every instruction."

"She is too quiet," Noura whispered. "A girl getting married to the most eligible man in Riyadh should have demands. She should want more flowers, more diamonds, more attention. Dania asks for nothing. She looks at her mother as if she is looking at a stranger. She looks at my grandson as if he is a ghost."

"Some brides are simply overwhelmed by the scale of the event," Layla suggested.

"No," Noura said, setting her cup down with a sharp clack. "I know the Al-Maliki family. I have known them for forty years. There is a tension in their house that was not there six months ago. Dania’s father, Khalid, is a man who likes to be in control. But lately, he looks like a man who is holding a door shut against a flood."

Layla leaned forward. This was the "gap" she looked for. "What do you want me to do, Madame? I am a wedding planner, not a private investigator."

"You are a woman who sees what others miss," Noura corrected. "You spend more time with the bride and the families in these final two weeks than I do. You are in the dressing rooms. You are at the fittings. You hear the whispers between the sisters."

Noura reached into a small wooden box on the table and pulled out an envelope. She slid it across the marble surface. It was thick with cash.

"This is not for the flowers," Noura said. "This is for your eyes. I want you to watch the Al-Maliki family. Specifically, I want you to watch the grandmother, Hessa. She is the only one who doesn't know how to lie well. If there is a crack in this marriage, Hessa will be the one to show it."

Layla didn't touch the envelope. "If I find something that threatens the wedding, what is your priority? The truth or the ceremony?"

Noura’s expression didn't change. "In this world, Layla, the ceremony is the truth. Anything else is just noise. Your job is to make sure the noise doesn't reach the guests."

Layla drove home an hour later, the envelope sitting on the passenger seat. She didn't like it. She preferred the clean mechanics of logistics—the timing of the appetizers, the temperature of the room. This felt heavy.

She thought about the bride, Dania. She was twenty-four, a graduate of architecture, beautiful in a way that felt delicate. Layla recalled their last meeting. Dania had been trying on her veil. While the seamstresses fluttered around her, Dania had caught Layla’s eye in the mirror.

Most brides looked for approval. They wanted to hear they looked like a princess.

Dania had looked at Layla with a different expression. It was the look of someone who was trying to memorize the exits of a building.

At the time, Layla had dismissed it as nerves. Now, with Noura’s warning echoing in her head, she realized she had seen that look before. It was the look of a prisoner.

The next morning, Layla arrived at her office early. Her office was a sanctuary of white marble and glass, located in a high-rise building overlooking the city. Maha was already there, sorting through fabric samples.

"The Al-Maliki family called," Maha said, looking up. "They want to move the final jewelry fitting to this afternoon. They asked if you could attend personally."

"Who called? The mother?"

"No," Maha said, looking puzzled. "The grandmother. Hessa Al-Maliki. She was very specific. She said she wanted to speak to the person in charge of the 'details.'"

Layla felt a chill. She hadn't even started her investigation, and the family was already reaching out.

"Cancel my lunch meeting," Layla said. "I’ll go to the Al-Maliki villa at two."

"Is something wrong?" Maha asked. "You look... different."

"Every wedding has a rhythm, Maha," Layla said, picking up a folder. "Usually, it’s a heartbeat. This one feels like a countdown."

Layla spent the morning reviewing the files for the Al-Saud and Al-Maliki merger. On paper, it was a dream. The families had been business partners for decades. They shared land, investments, and social circles. Sultan and Dania had grown up in the same world. They had been "engaged" in the minds of their parents since they were children.

But as Layla looked at the photos of the couple from their engagement party, she noticed the distance. In every photo, Sultan was leaning slightly away. Dania was standing perfectly straight, her hands folded in front of her. They weren't touching. Not even a hand on an arm.

In Riyadh, public affection was modest, but there was usually a warmth—a shared smile, a lean of the head. Here, there was only gold and expectations.

The Al-Maliki villa was a sprawling palace of sand-colored stone. When Layla arrived, the air was thick with the scent of jasmine and the sound of birds in the courtyard. It was peaceful, but it felt artificial.

She was shown into a room where the jewelry was being displayed. It was a king’s ransom. Necklaces of diamonds and emeralds were laid out on black velvet. Dania’s mother, Salma, was talking excitedly to a representative from a famous jeweler.

"The emeralds must match the ones in the tiara," Salma was saying. She was a woman who lived for status. Her voice was high and thin. "We cannot have two different shades of green."

Dania was sitting in a chair, her face a mask of boredom. She looked up when Layla entered. For a split second, her mask slipped. There was a flash of something—pleading? Or perhaps a warning?

"Layla!" Salma cried, turning around. "Tell them. Tell them the emeralds are wrong."

"I think the emeralds are beautiful, Salma," Layla said softly. She turned to Dania. "How are you feeling, Dania? Two weeks to go."

"I am fine," Dania said. Her voice was low and steady. "I am exactly where I am supposed to be."

It was a strange thing to say. Most girls said they were excited or nervous. Where I am supposed to be.

"Layla, dear," a new voice spoke from the corner.

An elderly woman sat in a high-backed chair, partially hidden by a large floral arrangement. This was Hessa, the grandmother. She was smaller than Noura Al-Saud, but she had a presence that felt more grounded. Her face was a map of wrinkles, and her eyes were clouded with age, but they were focused.

"Come, sit with me," Hessa said.

Layla approached. Salma, the mother, seemed to stiffen. "Mother, we are busy with the jewelry."

"The jewelry will still be expensive ten minutes from now," Hessa said sharply. "Go. Talk about your emeralds. I want to speak to the woman who is building my granddaughter’s stage."

Salma sighed and turned back to the jeweler.

Layla sat next to Hessa. The old woman leaned in close. She smelled like old paper and dried roses.

"You have a gift, Layla," Hessa whispered. "I have heard about you. They say you can see the truth in a seating chart."

"I try to make sure everyone is comfortable," Layla said carefully.

Hessa gripped Layla’s wrist. Her fingers were thin but surprisingly strong. "Comfort is a lie. This wedding is a house built on sand. The Al-Sauds think they are buying a bridge. The Al-Malikis think they are buying a shield."

"And what do you think, Hessa?"

The old woman leaned closer, her voice barely a breath. "I think four lives are about to end. And I think you are the only one who will be looking in the right direction when it happens."

Before Layla could respond, Dania stood up. "I’m tired. I want to go to my room."

"But the fitting!" Salma protested.

"It’s enough," Dania said. She didn't look at her mother. She didn't look at the diamonds. She walked out of the room without looking back.

Hessa let go of Layla’s wrist. "Watch her, Layla. Not because Noura Al-Saud paid you to. Watch her because she is a girl who has found a secret that is too heavy for her to carry."

Layla left the villa with her head spinning. The sun was setting over Riyadh, turning the sky a deep, bruised purple. She felt like she was walking through a story where the ending had already been written, but no one had told her the plot.

She reached into her bag and pulled out her notebook. She didn't write about flowers or emeralds.

She wrote: Four lives.

Who were they? The bride. The groom.

Who were the other two?

As she drove away, she saw a figure standing at a high window of the villa. It was Dania. She wasn't looking at the sunset. She was looking at the gate.

Layla realized Noura was right. Dania wasn't a bride. She was a witness.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
FOURLIVES
ARE ABOUT
TOEND

. A Sillgl‘é}note is all that remains -
_ of the season’s higgest wedding.

DAVIS SHYAKA MUSIRIKARE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





