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Chapter 1

	Manga Geek

	The moment Mira stepped into the bookstore-café, it swept her away.

	She hadn’t planned to go far—just a casual stroll around the neighborhood near her new work studio, curious to see how it compared to the one near her new apartment. In her leather cowboy boots and plaid button-up blouse, she wandered through the sun-drenched streets of Dubai, each surface gleaming so fiercely that even her sunglasses offered little relief. She wished she’d packed her cowboy hat from Texas; the August heat here was clearly just as fiery.

	Compared to Austin, the sidewalks were wide and immaculate, flanked by sleek, high-end buildings—most stamped with EMAAR, a name she’d later learn belonged to Dubai’s largest real estate developer. Despite the grandeur, the streets were empty and quiet, the air humid and still, and the wind carried a faint scent of sand.

	Then, at the corner of a large building, she spotted it.

	Kitab Korner.

	From the moment she stepped inside, the bookstore-café won her over. Even the name—Kitab, meaning “book” in Arabic—was charming. The entrance opened into a wide café with brown marble-top tables and brushed gold bases, some arranged for groups, others perfect for solo reading. A long espresso bar stretched along the right wall, where baristas wore deep brown aprons embroidered with the store’s logo. Soft pendant lights hung low like miniature suns, casting a warm glow over earth-toned walls adorned with minimalist Arabic calligraphy in gold frames.

	Beyond the café, the space transitioned into a cozy lounge filled with plush loveseats and cushioned couches in shades of brown and beige. The lighting dimmed here, with curtained windows filtering through the natural light.

	At the far end, dark wood shelves held fiction, poetry, memoirs, and graphic novels. The manga section stood out, stocked with American editions and new releases. It was the perfect place for growing her home library. Some titles were for sale, others for rent or on-site reading.

	To the right, a quieter wing unfolded like a private library. Long aisles of neatly labeled bookshelves offered seclusion, with oversized chairs tucked into corners for those seeking solitude.

	And above it all, a second floor hinted at more to explore—an added layer of charm, quietly promising more secrets to uncover another day.
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	A month earlier, Mira had touched down in Dubai, the weight of a fifteen-hour flight from Texas still clinging to her shoulders. As an Arab-American Muslim, she carried a deep desire to share culture and art through fashion. Every abaya collection she designed wove elements from different regions of the world, each one honoring a distinct heritage. In the U.S., she often had to explain what an abaya was—a long, loose-fitting cloak worn by many Muslim women for modesty, often styled with elegance for both formal and everyday wear. But in the U.A.E., she could finally design without translation. Surrounded by the right clientele, creative collaborators, and a thriving art scene, Dubai felt like the place to grow—not just in scale, but in depth.

	Taped to the door of her new Dubai apartment was an envelope that read: New Tenant: Mira Najjar. It contained all the essential details to help her navigate her building and settle in. In just one week, her neo-Victorian interior design dream for her new home would come to life. And in two weeks, she’d receive the keys to her new studio, where she would meet the team dedicated to taking her brand, ABA ATELIER, to even greater heights.

	After rolling her luggage into her new place, Mira instinctively slipped off her headscarf and stepped into a long, hot shower to rinse away the travel fatigue.

	Refreshed, she finally gazed at her reflection in the mirror. Her gleaming amber eyes and strong brows carried a resilience she always linked to her Palestinian side. Her softer features—button nose, olive-toned complexion—reminded people of her Syrian mother. She felt grateful that her parents had been open-minded enough to support her decision to move abroad and chase her dreams.

	Yasmin, her younger 21-year-old Gen-Z sister, had promised to follow once she graduated college, though their mom had tugged her by the ear and made it clear she wasn’t going anywhere with an attitude that might lead her astray.

	Over the next few weeks, Mira ecstatically pieced together the blocks of her new life. Yet beneath the thrill, she knew that anticipation would eventually give way to the anxiety and stress of navigating an uncertain career and the challenges ahead.

	Unbeknownst to her, some of those challenges wouldn’t come from the business world at all.
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	Mira’s days quickly filled with studio meetings, furniture deliveries, and onboarding her small but growing team.

	One of her new hires was Samar, someone Mira had connected with years ago through social media. Back then, Samar had admired her work and said she'd love to join her team if she ever moved to Dubai. Now, here they were—standing side by side, sorting fabrics for ABA ATELIER’s next collection.

	Samar was tall, with deep tan skin, striking almond-shaped eyes, and a noticeable nose job. In the U.S., her look might’ve been labeled “exotic” and distinctly Arabian. In person, she radiated extrovert energy.

	“I still can’t believe you’re here,” Samar said, running her fingers along a panel of embroidered silk.
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	Samar, Mira’s friend and colleague, in the studio

	 

	Mira smiled. “I can’t either. Honestly, it still feels like I’m on vacation—just with more emails.”

	Samar laughed. “First time in Dubai, right?”

	“It is,” Mira admitted, grinning. “And I think it’s… sandy,” she laughed. “But I love the food and the vibes. Everyone warned me it would feel too high-end, too impersonal. But I don’t know—I think it’s refreshing. I can totally see myself staying here long-term.”

	Samar’s grin widened.

	The other team members entered, and Mira clapped her hands together once to gather everyone’s attention.

	“Alright, girls, come in for a minute.”

	The women paused their tasks and gathered near her desk.

	“I just want to say something before we dive into work,” Mira began. “Before we get too deep in designs, marketing, and numbers, I think it’s important to start with something better than strategy.” She looked around the room, her tone soft but purposeful. “I’d like us to make a small prayer—for this brand to receive a good boost from our efforts. And don’t forget that as this business grows, your salaries will follow… upward.”

	Laughter rippled through the room, and the energy lightened.

	“Let’s pray for all kinds of success,” she finished with a smile.

	They all nodded. Three raised their hands with open palms—the Muslim way. One held her palms together, quietly following the Christian tradition.
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	Days blurred into weeks, each one filled with productivity, routine adjustments, and a growing proficiency in operations. After a month of living in an Arabian country and focusing solely on work, things had finally settled into a steady rhythm for Mira.

	“You’ve been here a month,” Samar said one afternoon while taping up a package, “and you still haven’t made any new friends?”

	Mira looked up from her laptop. “I haven’t had time to socialize.”

	Samar raised a brow. “This is Dubai, not some remote island. You’ve just been buried in work! No brunches, no hookah lounges, no casual late-night outings? Come on.”

	“I’m introverted,” Mira defended. “Give me a book and a good meal, and I’m more than happy. You saw how I only wanted to meet at your house instead of going out last weekend.”

	Samar folded her arms. “No excuse! You should step outside and explore more.”

	That night, Mira reflected on the conversation. Samar wasn’t wrong. She was now in the social city—the city of glamour and movement—and maybe staying cooped up during her non-work hours wasn’t doing her any favors.

	So, early the next morning, Mira settled on a compromise. As a traditional Muslim, she wasn’t about to go out smoking, drinking, and partying into the night. But she would step out. She decided to visit Kitab Korner, the cozy bookshop-café she’d discovered when she first moved into town.

	At Kitab Korner, she browsed the shelves and found the first volume of a new shoujo manga. She curled into the deep center of a beige, curvy couch in the lounge. The cushions were dangerously comfortable—she sank in, and the softness threatened to swallow her whole.

	About ten minutes into her read, she sensed someone join her on the same couch. At first, she paid no mind—until a redolence of oud cologne, deep and resinous, made its quiet arrival. She peeked from behind the pages.

	A tall man with noticeable light-tan skin, a neatly trimmed beard, and a gleaming watch was seated beside her, also reading. She caught the scent of his fragrance—only then realizing how close they were.

	She shifted toward the armrest, grateful the couch was very long, appearing nearly nine feet wide. The man sensed her movement and subtly moved to the opposite end.

	Without looking directly at him, she caught a glimpse of his book.

	He was reading manga—just like her.

	Okkk. Dubai isn’t so bad, she thought, giggling to herself. Look at this person, reading manga at 8 a.m. on a weekend morning.
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	Mira at Kitab Korner reading manga
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	The week flashed by as Mira began to search for show models. Her latest abayas were in production, and she needed the perfect women to wear them. She was planning a fashion show, hoping her fifth collection would be her biggest and most successful yet.

	By Friday, the buzz of deadlines and show prep still lingered in her head. To wind down, she decided to return to that same bookstore-café once more. The adrenaline from her collection’s progress refused to settle, and she craved a change of pace—a good iced matcha and a cozy corner far removed from the fast pace of her work.

	Throughout the week, her mind had also occasionally wandered to the next Chapter in her manga series. Manga characters—always emotionally extreme, overreactive, and hilariously unhinged—gave her the kind of thrill she rarely found in the real world.

	As Mira approached the entrance to Kitab Korner, she nearly collided with a stranger on the sidewalk. He stepped aside and pulled open the wooden door, motioning politely for her to enter first.

	She glanced at his face for just a moment and was briefly thrown off by what she saw. In that short second, she noticed a sharp jawline framed by a dark, trimmed beard, eyes with thick lashes, and above them, perfectly styled hair. There was something arresting and quietly compelling about the stranger, even at first glance.

	As she made her way to the coffee line, she peered at him again. He was impeccably groomed in a way that whispered old money. But it wasn’t just his looks. His features carried a kind of composed exhaustion—like someone accustomed to long days and restless nights. Even fully awake, his face bore the quiet imprint of a life that rarely paused.

	Still, he was definitely handsome.

	She turned away when she realized he had followed and was now standing behind her in line. She kept her gaze fixed ahead, willing herself not to look back again.

	“Zayd! I didn’t know you hung around this area. What a nice surprise to see you on my way out,” came a woman’s voice, smooth and laced with subtle allure. The woman approached from the café seating area and planted herself firmly between them.

	From the corner of her eye, Mira noticed the woman’s outfit: a designer tweed skirt, a crisp white V-neck tee, and layers of name-brand jewelry. Unable to resist, she glanced over her shoulder just in time to catch the two exchanging a one-armed side hug. Then the woman rose onto her toes and pressed a quick kiss to the man’s cheek. He didn’t return the gesture. He just stood there, staring at her with a blank, unreadable expression.

	Aren’t there laws here about this kind of public behavior? Mira wondered, glancing down at their hands and spotting no rings.
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	Blonde woman at Kitab Korner

	 

	Just then, Zayd, the man in line with her, almost caught Mira’s gaze, and she instinctively looked away. But in that brief instant, she noticed more than she had the first time. There was a glint in his eyes beneath the shadow of thick brows, and up close, his towering height made her feel unusually small despite her 5’5” frame.

	Sure, there are attractive people back home, she thought, glancing at the pair beside her, but these two are something else. God bless them.

	After placing her order, she sat at a nearby table to wait. She pulled out her phone and tried to focus on customer emails, but the conversation between the two strangers kept tugging at her attention.

	“What are you up to these days? I don’t believe for a second that you don’t go out and have some fun now and then,” the woman said playfully.

	“Busy with work, as usual,” he replied, his tone even. Then, with a smooth pivot: “How’s your back after the surgery?”

	“Oh, that was ages ago! I’m all better now. Thanks for asking,” she said, fluttering her lashes. “Will I see you at the birthday party in Ibiza this weekend?” she asked, making Mira’s eyebrows rise.

	Ibiza? As in the Mediterranean island? Mira blinked, certain she must’ve misheard.

	He glanced at the blonde woman but remained expressionless. When the man still hadn’t responded after a few seconds, the woman spoke again.

	“Well, you should come.” She’d likely interpreted his silence as a no.

	A brief pause followed. Mira glanced up from her phone again, her curiosity piqued. Zayd was standing still, hands now in his pockets, his posture relaxed. The woman stepped in closer, her head nearly beneath his chin. He didn’t move, only shifted his gaze downward, his expression still unreadable. The woman’s hands began to rise—toward his arm, maybe his collar, reaching his chin—but before anything could happen, the barista called out two names in one breath: “Mira and Zayd!”

	With a reluctant smile, Zayd stepped away from her reach.

	“That’s me,” he said, nodding toward his order and smoothly avoiding whatever she was about to do.

	The woman hesitated for a second, then slowly lowered her hands. She gave a silent, lingering goodbye as he turned his back.

	“I’ll see you later then!” she called after him suddenly, pushing open the door with a practiced toss of her blonde hair.

	To Mira, whatever existed between them felt forced.

	Mira joined the man at the counter, retrieved her drink, and they moved toward the seating area almost in step. At first sight, he was undeniably good-looking, but his stare remained intimidating—matched by the way he carried himself. Yet despite that edge, he seemed calm and unaffected around others, especially given how little energy he’d shown his feminine companion just moments earlier.

	I wonder what someone like him is doing here. He looks too old to be a student, she thought.

	Ahead, Mira spotted her new favorite couch was vacant. She quickly searched the shelves for the next volume of her manga, then returned to claim her spot. But Zayd—the man from moments ago—was already looking comfortable on the right arm of the couch. Her couch. She paused, realizing he might’ve been the same person who’d sat beside her the previous week.

	Mira deliberately walked to the opposite end and took her seat. She leaned against the armrest, crossed one leg over the other, and opened her book. As she flipped to the first page at the back of the book—typical for manga—she stole a quick glance in his direction.

	He was looking back.

	Before she could awkwardly avert her gaze, he offered a friendly smile and let out a quiet breath, as if her attempt to keep a modest distance amused him. Then, without a word, he looked down at his own pages again.

	To Mira, right off the bat, he wasn’t her type.

	Her personality was deeply rooted in a sense of eman and spirituality. Modesty came naturally to her—in how she dressed, how she thought, and how she carried herself each day. At the same time, her American side gave her a touch of boldness: an open-mindedness and free spirit that kept her from becoming too rigid or closed off.

	Still, when it came to men, her expectations were clear. At the very least, a potential partner should fast, pray, refrain from pork and alcohol consumption, and steer clear of chasing women or playing manipulative games. Men like the one beside her—handsome, possibly wealthy—were, more often than not, the type to be womanizers.

	And yet, she couldn’t deny he seemed… cool. Especially with his taste in reading. She’d spotted the manga wide open in his lap, and that alone made her second-guess her assumptions of him.

	 


Chapter 2

	Friends, Respectfully

	“So, I’m sure you had a good weekend reading,” teased Samar.

	“How’d you know?” Mira laughed softly as they stood by the mood board, pinning photos of potential models.

	“I can read you like a book,” she grinned.

	“The models’ hourly rate is steep, but they’re in high demand,” Dahlia cut in as she entered the room. The newest hire, she’d quickly earned Mira’s trust with her sharp eye and quiet confidence. Her curly red hair bounced with each step, square glasses perched low on her nose. She brushed past them and adjusted one of the pinned images with practiced precision.

	“I think it’s worth it,” Mira said, stepping back to take it all in. “They really embody the look. Their mixed heritage gives them a unique elegance. There’s a subtle hint of Japanese features in their eyes, which ties in perfectly with the silk kimono cuts and sakura embroidery we’re using in this collection.”

	Mira’s mobile rang where it lay on her desk. She glanced at the screen, then stepped outside to answer. It was her sister, Yasmin. With the time difference, it was 4 p.m. in Dubai and just 7 a.m. in Texas. She suddenly felt a jolt of longing, missing Yasmin and her 17-year-old brother, Taiym.

	“Tell me everything. How’s the fashion show prep coming along? Have you found yourself a man yet? What about Botox?” Yasmin fired off, her voice full of mischief. “Let’s do a video call.”

	Mira smiled to herself. She had missed Yasmin’s electrifying circuit of a personality. Every conversation with her made life feel a little more interesting.

	“Woah, hold your horses. The preparations for the show are still in their early stages, Yasmin, but thankfully, there have been no major obstacles so far,” Mira responded.

	“That’s good to hear. What about my other questions?” Yasmin pressed.

	Mira finally accepted the video call request and smiled at her sister’s face on the screen—makeup flawlessly applied to every inch of her skin.
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	Yasmin, Mira’s younger sister

	 

	 “Yasmin, if I’d found a man, you’d be the first to know. And no, I don’t need botox… yet,” Mira added with a quiet laugh.

	“You mentioned you were getting into a taxi the last time we talked. Are you not planning to buy a car?”

	Mira had never stepped foot on the Metro or waited at a bus stop—and she could afford not to. Taxis were everywhere, and for someone constantly hopping between meetings, fittings, and café stops, they were the most convenient option. She knew she could buy a car if she wanted to, but driving in Dubai’s traffic and dealing with parking felt more like a burden than freedom.

	“No car, no man, no Botox,” Mira said with a smile. “I’m managing just fine.”
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	The week slipped by in a blur of meetings, fittings, late-night edits, and finalizing the model lineup. Like the weeks before, it ended too fast. And somehow, despite the whirlwind, Mira found herself once again at Kitab Korner.

	It was Saturday morning, 8 a.m. The warm air and quiet breeze carried a strange stillness before the city fully woke. Mira settled into the familiar oversized beige couch, volume forty of her manga propped open in her lap. And right beside her, again, was the same man she’d now run into not once, not twice, but three times. Zayd. The “Dubai man,” as she referred to him in her head. Always dressed too well for a casual outing, always with that emotionless gaze and perfectly composed air.

	She side-eyed the manga volume in his hands, wondering what the odds were. It felt almost too coincidental. But it was too early to spiral into overthinking, so her American instinct for casual conversation kicked in, uninvited and automatic.

	“I didn’t think Emiratis liked manga,” she said quietly, glancing over with a friendly expression. She realized she’d unintentionally spoken in English, completely forgetting for a moment that she was on a whole different continent.

	He looked back at her briefly, his dark eyes sharp but not unfriendly. “They don’t,” he replied, also in English, his voice calm and dry. “I’m a class of my own.”

	“Oh.” She tried not to snicker at the subtle humor tucked behind his words. Her eyes dropped to the cover of the manga in his hand again. Basketball. Different genre, same art style.

	“Is it any good?” he asked suddenly.

	She tilted her head, unsure what he meant, until he nodded toward the book in her hands.

	“Oh. Yes, this one’s pretty funny,” she said, holding it up. “Are you into shoujo manga?”

	“I usually go for the sports ones,” he replied. “But I’m not too biased.”

	She picked up on a faint accent in his pronunciation, realizing English was likely his second language, though he spoke it with ease. She gave him a small nod, ready to return to her reading, but he spoke again.

	“I’m Zayd. I should’ve introduced myself earlier. I believe I’ve seen you here a few times.” He wore a cordial expression but didn’t offer his hand to shake, as one would naturally expect, which somehow made the introduction feel more genuine.

	“It’s nice to meet you too. I’m Mira,” she replied. “We may have crossed paths before. I’m not sure.”

	He studied her for a moment, as if trying to decipher whether she was being politely dismissive or playing hard to get. Mira leaned into a calculated indifference, hoping he’d take the hint that their conversation was now over. She didn’t want to seem rude, but she also didn’t want to give the impression that she’d noticed him—or worse, that she was interested.

	To her relief, he didn’t press. And just a moment later, he stood and wandered off toward the quieter shelves at the back of the bookstore. As he walked away, her eyes followed, despite herself. Last time, he’d worn all black. Today, it was a Loro Piana regular-fit linen shirt with straight-leg chinos cropped at the ankle, paired with Hermes loafers. The old-money look again. He wasn’t just tall; he was broad-shouldered, clearly someone who worked out regularly and prioritized staying in shape.

	He returned minutes later with a stack of eight books in varying sizes and colors, which he set down lightly on the coffee table in front of them.

	Mira raised an eyebrow, unable to hide her curiosity.

	“Feel free to grab any of them,” he said casually, catching her glance. “I know they’re all over the place, but I didn’t want to keep getting up.”

	She made a face. Extra, but efficient.

	“Thank you,” she said simply.

	He picked up the book on top of the pile. She noticed the title: A Guide to U.S. Business Law and Expansion Strategies. His whole vibe had shifted.

	About twenty minutes passed. Mira finished her manga and glanced at the stack again. She paused. One title stood out: Makeup 101.

	Her eyebrows furrowed. Why would a man like that need a book about makeup?

	Zayd spoke, startling her. “It’s for a future event I’m sponsoring,” he said, as if reading her thoughts.

	“Ah,” she blinked. “I wasn’t judging or anything.”

	He lowered the book in his lap and gave her a sideways smile. “I think you were.”

	She was caught off guard, her mouth parting to respond, but he beat her to it.

	“I’m in hospitality—the hotel business. We’re always hosting parties and events here in Dubai, so I like to stay in the loop, just to keep things professional.” He gestured toward the makeup book with a small tilt of his head.

	“Oh, that is very smart,” she said, nodding.

	A pause settled between them—this time more comfortable. And then, the conversation started to flow.

	“What about you?” he prompted.

	“I recently moved to Dubai from the U.S. to expand my abaya brand,” she offered. “But I don’t think I’ll ever be able to shake off my American side, especially when it comes to all the geeky stuff,” she added, raising her manga slightly.

	“Sounds like that’s what sets you apart,” he said thoughtfully. Turning toward her fully, he added, "So, your brand. Tell me about it."

	The interest was unexpected, maybe a little forward, but Mira didn’t mind. In fact, she liked when people asked about her business. She loved talking about her work. So for the next few minutes, she shared her passions, her plans, and the purpose behind everything she was building.

	The conversation picked up when he mentioned he was born and raised in Dubai but was half-Syrian, half-Lebanese. Mira was pleasantly surprised by the unexpected connection. Their shared Syrian background made things feel just a bit more familiar between them.

	After several minutes of easy conversation, still with a safe seven feet between them, Mira said, “You know, I don’t personally know anyone else who gets up early on a Saturday to come to the library like I do.” She was grateful the bookstore had a library section where guests could read freely, without pressure to buy. “Do you ever come here on other days?” she asked, genuinely curious. Then, almost immediately, she regretted it. Asking a man how often he visited a place felt oddly personal. Not very modest.

	“I don't even know anyone who reads manga. Except you, now. But no, I don't come on any other days. I’m busy with work, especially on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays when I’m at the corporate office.”

	“I totally understand. I’m pretty busy on the weekdays too. But my cheat is the little library I’m putting together at my new apartment. If I’m not here, I’m curled up there,” she said, imagining her reading nook back at her apartment.

	“Funny you mention that. My mom has a library at home too. But aside from doing computer work, no one really uses it,” he shared, thinking back.

	Mira pictured something grand—floor-to-ceiling shelves, spiral staircases, maybe even a velvet chaise. A library like the Beast’s in Beauty and the Beast, if he was truly as loaded as he seemed.

	“If it’s stocked with books, it’s probably nice to just look at. A whole aesthetic,” she said.

	He gave her a friendly smile from across the couch, and for a moment, she let herself really look at him—quietly struck by how naturally magnetic he seemed.

	Then he unclipped his leather bag, pulled out a business card, and handed it to her. She glanced at the card, then reaching into her tote, she offered hers back.

	From a semi-networking perspective, she’d just made a new acquaintance, respectfully.
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	Back home, Mira felt more energized than ever—she’d just had her first real conversation with an Emirati outside of work. She changed quickly into loungewear, settled onto a bar stool, and opened her laptop. In the search bar, she typed: Zayd Dubai Hotel. She couldn’t stop herself.

	Every result read Shihabi—Shihabi Group, Shihabi Resorts, Shihabi Hotels, and more. And before she could refine the search, she spotted his photo.
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	Zayd Shihabi, born in Dubai to Syrian and Lebanese parents. Age: 29. CEO of Shihabi Group.

	 

	Wait. CEO? No way he runs hotels and resorts…

	She located the business card he’d given her. There it was: CEO.

	And if he really was the CEO of resorts and hotels in Dubai, how wealthy did that make him?

	Without thinking, her fingers flew across the keyboard as she typed: CEO Zayd Shihabi salary.

	No personal income listed—just the total revenue of the Shihabi Group. And it was in the billions.

	Billions. Oh my God. He’s the richest person I’ve ever met! Probably the richest I’ll ever meet.

	But with all of those prospects, Mira couldn’t quite figure out why he was spending his time reading at Kitab Korner—reading Slam Dunk, or whatever it was.

	She covered her mouth with one hand, still in disbelief. Her thoughts quickly drifted back to the café—the woman who had hugged and kissed Zayd. She wondered how they knew each other. She wondered whether she was a billionaire too. She reasoned that she must’ve owned her own fashion empire. And then she thought of all the other strangers who frequented the bookstore, sipping their morning coffee quietly. What did they all do for a living?

	And her? She’d probably come off as small-time, rambling about her modest goals. Zayd was probably laughing at her on the inside.

	Still… she was in Dubai now.

	She turned back to her keyboard and typed: Mira Najjar.

	Mira Najjar, 27. Texas home owned by parents. Recently relocated to Dubai. Owner and Designer at ABA ATELIER.

	Not bad. She seemed cool enough.
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	Monday was an important day.

	Dressed in one of her abayas from a previous collection, Mira arrived excitedly to meet with a venue manager about rental space for her upcoming fashion showcase. She’d already secured a location for the after-party, but the show itself needed something far more special. The manager she was meeting, Danny, was stout, with slicked-back hair, round golden glasses, and a face that looked like it had forgotten how to smile.

	At their introduction, he reached out for a hug. Mira instinctively stepped back, placing a hand over her chest in polite refusal. She was taken aback. An Arab man greeting a woman, and one wearing a hijab, so casually? It felt oddly informal. And in a professional setting, no less. Back home, such interactions rarely went beyond a handshake.

	Despite the awkward start, his demeanor quickly shifted. His expression cooled, and his tone grew slightly more intimidating. Still, with his reputation as one of the best in his field, and with the glowing recommendations from others, Mira decided to let it slide.

	Danny extended an arm, gesturing toward the expansive room.

	“Mira, our venue is the perfect place to make any event unforgettable. Nestled in the heart of Dubai, its simplicity is the perfect blank slate, while its stunning panoramic views of the skyline makes it a versatile canvas for any occasion. You mentioned a fashion runway? We can accommodate a range of setups.”

	[image: Image]

	Danny showcasing the event space

	 

	The private venue was majestic yet understated. Its vast, open space offered a blank canvas for her imagination. Danny was right. It was the perfect setting to bring her vision to life, free from any constraints.

	They reviewed pricing and available options, and Mira quickly realized destination weddings were far less affordable than she’d ever imagined. Renting an empty space like this cost nearly as much as booking three ballrooms back home on a quiet Easter Sunday. The price difference was staggering, and the premium for hosting an event in such an exclusive location left her reeling.

	Then, out of nowhere, Danny asked, “While you’re thinking about it, I wanted to ask… Are you married?”

	Mira blinked, startled. “No, I’m not.”

	“Are you seeing anyone?” he pressed, his expression was unreadable and didn’t soften while he waited for her response.

	“No. But… why are you asking?” A chill crept over her.

	“You don’t like the pricing. It’s out of your budget, correct?”

	“Yes…”

	“Then I have a deal for you,” he said smoothly, his confidence unwavering. “If you accompany me to a party on Sunday, I’ll see what I can do about a discount for you. Especially since you want the venue so soon.”

	“Um… no.” Mira’s breath caught. “I’m fine. I’ll think about the pricing and get back to you,” she said, turning slowly to leave.

	“Mira, I’m trying to do you a favor. But you have to do me one first,” he explained, folding his arms and tapping his foot.

	She glanced back with a fake smile. “Thank you. I’ll definitely think about the price and get back to you,” she said through clenched teeth, then quickly exited the room.

	She was proud of herself for not reacting. Every part of her wanted to call him out, to say something sharp, to scream in his face. His behavior was undoubtedly inappropriate. But she wasn’t sure if confronting him would jeopardize her chances of securing the venue—and she really wanted it.

	The next morning at the studio, Mira recounted the encounter to Samar, who had asked if she’d managed to snag the venue.

	“He asked you out? Hah!” Samar’s expression was unreadable.

	“I’m still shaking,” Mira admitted, hugging herself.

	Samar patted her shoulder. “It’s more common than you think to get asked if you’re married. But Danny? Of all people? I can’t believe he would try to shoot his shot with you! He’s practically a fixture in the industry — everyone’s heard of him, and not just because he’s good at his job. But you know, I think you should go to the party. It’s probably something prestigious, not like a club or anything.” Samar tucked a chunk of her black hair behind her ear, a large green rhinestone ring catching the light.

	“You want me to actually consider his offer?” Mira choked, incredulous.

	“It’s an opportunity to keep negotiating. Don’t think of it as a date—but a business opportunity. I can come with you if you want,” Samar offered.

	Mira didn’t know whether she’d be allowed to bring someone else along. The invitation had felt so personal, so loaded.

	She took a moment to weigh her options. The venue was a priority. And now, with Samar by her side, the idea didn’t seem quite so unbearable.

	And so, that’s what they decided to do.
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	Later that evening, Mira sat curled up on her living room couch, golden sunlight pouring through the open curtains and the AC’s gentle whir filled the quiet apartment. Her phone was pressed to her ear as she chatted with Yasmin.

	“So, work's going great,” Mira said, her excitement evident. “And I met this guy who’s into manga.”

	Yasmin’s tone turned cautious. “Be careful, Mira. Don’t trust Arab men too easily, especially in the Middle East. They can be charming, but total players.”

	Mira let out a soft laugh. “Weren’t you the one telling me to go find a man?”

	“And did you?” Yasmin shot back. “Is this manga guy the real deal?”

	Mira laughed again. “Hardly. I barely know him.”

	“What does he do?”

	“He’s super rich, actually. His family owns businesses here.”

	Yasmin scoffed. “If he’s rich, he won’t even flinch your way.”

	Mira made a face, even though her sister couldn’t see it. “You’re not completely right. I got semi-asked out by another guy, actually. Sort of…” She trailed off, cringing at the thought of Danny.

	“Omg, spill!”

	Mira could practically hear Yasmin shifting into full gossip mode—legs crossed, breath held, eyes wide, poised like a hawk waiting for the tea.

	So Mira spilled. She told her everything—every awkward detail, every lingering glance.

	But before she could hear her sister’s take, a text message popped up from an unsaved number.

	“One sec, Yasmin,” Mira said, swiping it open.

	Her breath caught.

	Salam Mira. This is Zayd from the bookstore. I hope you're doing well. I know we just met, but I was wondering if I could ask a small favor. There's a new manga release at Kitab Korner that drops at 7 a.m. this Saturday. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to make it in that early, but if you're planning to stop by, would you mind grabbing a copy for me? Only if you're going, of course. Appreciate it.

	Mira raised an eyebrow, surprised by the message. His confidence in asking a favor from someone he barely knew caught her off guard— but she didn’t mind at all. She smiled to herself, remembering the days she used to wake up in the middle of the night to line up at Barnes & Noble for new releases.

	She texted him back right away, promising she’d try to swing by early for him. Manga loyalty ran deep.

	 


Chapter 3

	Chapters Apart

	Mira entered Kitab Korner that weekend at 7:05 a.m., five minutes after the doors had opened. To her surprise, the book Zayd had asked for had already sold out. Apparently, there’d been a line hours before opening—which made her feel a little less guilty. Even if she had come at 7:00 on the dot, she still probably wouldn’t have snagged a copy.

	Zayd showed up around 8:45 a.m., just as Mira stood to stretch her legs. Gone was his usual polished resort look. Today, he wore athleisure. The outline of his arms was more defined than usual, giving the impression that he didn’t just work out for fitness, but for strength.

	He took a seat at the opposite end of her couch.

	“I tried,” she sighed, her words mirroring a message she’d sent him earlier that morning.

	“No worries. I appreciate your effort,” he said, placing a hand over his chest in thanks. He crossed one leg over the other and began to read.

	Mira glanced at him. She wasn’t sure how she felt about sharing the same couch with the same man every Saturday; in her faith, unnecessary closeness with a man outside her family wasn’t exactly encouraged. But as long as he stayed respectful, she decided not to overthink it.

	An hour passed, and her legs started going numb. As she stretched again, the store owner approached Zayd and handed him a merchandise bag. Mira couldn’t help but watch their interaction closely.

	“It was left for you,” the man said simply, then turned and walked away.

	Zayd raised an eyebrow and looked at Mira.

	“It’s not from me,” she said.

	He reached inside and pulled out a manga—the same volume he’d asked her to get that morning. Mira blinked.

	Then came a small envelope. He read the note aloud, as if to himself, just above a whisper:

	“Thought you’d want one.”

	He turned the card around, searching for a name. When he found nothing, he set it on the table. Mira caught a glimpse of the handwriting. Definitely a woman’s. Oddly, “one” had been written as “1.” The curves and loops were unmistakably feminine. She looked away, reminding herself it wasn’t her business.

	As she stretched again, she caught the look on his face—practically beaming over the gift. Cute.

	His eyes suddenly met hers, and he extended the book toward her.

	“Want to read it first?” he asked, thinking she was eyeing it.

	“Oh, no thanks. I’m only on volume sixteen in that series,” she replied. She still found it a little shocking that a wealthy, polished Dubai man like him would be so into manga. Why did it feel… unconventional? She shared the same interest. She appreciated the art just as deeply. So why did he feel different?

	“I won’t spoil it,” he said, retracting the book, “but there’s a plot twist in volume twenty.”

	“Don’t tell me! That still counts as a spoiler,” she said, turning fully toward him, hands on her hips.

	He simply laughed.

	Later, as Mira stood to leave, Zayd got up at the same time. With the coincidental timing, they naturally fell into conversation. They talked animatedly about their favorite writers, artists, animes—everything. Zayd mentioned a basketball manga from decades ago as his favorite. He admitted that while he wasn’t much of an athlete himself, he loved reading about characters with supernatural abilities in sports. Mira admitted she couldn’t choose just one favorite, though anything romance or isekai was always at the top of her list.

	As they neared the exit, an elderly man nearby, dressed in a white kandura, chuckled, catching their attention. His deeply wrinkled face was sweet with a smile. He leaned toward them slightly.

	“You two make such a lovely couple. Keep up your little reading sessions,” he said in Arabic. “Make sure you share the passions with your children too!” And with that, he strolled out the door before them.

	Mira stood frozen. Embarrassment prickled at her skin a little. A stranger had mistaken them for a couple. Not exactly modest.

	“Having a partner who’s into manga would be great,” Zayd said simply, breaking the silence, “but not a priority.”

	“I agree,” Mira replied quietly. She cleared her throat. “Having similar interests is a plus, but not a requirement. What’s the point of having someone who's into reading but doesn’t fear God?” She knew she sounded a bit conservative all of a sudden. Maybe even old-fashioned. But it was still true for her.

	“Or if they don’t match your energy, your values, or social expectations,” he added. “Marriage is a whole topic in itself.”

	“That’s true,” she agreed. “To me, similar life goals and religious values matter most. But even then, compatibility is key. Without it, nothing lasts.”

	He nodded slowly. “Hm. I agree.”

	There was a pause. Mira felt strange talking about this with someone like him.

	“I’m not one to show off or brag about my life,” Mira said, her voice soft. “I’d want someone who lives the same way.”

	A lump formed in her throat. Had she sounded like she was accusing him of showing off? But Zayd didn’t address it. Instead, he shared his own view as he held open the door for her.

	“I just want someone who knows what she wants, is untamed and unapologetic, and… can handle me.” His tone was calm, almost neutral.

	Outside on the sidewalk, they blinked at each other with a mutual awareness: they weren’t each other's type. At all.

	They gave each other a brief nod and walked in opposite directions.

	From the corner of her eye, Mira noticed a man in a full-black outfit waiting for Zayd. She watched as the man fell into step beside him. Together, they disappeared around the corner.

	 


Chapter 4

	Dubai Laws

	Outside the banquet hall in downtown Dubai, dressed in a ruffled satin dress, Mira hadn’t expected to feel so uneasy about her first party in Dubai.

	The streets glistened beneath the night sky, flanked by radiant towers and neon accents, with the Burj Khalifa rising above it all as a shard of light against the indigo horizon.

	As she walked in, peeking into the hall in the distance, she spotted gold curtains tied back with tassels and dark, glossy floors reflecting a unique multi-colored glow. A live band played classical Arabic music. Waiters in black vests floated across the room, trays of appetizers balanced effortlessly in their hands. This was the East Meets Middle East Soirée, the event Danny had invited her to.

	Samar tapped Mira’s shoulder and nudged her forward encouragingly.

	“Stop. It’s invite-only,” demanded the concierge, staring Samar down.

	Samar stood tall in an army green kaftan covered in floral embroidery, paired with chunky black heels.

	Danny, the venue manager, appeared right on time. He was dressed in the traditional Emirati look, just like the first time Mira had seen him.

	I can’t believe I accepted his offer, Mira thought. I was blackmailed, and it worked.

	“I’m sorry, but I only invited Mira,” Danny exclaimed, rather rudely, eyeing Samar as he approached.

	Mira and Samar had rehearsed this on the way over. She remembered Samar’s advice clearly: Be confident—and if things aren’t going your way, just pretend you don’t understand.

	Mira stepped forward and cleared her throat.

	“Oh, I didn’t realize it was just me! I thought it was a work-related event, and that I had to bring the whole staff! I’m glad it’s only one person that tagged along—and that it’s easy to accommodate,” she said with a bright smile that didn’t reach her eyes. The undercurrent of malice was neatly tucked beneath a veneer of joy.

	Samar had to stifle a laugh, proud of Mira’s wickedly convincing delivery. Danny, meanwhile, looked like he was fighting the urge to roll his eyes.

	“Alright, Samar can come in,” he relented, waving his hand in the air.

	Samar was right. He wasn’t going to stoop so low as to fight over kicking out her friend.

	As Mira stepped into the room, her eyes were drawn to a twinkling disco ball suspended from the high ceiling. It felt oddly out of place—no one was dancing, the lights were already bright, and most guests were simply standing around, chatting in clusters.

	The event turned out to be more beneficial than expected. Mira got plenty of networking done. Though she wasn’t thrilled about Danny sticking to her side, introducing her as his plus one. But she sucked it up—for the discount.

	After a couple of hours of patient mingling, finishing dinner, and dutifully trailing behind Danny, Samar leaned in toward Mira. Her voice was low and apologetic as she said she’d be leaving earlier than planned—an unexpected family obligation had come up.

	“I’m glad we came today though,” whispered Samar. “After meeting the designer from China, the collaboration is more likely to happen. The next collection will be over-the-top! I’m so excited.” She did a little dance and ended with a clap.

	Mira smiled, grateful for her friend and colleague—the ultimate go-getter. She placed a hand on Samar’s arm.

	“Oh, my God. Definitely! Thank you so much, Samar! What would I do without you?” Mira said, pulling her into a hug.

	After the embrace, Samar pulled her phone from her clutch. Her taxi was almost there. With a light, innocent smile, Samar reassured her, “You’ll be fine on your own if you’re only staying like another thirty minutes.”

	Mira hesitated. “Ok… don’t worry. I won’t stay too long.”

	And in a blink, after a short wave, Samar vanished through the double doors, her heels clinking on the floor.

	Barely a second later, Danny appeared by Mira’s side, making her jolt.

	“She’s finally gone. Not sure what she was needed for,” he remarked.

	Don’t say anything. Be patient, Mira told herself.

	“Come with me, Mira.” He almost reached for her hand but stopped short.

	She followed cautiously, keeping a good five-foot distance between them. They exited the ballroom, turned right into a hall, and walked down a quiet corridor toward what looked like a rentable meeting room.

	Inside, Danny met with an engaged couple, casually negotiating rental terms for their upcoming wedding. Mira lingered by the door, which had been left wide open. She made a point not to step too far in.

	What does he want from me? Probably to talk numbers.

	After the couple left, Danny finally walked up to her.

	“Thank you for coming. I really appreciate you joining me. It was a great night—minus that Samar girl. But all’s well,” he said with a forced smile, leaning in closer.

	Mira instinctively stepped back.

	“Heh. Yeah, no problem,” she muttered, faking a smile.

	Then, without warning, he reached down and placed his hand on the metal clasp of her clutch.

	Mira froze. She looked down at his hand that was still resting on her bag beside her hip.

	He slid his fingers across the clasp until they brushed against hers—lightly, slowly, and deliberately.

	A jolt of discomfort surged through her. She stepped back at once.

	“I love the gold hardware,” he said, eyes now fixed on her. “You’re good at matching accessories to your dress.” His tone had shifted—lower, more focused.

	“I’m sorry, but I’m not comfortable with what you're saying,” Mira whimpered, hating how small her voice sounded. She wished she hadn’t led with an apology, but the habit was too ingrained.

	Danny stepped forward and seized her wrist.

	Mira gasped, a startled shriek escaping her as she yanked her arm free in an instant. But before she could back away, his other hand darted out and clutched the skirt of her dress.

	Instinct took over. Mira twisted out of his grip and bolted from the room, the fabric slipping from his fingers just in time.

	Thank God it didn’t tear.

	Without thinking, she fled—not toward the ballroom, but down the opposite hall, where a row of open doors led to other meeting rooms, offering uncertain refuge.

	“I have to use the restroom. I’ll see you later,” she called over her shoulder. Her voice was strained but loud enough to carry.

	“Mira!” Danny barked. “You’re not getting any deals if you don’t show me some respect!”

	Touching her crossed a line. She wasn’t about to stick around to find out what respect looked like for him.

	Her legs moved faster, panic rising. At the end of the hallway, she spotted a group of formally dressed people—likely from the banquet. Relief washed over her. She risked a glance back.

	Danny was following her, but not as fast.

	She tried to calm herself as she speed-walked, grateful nothing worse had happened—and that she’d trusted her instincts.

	“Mira?” came a calm, deep voice.

	She slowed, trying to breathe evenly, and looked up. Her eyebrows lifted in disbelief.

	Standing in the center of the group was none other than Zayd—her manga friend.

	“That man is a creep,” she said almost immediately, pointing toward Danny. Her voice cracked slightly, and though her words were few, her face said everything.

	Next to Zayd stood a striking woman—curvaceous, with long red hair and thick lash extensions. She stared curiously at Mira, then turned toward Danny.

	Mira shifted her body, facing her pursuer. Danny had almost reached her. But as soon as his eyes landed on the group, he stopped in his tracks. His entire demeanor shifted.
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	Zayd and a group outside the banquet hall

	 

	Mira flicked her eyes toward Danny, a silent cue to Zayd that he was the one she meant.

	But no one had to move. Danny abruptly spun on his heel, head wrap askew, and stormed off without a word. Mira was surprised by how quickly he retreated.

	Thank God Zayd and his group were here, she thought. If they hadn’t been, Danny might’ve led me to some ditch.

	She turned to Zayd and gave him a small nod—one that said thank you, goodbye, and I’m fine all at once. Then, with quiet dignity, she nodded to the group around him, turned, and slipped through the stairwell doors, leaving a stunned silence in her wake.
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	The next morning was a Sunday, and Mira was met with a flood of hugs, apologies, and tearful remorse from Samar. They sat together in Samar’s living room, rehashing the events of the night before. Samar blamed herself for everything that had happened with Danny after she’d left the party.

	“There are so many perverts out there,” Samar said, wiping her eyes. “Especially ones who think power gives them a free pass. But I never thought he’d do that—chasing you down like that. I’m so sorry!”

	After a round of comforting pats, a few short sobs, and some understandable cursing, their conversation was interrupted by the shrill ring of Mira’s phone.

	“Oh my God. It’s Danny!” Mira gasped, staring at the screen in horror. She swallowed, then answered on speaker.

	To her surprise, an unfamiliar voice came through. It wasn’t Danny—it was his coworker, calling from the work line.

	He explained that Danny had quit and apologized on Danny’s behalf for any inappropriate behavior. He then told Mira that the venue was hers for the entire day she’d requested, free of charge.

	Mira was bewildered, shocked and not at all sure what to say.

	“I appreciate the apology,” she said slowly, “but I don’t think waiving the entire fee is right. I’m happy to pay fifty percent.” It was etiquette, after all. No matter how generous the offer, she couldn’t accept something entirely free—it felt wrong.

	“Ms. Najjar, it’s all yours. No negotiations!” the man replied firmly.

	Mira and Samar exchanged wide-eyed glances.

	“Oh my God. Thank you… I don’t even know what to say.”

	After the call ended, Samar leaned in and muttered, “Too many witnesses. Danny probably panicked about harassment charges. Didn’t want to spend a few nights in jail.”
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