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            KHALID

          

        

      

    

    
      I lounged on the blue velvet armchair as if it was my obsidian throne. Lifting the fragile China cup to my mouth, I took a sip, relishing the burn of whiskey from the half empty bottle before the interview started. I already had the half bottle before the art show started and needless to say, I was tipsy as fuck.

      “What’s the inspiration behind your paintings?” She asked, the cameras zooming in on my face.

      I answered with a straight face. “Suffering and fucking.”

      The female interviewer turned into a flustered mess, people whispering to each other as my agent glared at me, imitating as if he was slicing his throat. He either meant he wanted to die or wanted me to cut it out.

      I gulped down the whiskey from the cup. I couldn’t care less what the art critics had to say about me or the interview when it airs. I was Khalid Al Latif. A Prince and an artist. If they didn’t want my honest answers, they could go fuck themselves while I watch.

      Talking about fucking.

      I eyed the people walking slowly among the crowd, hoping for a certain someone to arrive and to take her to the suite. It had been some time since I got laid. About a few months. I had been busy with my brother’s marriage, Sultan of Azmia, and making sure our palace was well protected before I could travel to London for my art show.

      The interviewer cleared her throat and gestured the camera crew to roll as she crossed her legs, her skirt inching up her thigh. I wished she would hurry up with the questions instead of fluttering her lashes at me.

      “Your painting, Limerence,” she started. Finally. Her tone remained professional despite the way her eyes raked over my dark suit, the top of my shirt where I had unbuttoned top two buttons. She licked her lips before continuing, “It has been auctioned for two-hundred million dollars. More than Pablo Picasso’s Women of Algiers Version O. That is certainly an enormous deal in the art industry and for your country as well. Do you think the fame of the painting has any relation with you being the Prince and the brother of Sultan of Azmia?”

      I had sketched and painted Limerence, my most famous painting yet, when I was nineteen. I had painted it after the night I killed my father with his sword, a family heirloom that my brother, Zain, the Sultan of Azmia, possessed. All I could see was the flashes of crimson blood coating my shirt and his tunic, the nightgown of my little sister, and the beige wall splattered with his blood.

      Flashes of red blood, and bright golden red hair with a toothy grin had conjured in my head. The image of the young girl I had met at fifteen and the living nightmare of murdering my father had made me want to pour it all out on a canvas.

      Clenching my jaw, I answered in deep voice, “I didn’t want Limerence to be released to the public, but my family, my brother and sister, urged me to. My royalty certainly gave advantage for it to be recognised and I am proud that it offers more appreciation to my culture and Azmia.”

      After the art show, I knew my agent would be thrilled for the smooth reply without cursing again on the live telecast.

      “That is lovely. Are you seeing anyone at the moment, Your Highness? Our fans, especially the youngsters, are quite curious if there’s someone in your mind who could be a future Princess of Azmia.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

      I glanced at the abstract painting I had finished before landing in London. I wasn’t going to display that painting in the gallery, but my agent had insisted. I was surprised by the attention it had garnered in a few moments. It was nothing but slashes of paints and a unique form of a figure in blue. I had to paint it after waking up from a nightmare.

      The interviewer waited for my answer patiently.

      I replied without hesitation. “No, I am not dating anyone, nor do I plan to. Will that be all?”

      I was only capable of loving my family and my country.

      Besides, who in the world would want to love a monster who had killed his own father?
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      Sophia Gora hummed in her sultry voice, examining the framed painting before us. Her manicured black painted nails hovered over the canvas as she traced an invisible line of the shades of paint.

      “It looks brilliant, Khalid. You have outdone yourself this time.”

      The corner of my lips curled, receiving the flat praise from our sponsor’s daughter, also a famous lingerie model.

      I bowed my head a little. “Thank you, Ms Gora.”

      She scrunched her nose, her dark red painted lips pouting at me. “You can call me by my first name, you know? You don’t always have to be so posh and royal.”

      We walked side by side to see the next painting. The marble chrome tiles matched with the deep navy velvet folds of the wall where all my paintings were displayed with a dim lighting. Tucking my hands in the pockets of the suit pants, I mindlessly examined the people who were invited for the event. Celebrities, models, art patrons, musicians, art critics, and a few art hungry students scribbling notes as they gaped at the paintings.

      My cheeks slashed with color. My paintings weren’t that good that people took notes of them.

      Amongst all, I missed my sister and family who couldn’t visit the art show. Zain was the Sultan of Azmia and he couldn’t leave when Nasrin, his wife and the Sultana, was pregnant. Zara, my sister, was hopefully safe, travelling Sri Lanka and volunteering in an elephant farm, having the best time of her life playing with baby elephants, her favourite animal.

      The heavy, fruity perfume made me pull out of my thoughts as Sophia leaned closer. It would have looked normal if her round breasts weren’t pressing against my arm, but it seemed awkward because of my six feet five tall frame. I loomed over her lean frame as she pretended she wasn’t doing that on purpose while examining the painting.

      “What inspired you to paint this?” Her voice floated in my ears.

      I smirked, glancing at the painting filled with warm blue tones.

      “Lust.”

      Her dark eyes widened and color bloomed in her cheeks. “Oh, really?”

      I leaned down, shamelessly roving my eyes over the ample cleavage of her dress, and whispered in her ear. “Yes, indeed.”

      Her pupils dilated. Before I could plan getting us into a suite in the hotel, the trace of that scent wafted past me.

      I straightened up, ignoring the small frown on Sophia as I looked around, wanting to know who wore that scent. My eyes zeroed in on the woman in red.

      Thoughts disappeared from my head as I raked my eyes over her dress. Just a few shades darker than her ginger hair. Beautiful, glorious hair that flowed down her back. My heartbeat pounded in my ears as I marched towards her, wanting to know her. My hands ached with the need to touch her, command her to tell me why that particular scent.

      The scent that reminded me of my mother and the day spent in the backyard of the foster house, talking to the little girl. The girl who had become my muse for Limerence.

      “Excuse me?” I said, my hand halting to hover over her arm when I saw the cane in her hand.

      My eyes went to hers, and I noticed the dark glasses. She can’t see. Swallowing the gulp in my throat, I pulled back my hand, my body flooding with warmth when she faced my direction. The scent of roses and ocean was overpowering. The same delicate fragrance of sunshine and freshly cut grass.

      It was nostalgic.

      “Yes?” she said. Her voice was soft, heavy with English accent but gentle. Delicate. Just like she looked.

      Despite the stunning red dress hugging her curves, her face was crafted with softness. I could notice her long lashes blinking in my direction, her green eyes cloudy. Freckles dusted over her small pert nose and the high of her cheekbones. Her soft chin and pillowy lips tilting up to me, as she asked, “Who are you?”

      Fuck. I wanted to touch her, close the distance between us and take her to my apartment and spend a week with her. Naked.

      “I am Khalid Al Latif,” I said, not knowing why my voice had turned husky. I was definitely attracted to her.

      She blinked at me, a small smile curling at her lips as red color spread over her cheeks. Shock and surprise rippled through me the longer I stared at her. Her freckled face. Her smile. Her hair. I remembered it somehow. They seemed familiar. Even her sweet presence felt like a blanket of warmth placed over me.

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Prince Khalid,” she said. Hearing her say my name made me stir in my pants. “I have heard remarkable things about your paintings. I am Valeria.”

      I eyed her dainty hands, her nimble fingers as I wrapped my hand around her. Shock trembled through my skin, the hair on my arms and nape of the neck rising as my large hand fitted around her much smaller one. By the small shudder in her breath, I knew it affected her too.

      “I wanted to ask you about the perfume that you are wearing. It reminded me of someone.” I leaned forward, the scent of her making me insane.

      My eyes darted to the pink tongue as it seeped out to wet her lips. I resisted the urge to kiss her. “I’ve always loved the scent of roses, it’s one of my favorite⁠—”

      “Valeria!” A loud noise interrupted us. A man in suit walked towards us, eyeing our adjoined hands and frowning. Valeria let go of my hand, taking a step back. Towards him.

      “I was looking for you. Here, I got you champagne,” he said, glancing between the two of us. “I am Brandon, her date.”

      I nodded at him, hiding my fist in my pocket.

      She has a date with this guy? She can do better. Me.

      Valeria declined the champagne flute, and I took it from him when he insisted her to drink it. I swallowed the bubbly alcohol, offering him an awfully sweet smile.

      If Zayed, my close friend, was here, he would mock me for being jealous and even childish.

      Before I could ask her to show her around the art gallery and maybe my bedroom as well, he beat me to it. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr Khalid, but we have to leave or we will be late for our dinner reservation.”

      Valeria gave him a look when he held her hand in front of me. I reminded myself to be civil.

      You are not a caveman, Khalid. You can’t take her over your shoulder and call her yours.

      “I hope we will meet again soon, Valeria,” I said, giving her a small smile, winking at Brandon, who glared at me. Date or not, he was jealous of the little exchange Valeria and I had.

      “You should try more woody notes instead of oriental,” Valeria said, bowing her head and leaving in the arms of another man. “Just a suggestion, Prince Khalid.”

      Woody notes? Huh.

      I made my way to the agent, asking him to bring me the guest list of the art show, my eyes scanning for a particular name.

      “Where is Valeria? What’s her last name?” I demanded as he ended a call with BBC News, apologising for my cursing during the live interview.

      Sophia leaned closer to me, her fingers creeping up my arm.

      I pulled away, “I am busy tonight, Sophia.”

      “Busy?” she huffed, pulling away. “With what?”

      “Work,” I replied, and repeated my question to the agent. “What is Valeria’s last name?”

      “You mean the red hair you met earlier?” Sophia asked, her eyes darting from my face to the guest list.

      “Yes, her. Do you know her?”

      “Of course, I know her. She is the first blind entrepreneur to be on the Forbes 30 under 30,” she said with a grin. “I love the perfumes made by her company.”

      “Perfume?” I prodded, wanting to know more about Valeria. She seemed intriguing the more I knew about her.

      “Delicate Dew, Khalid. It’s like you are living under a rock.” She shook her head, naming the famous brand I have heard before. As Azmia was famous for its own exotic fragrance oils, lotions and perfumes, we had to know about the competition. “Her last name is Dunne. She’s Valeria Dunne. I wished she had stayed longer. I wanted to talk⁠—”

      I droned out of her talk, repeating her name. Valeria Dunne. That’s her name. The woman in red was a CEO of a perfume company.

      “Cancel my flight for Azmia, I have serious business to do,” I said to my agent, who let out a long sigh. “Thank you, Sophia, remind me to treat you with dinner when we meet again.” I kissed her cheek, smiling at her.

      I left the art show early. I had to call her and set up an arrangement to meet her.

      I wanted to be with Valeria.
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            VALERIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t stop thinking about a certain Prince who smelled of whiskey and rich pine while I had dinner with my date. Brandon was the CFO of my company, and he had asked me on a date to the art show two weeks ago. I had agreed because it had been a long time since I felt intimacy of any kind. I wanted to try something, anything at all instead of moping around my house even on weekends.

      “Are you sure you don’t want anything to drink?” Brandon asked as I sat on his couch, making sure I didn’t bump with anything as I laid my cane beside me.

      “Yes, I am sure,” I replied.

      I didn’t drink. The last time I drank beer I was sixteen. Almost a decade. Ever since that incident, I hated alcohol. It made me nauseous.

      I could hear Brandon shuffling around his kitchen. My thoughts drifting to Khalid Al Latif. There was something familiar about him, especially how deep his voice was. Husky and masculine, it had made me very aware of how fast my heart beat pulsed when he had leaned closer. I could taste the musk in the air, his scent surrounding me.

      He smelt of whiskey and trouble. I couldn’t help steering my attraction towards him.

      All evening I had been hearing his praise of paintings, how handsome and talented he was, some even comparing him to a God, putting him on a pedestal. I had giggled hearing his answer during his interview while others gossiped of him being with multiple people. Sometimes at once.

      I had flushed and walked away with Brandon as he talked about the brand initiatives I could do. I didn’t want to talk about my company when I was on a date. I wanted to talk about the paintings, ask him to explain them to me but I didn’t want to be pitied if I brought it up.

      “Here, it’s a glass of cold water, I am having a can of beer.”

      I felt the dip on the couch as he sat beside me, my fingers wrapping around the cold glass. I heard the hiss of a beer can opening as he gulped from it while I took a sip.

      What happens now? Do I have to do something?

      What would I do if Khalid were here? Maybe I would hold his large hand, caress the callouses I had felt, and laugh at the size difference between his hand and mine. I would kiss his smile. Yes, I would. He smelt so good and masculine. I wanted to kiss him. Feel his hands on my skin and his scent wrapping around me while he whispered dirty words in his velvety smooth voice.

      I snapped out of my thoughts and swallowed the cold water. Jesus, what’s wrong with me? I am on a date with Brandon, yet I can’t stop thinking about a certain Prince for a few minutes.

      I focused on my date and asked him about his childhood. He talked to me about his parents, his normal life and his love for numbers. When the same question was directed at me, I hesitated.

      “I was orphaned. Born and raised in a foster house,” I replied, thinking about the sad and happy memories. The adoption, the accident, losing parents and my sight. “You know Mr Benjamin and Mabel?”

      “Yes, I know. I thought they were your parents,” Brandon questioned.

      “They were my foster parents. After a bad incident with my adoption, they adopted me,” I said, fumbling with my fingers.

      He hummed, and I felt him lean closer. I held my breath. His clammy hand touched mine. He was nervous. “You know, Valeria, I have been attracted to you since I joined the company,” he whispered, my lips pressing into a thin line when he moved my hair over my shoulder, his lips landing on my skin. I squeezed his hand, not knowing what to do and how to react. “You don’t know how incredibly hot you are. So fucking sexy.”

      I wanted to say something. Yes? No? Maybe? Move away? I quelled down the terror that was surfacing, my body screaming at me to move away, run, scream for help. But it was okay. I wasn’t in danger. I was safe. I am safe. Brandon wouldn’t do that. I had my cane and pepper spray with me.

      But I didn’t want him to touch me.

      I pulled back, bringing some distance between us, but still held his hand. “Can we take this slow? I don’t… I don’t want to⁠—”

      “It’s our third date, Valeria,” he said, closing in on me once again, but didn’t touch me, his fingers rubbing over my arm. “We don’t need to have sex but I want to⁠—”

      I shook my head. “Stop Brandon. I don’t feel comfortable to… to do all this stuff yet.”

      Would he understand? If I tried to tell him, would he? No. He might mock me that I was drunk or⁠—

      “Okay,” he said, moving back, his hand leaving mine. “Okay,” he repeated to himself, his voice low as he sighed.

      I heard him stand up and walk around his apartment as I relaxed on the couch. I should have asked him to put on a movie on Netflix so we could enjoy spending time together. I could at least distract myself with audio descriptions of the movie and forget about the world for an hour or two.

      I heard the light click of a lighter, the scent of smoke wafting in my nose.

      My entire body tensed.

      “I am smoking. Hope you don’t mind,” he murmured carelessly.

      Yes, I did mind. I couldn’t handle the smoke. The scent of cheap beer, the stench of smoke hovering in the room, the mocking laughter of his friends when they puffed it at me as if it was all fun and games.

      I suppressed the urge to tell him to stop smoking and decided to leave. I didn’t want to bother him with tiny things that he wanted to do just because I hated it. He wouldn’t understand. He was already sulking around and smoking when I denied him little intimacy.

      “I can drive you home after I finish,” he answered, already picking up his car keys.

      I shuddered to think about being in the same car and the stench of smoke around me. “It’s okay, I will call my driver.”

      “Oh… okay.” I could hear the disappointment and sadness in his voice. “Should I walk you down? Stay with you until⁠—”

      “It’s okay, Brandon. Thank you for taking me to the art show and the delicious meal. I will see you on Monday.” I rushed out of the door.

      I sighed in the elevator, pressing the button of ground floor.

      When will these fears go away?

      
        
        Khalid

      

      

      “Hello?” the soft voice asked curiously.

      “I am sorry for calling you at this hour, Valeria. But I needed to talk to you,” I said, my knuckles turning white from where I was clutching the cold marble of the balcony, waiting for her response.

      Why were my hands so clammy? Was I nervous? No, I couldn’t be. I could count the number of times I had ever been nervous in thirty-two years of my life in one hand.

      Four times, if I remembered precisely.

      First, when I held baby Zara for the first time, afraid I would drop her. Second, when I met and talked with the adorable little girl in the backyard of an orphanage and helped her draw. I was a teenager back then and utterly infatuated with her because she had amused me and that had made me nervous. Third, when I had sex at seventeen, afraid that I would hurt the woman. And the fourth time, when I murdered my father in front of my family, afraid they would see me as the monster I was.

      But it would seem that I had to add number five to it. Calling Valeria Dunne late at night to hear her sweet voice.

      I was aware of how close I was holding the phone to my ear, smiling, when I heard her take a slow, steady breath. Good. I wasn’t the only one who was nervous.

      “I certainly wasn’t expecting a call from a handsome Prince such as you.” I could hear her smiling.

      I grinned at the night sky. “How do you know I am handsome?”

      “I have heard about you from other people.”

      “They could all be lying and I could be ugly with rotted teeth for all you know.”

      She giggled, the sound adorable. I rubbed my chest, confused to why I was feeling so warm in my chest.

      This never happens.

      “I don’t believe you are ugly,” she whispered. “I liked how you smell.”

      “You liked how I smell?”

      “Mhmm,” I heard the small shuffle, and I imagined her on her bed, laying down on the pillow as she talked with me. Hopefully naked. “And your voice.”

      On instinct, my voice lowered to an octave. “You like my voice, dear Valeria?”

      I heard her take a sharp intake of breath, and I knew I had her. So sweet and innocent.

      “Why did you call me at this hour, Khalid?” Her voice was breathy.

      I licked my lips, imaging her doing filthy things I tell her to do through the phone, her face flushed of embarrassment and lust.

      “I want to meet you.”

      “Right now?”

      The excitement and shock in her voice made me chuckle. “Not now, you greedy girl,” I purred. “Tomorrow at seven in the evening.”

      “Why?”

      “I want to have dinner with you.”

      And have you as my dessert if the dinner goes well.

      Valeria didn’t reply for a few moments. “If I said no?”

      I chuckled, wishing she would deny me so I would know what lengths I would go to have dinner with her. Because I was afraid I would do anything just to spend a few hours alone with her.

      “I dare you to, sweet one,” I crooned.

      I heard her swallow. “Fine. Meet me at Ambrosial. Second floor. Tomorrow at seven in the evening.”

      I grinned widely, resisting the urge to jump. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “If you are a second later, I will leave.”

      “I won’t be late, Valeria. Wear your hair down. I will see you tomorrow. Sweet dreams.”

      Before she could reply, I ended the call. No one had ever demanded a place to meet me, but a young woman named Valeria dared and even told me to be on time.

      I couldn’t wait to dine with her and fuck her.
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            VALERIA

          

        

      

    

    
      My body quivered with an adrenaline rush when he ended the call. A giddy grin tugged on my lips as I let out fits of giggle, covering my mouth.

      “I can’t believe you just did that!”

      I remember how I had called him by his first name. A Prince!

      Ahhhhh

      I fell on the sheets of the bed that felt like how I imagined clouds would feel like. Extremely soft and warm. My red hair splayed across the huge pillows where I planted my face and let out excited squeals. I was acting like a teenage girl who got asked out by her crush for the prom night. Not a twenty-six-year-old tycoon and founder of Delicate Dew, a perfume brand, I had started after graduating with a bachelor’s degree in business and no job offerings because I was visually impaired.

      “Valeria!”

      Startled by Benjamin, my loyal guardian, seeing me acting out like that made me roll over. Unfortunately, it caused me to tangle my legs in the blanket and fall over on the other side of the bed, causing a very loud thump as my head hit something hard.

      Benjamin winced. “Are you okay, Valeria? I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I sat up, patting my unruly red hair and ignored the small itch of pain on my forehead. I had momentarily forgotten that there was a nightstand placed on the left side of the bed.

      “It’s okay, Mr Benjamin. I was just… um, I talked to Prince Khalid, and he wants to dine with me tomorrow at Ambrosial,” I said, my cheeks scorching with blood. I must resemble a tomato with my cheeks the same color as my hair.

      “That Prince Khalid you talked about?”

      I nodded in his direction. I had told him and Mabel, his wife, also my guardian, that I met the Prince of Azmia. “He asked you out for a dinner? That’s nice, I suppose.”

      I turned towards the deep, raspy voice and smiled. Patting the edge of the bed, I stood up and fixed the blanket. “It is more than nice. I will have dinner with a Prince tomorrow!”

      Valeria.

      My body still hummed with little goosebumps when he had said my name in his deep voice. It was rich with a little English accent. His voice made me feel warm. Like I was wearing a thick cashmere sweater on Friday night and drinking hot cocoa while it snowed outside. I wanted to hear his smooth voice again, especially hear him call me by my name.

      “Tomorrow? But you have the meeting with the factory manufacturer to talk about the new launch⁠—”

      “I know it’s important, Mr Benjamin, but can you please move it on Tuesday? Or else I won’t be able to meet him.”

      I could sense the hint of a smile in his voice when he replied, “Of course, my dear. I will prepare for your dinner with the Prince and postpone the meeting.”

      I gave him my best toothy grin.

      “It’s so good to see you smile like that, love,” he said, joy lacing his voice. “Goodnight.”

      I waved toward my bedroom door, trying to remember how his face looked when he smiled at me. After more than a decade of not having my sight, it was hard to remember the faces of the people who took care of me. Especially Mr Benjamin. Did his hair color change? Were there wrinkles on his face? How did his eyes react when he heard his wife laughing? Did they gleam with happiness?

      “Goodnight, Mr Benjamin.”

      I shook out the sadness that weighed heavy on my shoulders and mentally counted the steps towards the balcony. Holding the cold latch, I shut the doors closed and huffed out a sigh when London’s wind stopped weaving inside my bedroom. After settling under the warm blanket, I wondered if Khalid Al Latif was as excited as I was.

      In only a matter of few hours, I would be sitting across him.

      
        
        Khalid

      

      

      I tightened the golden cuff links of my shirt before donning a suit of the similar color as my obsidian eyes. I was wearing the latest watch from Patek Philippe. I had taken time to trim my stubble neatly. Heeding Valeria’s advice, I sprayed a mild musky, woodsy scented cologne from Azmia, a custom-made scent just for me. The top two buttons of the white shirt were unbuttoned, giving a glimpse of my tanned skin. Donning the shiny black shoes, I was ready.

      I had put an effort to look good in front of Miss Valeria Dunne. For the dinner and one-night-stand, I reminded myself, checking my watch for the umpteenth time.

      As the driver drove the sleek back car towards the venue of the restaurant, I impatiently checked the internet again, searching her name like a teenager. I couldn’t help myself. I was curious. Being a royal for over thirty-two years, there were only a few things that made me curious and not bored. And Valeria made me extremely curious.

      I was impressed reading about her upbringing as a foster child, losing her sight in a car accident, dealing with unemployment even though she had a Business Degree from a reputable University just because she was blind. The reason behind having her own perfume brand, sharing her story through her social media and various interviews.

      By the time we reached the restaurant, my respect for her had increased tenfold. She was rich yet humble, delicate yet daring enough to demand me to meet her even though I had asked her out.

      The staff of the luxurious restaurant led me to the upper level which overlooked the city of London. It had a stunning view of street and building lights with clear night sky. Despite the opulent setting of the floor, it was odd that it was empty of staff and people.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “Miss Valeria reserved the second floor for the evening. She doesn’t like crowds, and this is much better for her,” the server answered with a small smile as if he was remembering the past encounters with the woman I was curious about.

      I settled down at the table placed in the center of the floor, underneath a dimly lit chandelier. The warm and rich environment reminded me of the dining hall back in the Palace of Azmia where I had countless dinners and lunches with my family. Valeria had a great taste, but not when it came to dating.

      I sipped on red wine, lazily waiting for her to arrive.

      Finally, the clock struck seven.

      
        
        Valeria

      

      

      My loud sniffle echoed in the room as I turned to the other side, holding in my wince and making sure the bandage wasn’t misplaced.

      “Please don’t cry dear, I am sure he will understand.” Mabel, Mr Benjamin’s wife, said in a soothing voice. It made me feel more guilty. They both were doing so much for me.

      I tugged the blankets over my head. I didn’t want them to see me like that, even though they both had been with me since the beginning. They always took care of me when something like that happened.

      An hour ago, I was wearing a slim white dress, small diamond studs in my ears with my waist length red hair curled in silky waves. Mabel had told me I looked like a beautiful angel after I had applied minimal makeup. I had learned to do it on my own since high school. I had thanked her for the compliment, knowing she had called me angel when I was at my worst, after the accident that robbed me of my sight.

      But as soon as I had stood up from the stool, my head had throbbed painfully with my eyes. I had almost fainted.

      The doctor told us that my headaches were getting worse because of the corneal blindness and the only cure was to implant new corneas in my eyes. But I wouldn’t agree with it. I didn’t deserve it.

      The headache was my fault, anyway.

      It was half past seven with me crying on the bed because I hit my head after getting too excited over a call with the Prince of Azmia, Khalid Al Latif.

      I groaned, wishing I was sitting across from him and hearing him talk.

      “Are you okay? Do your eyes still hurt?” Mr Benjamin asked.

      “No. I wish I could apologize, but I am too ashamed to even call him.” I pouted, the spot between my ribs aching. “He must be cussing me.”

      I was ashamed. Deeply ashamed. I had told him not to be late and yet I was the one who couldn’t meet him. I had never once been late in my life to any meeting. I was always on time. I hated tardiness. But curse my throbbing head and eyes. I had begged both of them to let me go and meet Khalid, but the doctor insisted me to get some rest.

      “Why don’t you call him over?” Mabel asked. “I will cook something delicious and have dinner here. He’s a Prince, Valeria, you should have dinner with him.”

      I groaned, “Exactly, Mabel. I don’t want him to see me like this.”

      I didn’t want his pity. Not from him.

      Mabel petted my hair. “At some point, you have to accept it and let others accept it too, Valeria.”

      Frowning at her words, I buried my face in the pillows.

      I heard Mr Benjamin moving around the room and closing the windows to stop the cold air from entering. “Get some rest, I will talk to him and reschedule the dinner.”

      Peeking from the blankets, I looked toward his raspy voice, trying to remember the lines on his face from childhood when I had my sight. Even though the image of his face was blurry in my mind, I remembered his kind blue eyes and the small wrinkles around them.

      “Thank you, Mr Benjamin. I don’t know what I would do without you.” My eyes burned with tears, throat clogging up as I tried my hardest not to cry. My tears would upset him.

      “Valeria, don’t cry, my dear. You are like my daughter and as your guardian, it is my duty to care for my child.”

      I sniffled, thanking him once more as he patted my head.

      I hope Prince Khalid gives me another chance to meet him.

      
        
        Khalid

      

      

      I was trying not to show my impatience, anger, irritation and concern, taking a sip of wine. I did not enjoy the bitter, stingy taste it left in my throat. Did she dare stood me up? Me? Prince of Azmia? How dare someone waste my time like that? But I stayed seated on the chair, glaring at the empty seat across from me.

      I wanted to see if she would arrive hastily, apologizing for her delay or if she wouldn’t arrive at all.

      Most of all, I was concerned that something might have happened to her. I didn’t know why, but I knew the Valeria Dunne I talked to last night was an intelligent, sweet woman who wouldn’t be late if something hadn’t happened to her. She had insisted that I shouldn’t be late.

      Is she okay? Should I call her? Ask her to reschedule or check up on her in person?

      I was about to reach for my phone when it started ringing. Relief passed through me when I saw it was the same number. Without hesitation, I picked it and asked,

      “Where are you?”

      “I am at home, your grace, if you must know. Thank you for asking.”

      Gritting my teeth in annoyance, I said, “Where is Valeria? She told me to meet her at seven. She’s late.”

      Benjamin had called me that morning to ask me about my intentions with his daughter. I had been honest that I wanted to have dinner with her. I didn’t tell him what I had planned to do with Valeria afterwards.

      He cleared his throat. “About that, Mr Khalid. Valeria is extremely apologetic for not being able to meet you this evening. She was disappointed because of the circumstances⁠—”

      “What circumstances? If she was busy, she could’ve called me earlier.” Letting out a frustrated sigh, I looked over at the enormous view of London. “Did something happen? Is she okay?”

      Why was I so concerned? She is a stranger.

      “I am not sure how she will behave if I let you know about this, but if you insist, I will tell you. Valeria was ready to meet you when she had to postpone this meeting because of a sudden medical emergency regarding her health.”

      My heart started pounding in my ears. I urged, “Will she be okay?”

      “Yes, the doctor told her to rest, which made her throw a fit. I believe she will be well by tomorrow.”

      “Good. Tell her to meet me at Laziz restaurant. Tomorrow. At seven.”

      Before I could hear Benjamin’s reply, I ended the call, hoping she would be able to make it.

      I had to see her before I left for Azmia.
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            VALERIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Drink this.

      I’ll take care of you.

      Sh, it’s okay, Valeria. Fuck, you’re so hot.

      It’s okay, a few more⁠—

      I woke up with a gasp. Memories of that night playing in my head. The scent of cheap beers, the stench of smoke, the thick air. Sweat sheeted my body as I sighed, running my hands through my pajamas, feeling the satin bedsheets underneath me. I clutched the pillow and bit my lip when I made sure I had my underwear on.

      Thank God.

      “You are safe, Valeria,” I muttered to myself. “It has been a decade. You are safe. I am safe. I am okay.”

      I laid back on the bed, asking Siri for the time. It was half past midnight. That meant I would meet Khalid in a few hours. Cuddling my pillow, I played his latest interview, falling asleep to his deep voice whispering in my ear, soothing me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I was a little nervous after sending the text to Brandon. Rejecting his idea to meet up for another date.

      I reminded myself that I had to do it. I wasn’t attracted to him and after the time at his apartment and his smoking, I couldn’t date him.

      The smell of roses wafted in my room, making me smile and relaxing my nerves. Khalid had sent a bouquet of roses that morning, with a letter in Braille for me. I was extremely touched by the gesture, the pads of my fingers moving over the little bumps on the card.

      To My Sweet Rose, Valeria,

      I hope you are ready to meet me today. If not, don’t worry, I have it all planned. Until then, take care of yourself.

      Your Handsome Date,

      Khalid

      Grinning, I clutched the little card to my chest. I couldn’t wait to meet him.

      Mabel helped me pick out a dress as I changed and took my time applying the makeup. When I turned fifteen, every girl in my school was obsessed with makeup, and I had asked Mabel to help me with it. Since then, I had taught myself to use and apply it. I had marked every product with Braille to know what I was using.

      Fetching the circular tube with a textured droplet on the packaging, I swirled it open and gently applied the mascara. For the final touch, I took a Dyson air wrap to curl my ginger hair in waves.

      “How do I look?” I asked Mabel when she entered my room.

      Her lips pressed on my forehead. “Like an angel. Khalid is going to forget he is a Prince after seeing you.”

      I chuckled at her and applied light red lipstick at her suggestion. My finger traced the slight bruise on the upper right of my head. Hopefully, it won’t be noticeable.

      Pinning the two locks of strands on the crown, I donned a comfortable, elegant dress. It hugged my lithe, tall frame, ending just above my knees. Mabel had commented that the navy dress suited me well and Prince Khalid would propose marriage to me just by the looks.

      I sprayed my signature perfume and layered it with other subtle one so it would last longer, the scent of roses and freshly cut grass with a hint of spice.

      Now I feel ready.

      I felt nerves racking up my body as my driver drove me and Mr Benjamin to Laziz restaurant. It was well known for its luxurious interior and lavish cuisine. The cost of one course dish was more expensive than the heels I wore.

      I fidgeted in the car seat, feeling the wooden box. A heavy and very expensive painter set to gift him and apologize for not arriving the day before.

      “Will you be okay? Your cane is with you, right?”

      I nodded at Mr Benjamin when the car stopped to a halt. “Would you please help me find the table?”

      “Of course, my dear.”

      
        
        Khalid

      

      

      I glanced around the crowd of the restaurant. Even on a Tuesday evening, it was filled with rich celebrities, employees and couples. I had postponed my visit to Azmia till next week, and although Zain was not happy hearing about the news, he was being extremely nosy. I knew he wanted me to be present and look over the country while he took care of Nasrin, who was five months pregnant. He wanted to spend some time alone with her before the baby shower. Zain and Nasrin deserved it.

      I wished to find the deeper love like them, but I knew that no man like me would ever find peace with his demons.

      I thought back to the letter I had written for Valeria and internally cringed at my sweet rose.

      Who the fuck calls their date a sweet rose?

      I was definitely way behind in the dating scene.

      Zara had called me the night before. I was more than delighted to see my little sister having the time of her life in Australia. She had been travelling the world, so it wasn’t a surprise that she flew from Sri Lanka to Australia. Her hair was still a shortish pixie, making her cheekbones and pert nose stand out. She was on a beach, her pale skin sun bathing as she asked me if I was having fun.

      I had shrugged.

      “You need to loosen up, Khalid,” she had said, scrunching her nose at me as if she was disappointed with my answer. “You need to live, brother. You are thirty-two so have fun before your hair turns grey. Ask Zayed to help you.”

      Zara had said with a mocking grin, the beauty spot on the corner of her lip, looking adorable, with her hazel eyes gleaming in the sun. I missed her. I told her to keep me and Zain updated on her whereabouts and give us an emergency call if anything else happened.

      No one knew where she was except our family. As a royal princess, it was her wish to stay anonymous, travel the world and learn photography. I just hoped she would take care of herself.

      I didn’t have the courage to tell her I couldn’t ask Zayed to have fun. How could I have fun when I had taken someone’s life?

      I snapped back to reality when the server asked me if I would like to order a bottle of wine. I dismissed him, still drowning in my thoughts about the past when my eyes pinned on the stunning redhead who entered the restaurant with an air of elegance. Hot blood thrummed in my veins as I shamelessly raked my eyes over her body, covered in navy blue.

      Lust.

      Images of the blue painting flashed in my head the longer I gazed at her. Her long legs were bare beneath the knees, delicate sandal heels donning her ankles. Her glowing skin was as pale as alabaster, her bright copper hair falling in waves around her shoulders, a small smile curving on her pillowy red lips.

      My body reacted in a primal way when I noticed someone old, possibly her father, holding her arm. I had never felt that way before.

      “Hello, Prince Khalid.”

      I stood up, counting the adorable freckles on her nose and cheeks. Cute. I couldn’t wait to kiss them.

      “Hello, Valeria.”

      Angel. Her face was of an angel.

      Even though stunning sunglasses covered her eyes, I could notice her long lashes blinking in my direction. Color red dusting
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