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The week that would change everything had begun.



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SHATTERED BENEATH THE TROPICAL SUN

    

    
      First edition. June 1, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Stephanie Doering.

    

    
    
      Written by Stephanie Doering.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One: The Flight
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There had been a time when a trip like this would’ve lit me up from the inside — a couples retreat on a tropical beach with my fiancé, Alec, his best friend, Damon, and Damon’s girlfriend, Lissa. Back then, the idea of sun-soaked days and shared adventures felt warm and uncomplicated, something I could lean into without thinking.

But that was before the drifting started. Before Alec’s attention began tilting toward everyone but me. Before I realized Damon and I were the only ones who needed quiet to breathe.

Now I sat pressed against the window in row seventeen, the cool plastic wall at my shoulder and Alec beside me in the aisle seat. Across the narrow walkway, Lissa sat in her own aisle seat, angled toward Alec like the two of them were sharing a private orbit. Damon had the window beside her, headphones around his neck, a book open but untouched.

The engines hummed, the cabin lights dimmed, and I was already wishing for silence — the kind that didn’t feel like loneliness.

“Look at this one,” Lissa said, stretching across Damon to show Alec her phone. Her voice cut clean through the white noise. “The pool literally glows at night.”

Alec laughed — that open, easy laugh he used to save for me. “Send them to me. I want to show the guys when I get back.”

I turned toward the window, watching clouds drift like slow-moving islands. I used to love flying with him. We’d share earbuds, split snacks, whisper jokes no one else could hear. Now he leaned into the aisle, into her, like gravity had quietly shifted while I wasn’t looking.

Damon glanced over Lissa’s shoulder, catching my eye. He offered a small, steady smile — the kind introverts gave each other in loud spaces, a silent I see you.

“You doing okay?” he mouthed.

“Yeah,” I lied. “Just tired.”

He nodded, understanding more than I said.

Lissa tapped his arm again. “Babe, look at this one — the outdoor shower! We have to take pictures there.”

Damon made a polite, noncommittal sound. “Mm.”

I bit back a smile. Classic Damon — gentle, patient, quietly allergic to being photographed. A detail I shouldn’t know as well as I did.

Alec finally turned to me. “You want anything? Drink? Snack?”

It was the first time he’d spoken directly to me since takeoff.

“I’m good,” I said, tossing it out without thinking, like it didn’t cost me anything. He nodded and turned straight back to Lissa, and the space he left behind pinched tighter than I let show.

The flight attendant rolled by. Damon ordered water. I did too. Alec and Lissa both got cocktails, clinking their plastic cups across the aisle like they were at a beach bar instead of thirty thousand feet in the air.

“Vacation officially starts now!” Lissa cheered.

Alec grinned. “Hell yes.”

Their energy filled the row — bright, loud, effortless.

Meanwhile, Damon and I sat in our little pockets of quiet, the two introverts caught in the crossfire of extrovert enthusiasm. Damon leaned slightly forward, voice low enough that only I could hear. “We’re going to need a recovery day after this flight alone.”

A laugh slipped out — soft, real. “You have no idea.” For a second, the noise around us blurred, and it was just the two of us breathing in the same quiet. Damon had a way of doing that — finding the calm in a room and handing me a piece of it without trying.

But the truth was, I did. This trip was supposed to bring Alec and me closer. Instead, somewhere above the clouds, I felt the distance between us widening, mile by mile, like the sky itself was prying us apart.

Alec was mid-conversation with Lissa again, leaning so far into the aisle he was practically in her row. They were laughing at something on her phone — some meme, some inside joke I wasn’t part of — their shoulders nearly touching.

I tried not to stare. Tried not to notice how easily he lit up for her, how effortlessly she drew him in.

Then Alec shifted, glanced across the aisle at Damon, and said it like it was the most normal request in the world.

“Hey, man — want to switch seats with me so Lissa and I can talk easier?”

My stomach dropped.

Damon froze. Just for a second — a blink, a breath — but I saw it. The introvert panic. The please don’t make me get up and change seats but I will if you need me panic.

Lissa perked up immediately. “Oh! Yeah, that would be perfect. Then we can plan the whole week.”

Alec was already half standing, like the decision had been made long before he voiced it. His knee brushed mine as he shifted, impatient for Damon to move.

“Alec...” Just his name, soft and instinctive. A reach. A hope. He didn’t even glance at me.

He smiled — distracted, already elsewhere. “It’s fine, babe. I’ll still be right there.”

Right there. Just... not with me.

Across the aisle, Damon closed his book slowly, marking the page with a finger. His eyes flicked to mine — a silent apology, a question, a do you want me to do this?

I didn’t know what to say.

He exhaled, soft and resigned, and unbuckled his seatbelt. “Yeah. Sure.”

He stood, stepping into the aisle, and Alec slid past him without a second thought — already leaning toward Lissa before he even sat down, like he’d been waiting for the chance.

Lissa beamed. “Finally! Now we can actually talk.”

Alec laughed, leaning in close, already absorbed.

Damon lowered himself into the seat beside me — the one Alec had just vacated — and the shift hit instantly. The absence. The sting. The quiet that felt heavier than the noise.

He buckled in, voice low. “Sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I whispered.

He nodded, eyes forward, jaw tight in that quiet, controlled way he got when he was uncomfortable — the way that made me feel less alone in my own discomfort.

Across the aisle, Alec and Lissa were already deep in conversation, their voices overlapping, bright and effortless, like they were the couple on this trip and we were the afterthoughts.

Damon and I sat in the quiet they left behind.

Two introverts, side by side, suddenly sharing the same abandoned space.

And somewhere between the hum of the engines and the sound of Alec laughing with someone else, something inside me tilted — small, subtle, but undeniable.

This trip was supposed to bring Alec and me closer. Instead, he had just traded seats to be closer to someone else.

The seatbelt sign dinged with a sharp, metallic chime — the kind that cut through conversation and instinct at the same time.

A beat later, the plane dropped.

Not far, but far enough for the entire cabin to gasp as one. Drinks sloshed. Overhead bins rattled. A baby wailed behind us. A flight attendant grabbed a headrest to steady herself.

The captain’s voice crackled overhead, abrupt and tense. “We’ve turned on the fasten seatbelts sign, so please remain seated until further notice.”

The words barely finished before the real turbulence hit.

The plane shuddered violently, a deep, rolling tremor that moved through the fuselage like a living thing. Luggage thumped overhead. Someone shouted. Someone else prayed. The aisle lights flickered as the aircraft pitched again, harder, sending a ripple of panic through the rows.

The kind of moment where strangers became a single, startled organism — breath held, hearts stuttering, waiting for the next drop.

Flight attendants hurried down the aisle, bracing themselves on seatbacks as they urged everyone to stay seated.

Alec was stuck beside Lissa. Damon was stuck beside me. And the turbulence got worse.

Another jolt — sharper — and Lissa yelped, grabbing Alec’s hand without hesitation. Fingers laced. Knuckles white.

Alec squeezed back.

A cold ache bloomed in my chest.

The plane dropped again, deeper this time. My breath stuttered. My fingers dug into the armrest.

Damon reacted before I could.

His hand found my knee — steady, warm, instinctive. Not flirtatious. Not intentional. Just a quiet, grounding touch from someone who felt the fear in me before I could hide it.

His thumb moved once, a slow, unconscious stroke meant to calm.

I didn’t think he even realized he was doing it.

But I did.

Another shudder. I inhaled sharply. Damon’s hand pressed a little firmer, anchoring me. His voice was low, meant only for me. “You’re okay. It’s just rough air.”

Across the aisle, Lissa was practically in Alec’s lap, clinging to him like he was the only solid thing on the plane. Alec wrapped an arm around her shoulders, murmuring something I couldn’t hear.

The contrast hit like another drop.

Damon’s hand on my knee — quiet, steady, instinctive. Alec’s arms around someone else — loud, obvious, thoughtless.

Another jolt. I squeezed my eyes shut.

Damon leaned closer, his shoulder brushing mine. “Just breathe,” he said softly. “I’ve got you.”

And for a moment — one suspended, trembling moment — I believed him.

The turbulence finally eased, the plane leveling out with a long, shaky exhale of metal and air. The cabin lights brightened again. People murmured, laughed nervously, and settled back into their seats.

Damon’s hand slipped from my knee the moment the shaking stopped.

He pulled back like he’d suddenly become aware of himself, clearing his throat and pretending to adjust his seatbelt. I pretended not to notice the loss of warmth.

Across the aisle, Lissa was still clutching Alec’s hand — even though the danger had passed. She laughed breathlessly, brushing her hair off her face. “God, that was intense.”

Alec grinned, giving her fingers one last squeeze before letting go. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” she said, cheeks flushed. “Just hate turbulence.”

They fell right back into conversation, like nothing had happened. Like they hadn’t just clung to each other while I sat here trying not to fall apart.

Damon opened his book again, though he wasn’t reading. His eyes flicked to me once, checking in silently.

I forced a small smile. “I’m fine.”

He nodded, accepting it even if he didn’t believe it.

I swallowed, suddenly exhausted. Six hours. Six hours of this.

“Excuse me,” I said softly to the attendant. “Could I get a pillow and a blanket?”

“Of course,” she said warmly. “Long flight?”

“Yeah,” I breathed. “Long everything.”

She moved on down the aisle, and the noise of Alec and Lissa’s laughter rushed back in. I unwrapped the blanket, tucking the pillow against the window and pulling the thin fabric over my lap. The small act of arranging it — smoothing the edge, curling it under my arm — felt like building a wall I desperately needed.

Only when I finally settled did I feel Damon’s gaze shift toward me.

“Trying to sleep?” he asked, voice low enough that it didn’t cross the aisle.

“Trying to disappear,” I murmured before I could stop myself. Heat crept up my neck. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay,” he said quietly. “I get it.”

Across the aisle, Alec and Lissa clinked their plastic cups again, laughing at something I couldn’t hear.

I closed my eyes, letting the hum of the engines drown them out.

This had been supposed to be a trip to reconnect. Instead, I was wrapped in a thin airline blanket, pretending I wasn’t watching my fiancé bond with someone else.

And the worst part was, we still had five and a half hours to go.

By the time the plane set down on the tropical island, it was just past noon and the sun was dancing on the crystal-clear blue waters. The air was humid and fragrant with a tinge of salt and maybe coconut and jasmine.

Heat rolled through the open cabin door as we shuffled down the narrow aisle, everyone suddenly energized by the promise of vacation. My legs felt stiff, my head foggy, the thin airline blanket still folded over my arm like I wasn’t ready to let go of the small cocoon I’d built.

Alec stepped out ahead of me, laughing at something Lissa said, their shoulders brushing as they moved toward the stairs. Damon waited just behind me, giving me space but close enough that I could feel the quiet awareness he carried like a second skin.

When my foot hit the metal stair, the warmth radiated straight through the sole of my shoe. The sunlight was blinding, the sky impossibly blue, the kind of postcard perfection that should have made my chest lift instead of tightening.

I inhaled deeply, letting the humid air settle over me. It smelled like possibility. It smelled like trouble.

Alec glanced back, sunglasses already on. “Come on, babe,” he called, waving me forward before turning back to Lissa to point out the curve of the shoreline.

His voice didn’t land where it used to.

Damon descended beside me, slow, steady, matching my pace without comment. “Careful,” he murmured when the wind caught my hair and blew it across my face. “The last step’s a little slick.”

I nodded, brushing the strands away, grateful for the warning even though I didn’t want to need it.

The tarmac shimmered in the heat. The small airport building sat ahead, whitewashed and sun-bleached, its open doors spilling warm air and the faint sound of steel drums.

Vacation. Reconnection. A fresh start.

That was the story we were supposed to be stepping into.

Instead, I felt like I was walking into a place where everything would be too bright, too honest, too hard to hide.

Damon fell into step beside me as we headed toward the terminal, neither of us speaking, both of us pretending we didn’t feel the shift that had started somewhere over the ocean and was now settling between us like a truth we weren’t ready to name.

Inside the small terminal, the air-conditioning barely stirred the heavy heat. Ceiling fans pushed warm air in slow, useless circles while travelers pressed in around the single baggage carousel. Alec and Lissa stood near the front, laughing at something on her phone. Their shoulders brushed. Their heads leaned together. They looked like they’d built a little world between them. One I wasn’t part of. One that didn’t have room for me.

I stayed a few steps back, pretending to watch the conveyor belt, pretending I didn’t feel the distance widening.

Damon drifted to my side, hands in his pockets, gaze steady. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to. His presence was its own kind of quiet.

The first bags thumped onto the belt. People surged forward.

I stepped closer, trying to spot my suitcase. Someone behind me bumped my shoulder, and I shifted to keep my balance just as the crowd pressed in again.

My hand shot out to steady myself at the same moment Damon reached for me.

His fingers brushed mine.

Warm. Barely there. A whisper of contact that shouldn’t have meant anything.

But it did.

I pulled my hand back quickly, breath catching. Damon did the same, clearing his throat softly, eyes flicking away like he was giving me space to pretend it hadn’t happened.

But the moment hung there anyway — small, accidental, impossible to ignore.

My suitcase slid toward us then, the navy fabric unmistakable. I reached for the handle, but Damon was already moving, lifting it off the belt with one smooth pull.

“I’ve got it,” he said, voice low.

“Thanks,” I murmured, my fingers brushing the warm handle he’d just released. The warmth felt like an echo — faint, lingering, impossible not to notice.

Alec finally noticed us and waved us over. “Shuttle’s outside,” he called, already turning back to Lissa, already absorbed in whatever she was saying.

Damon waited for me to move first, falling into step beside me as we headed toward the exit. The sunlight outside was blinding, the air thick and fragrant.

But all I could feel was the ghost of that brief touch — accidental, harmless, nothing at all.

And somehow everything.

Outside, the heat wrapped around us again, thicker than before, humming with the scent of sunbaked pavement and distant ocean. A line of taxis waited near the curb, but farther down, a sleek black shuttle van idled with tinted windows and a driver holding a small sign with Alec’s name on it.

Of course, Alec had arranged something private. Exclusive. Impressive.

Lissa lit up when she saw it. “Oh my god, this is us?” she asked, already tugging Alec’s arm as if she’d discovered a secret meant only for them.

Alec grinned, pleased with himself. “Told you I handled everything.”

I followed a few steps behind, my suitcase wheels clicking unevenly over the cracked pavement. Damon walked beside me, carrying his own bag in one hand and mine in the other, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

The driver opened the door with a practiced smile. “Welcome. The villas are about twenty minutes from here. Very private. Very quiet.”

The words landed differently for each of us.

Lissa practically bounced. “Perfect.”

Alec nodded, already climbing in.

I hesitated at the step, adjusting my grip on my carry-on. Damon reached out at the same moment I did — not to take the bag, just to steady the doorframe for me — and his fingers brushed mine again.

Not a full touch. Not deliberate.

Just enough.

Warm. Brief. A flicker of awareness that passed between us before either of us could pretend it hadn’t happened.

I pulled my hand back, breath catching in my throat. Damon stepped aside, giving me space, his expression unreadable but not indifferent.

Inside the shuttle, the seating was arranged in two rows facing forward. Alec and Lissa slid into the back row together, already leaning into each other, already in their own world.

That left the front row.

Two seats.

Side by side.

I paused, my pulse tapping lightly at my throat. Damon waited, letting me choose first, not pushing, not assuming.

I took the window seat.

He sat beside me, leaving just enough space between us to be polite, but not enough to erase the memory of his hand brushing mine.

The driver closed the door, sealing us in with the soft thud of something beginning.

As the shuttle pulled away from the airport and the island opened up around us — lush greenery, flashes of turquoise water, narrow roads winding toward something secluded — I stared out the window, trying to steady my breathing.

This was supposed to be a trip to fix things. Instead, I was sitting beside the one person who seemed to notice me without trying.

Behind me, Alec laughed at something Lissa said — too loud, too easy, like he didn’t have a fiancée sitting three feet away. The sound scraped down my spine. Of course he had energy for her.

The villas waited somewhere ahead, remote and exclusive. A beautiful place to get lost. Or to finally see things clearly.
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Paradise, quiet enough to hear what is missing.
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Chapter Two:  The Arrival
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The shuttle wound through narrow roads lined with palms and bursts of tropical flowers, the kind of colors that would’ve felt unreal if I weren’t watching them blur past the window. Sunlight flickered through the leaves, warm and drowsy, and the ocean kept appearing in flashes — turquoise, endless, impossibly calm.

Alec and Lissa were still laughing softly in the back row. Damon sat beside me, quiet, his knee angled just far enough away to be polite, though the space between us felt smaller than it was.

When the shuttle finally slowed, the world opened into something Condé Nast Traveler would drool over — all sun-washed perfection and none of the mess I’d brought with me.

The villas rose from the greenery like they’d been carved out of the island itself — pale stone, dark wood, wide verandas shaded by palm fronds. Everything was spaced far apart, connected by winding paths and soft sand. Remote. Exclusive. Designed for privacy.

Designed for couples.

My stomach tightened.

The driver parked beneath a canopy of flowering vines and stepped out to open the door. Heat rushed in again, thick and fragrant, wrapping around us as we climbed out.

A woman in a linen uniform greeted us with a bright, practiced smile. “Welcome to Solara Cove. We’ve prepared a light lunch for you on the beach while your villas are being readied.”

Lissa clapped her hands together. “This is amazing.”

Alec grinned, pleased with himself. “Told you this place was worth it.”

I forced a smile, though my chest felt tight. Damon glanced at me — just briefly — as if checking whether I was okay. I wasn’t sure I was.

We followed the woman down a sandy path lined with lanterns and lush greenery. The sound of waves grew louder, steady and soothing, until the trees opened onto a small private cove.

A long wooden table had been set beneath a canopy of white fabric, the edges fluttering in the breeze. Bowls of fresh fruit, grilled fish, bright salads, and chilled drinks waited on ice. The ocean stretched out just beyond, glittering under the noon sun.

It should have felt like paradise.

Alec pulled out a chair for Lissa without thinking. She laughed, brushing his arm as she sat.

I hesitated, unsure where to place myself in this picture that didn’t feel like mine anymore.

Damon stepped ahead and pulled out a chair for me — not with flourish, not with expectation. Just quietly. Respectfully. Like he saw me standing there, unsure, and wanted to give me a place to land.

“Thanks,” I said softly.

He nodded, taking the seat beside mine only after I sat.

Alec didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he didn’t want to.

The breeze lifted the edge of the canopy, carrying the scent of citrus and salt. The table glowed in the sunlight. Everything was beautiful.

And yet, sitting there with the man I was supposed to marry laughing with someone else, and Damon beside me like a steady, silent anchor, I felt the first real crack of something I couldn’t ignore.

The villas waited behind us, private and perfect.

But lunch on the beach was already telling the truth.

After lunch, the staff led us along a winding path shaded by palms and flowering vines. The air grew quieter the farther we walked, the sounds of the main resort fading until all that remained was the steady hush of the ocean and the soft crunch of sand beneath our feet.

“The villas are just ahead,” our guide said, her voice warm and practiced. “They’re designed for privacy, but your two units are adjoining, with a shared pool between them.”

Lissa lit up instantly. “Oh, that’s perfect. We can just hop back and forth.”

Alec grinned, already imagining the convenience. “Exactly what I wanted.”

Something in me pulled back at that — small, sharp, instinctive — but I pushed it down. We had all agreed on adjoining villas. Proximity made sense. Together but separate. Close, but still private. That was the plan.

The path opened into a small clearing, and the villas came into view — two mirror-image structures of pale stone and dark wood, each with wide sliding doors that opened onto private decks. Between them stretched a long, narrow pool lined with smooth tiles the color of sea glass. The water shimmered in the sunlight, still and inviting.

It was beautiful.

Too beautiful.

The kind of place meant for couples who were in sync, not ones pretending they still were.

“Villa One,” the guide said, gesturing to the left, “and Villa Two on the right. You’ll find your luggage already inside. If you need anything, just use the call button in your room.”

Alec stepped forward, keys in hand. “We’ll take the left one,” he said, already reaching for Lissa’s waist as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

My stomach tightened.

We’ll take the left one. As if that had been the plan all along. As if Damon and I were expected to simply... adjust.

Damon glanced at me — a quick, searching look that said he’d expected something different too. That he’d assumed Alec would stay with me. That the whole point of adjoining villas was to keep the couples intact, not split them.

I nodded anyway, because what else was I supposed to do.

We followed the guide to the right-hand villa. The deck was shaded, the sliding doors open to let in the breeze. Inside, the space was airy and bright — white linens, soft wood, woven textures, everything curated to feel effortless.

But the pool outside drew my eye again.

Long. Quiet. Shared.

A place where I would see Alec and Lissa whether I wanted to or not. A place where Damon and I would cross paths in swimsuits and sunlight and silence. A place that made it painfully clear Alec had made a choice — and it wasn’t me.

The guide left us with a polite smile, and the villa door clicked shut behind her.

For a moment, Damon and I stood in the entryway, the air thick with humidity and something else I didn’t want to name.

“You okay?” he asked softly.

I nodded, though the truth sat heavy in my chest. “Yeah. Just... taking it in.”

His gaze flicked toward the pool, then back to me. “It’s a lot.”

It was.

Outside, Alec’s laugh carried across the water, bright and unbothered.

Damon set my suitcase gently beside the bed. “If you want a minute alone, I can go check out the beach.”

The offer was simple. Kind. No pressure.

And somehow that made it harder to breathe.

“Maybe just a minute,” I said.

He nodded and stepped back toward the door, giving me space without disappearing completely.

The villas were beautiful. The pool shimmered between us. And the truth of this trip was already rising to the surface.

I had barely taken a breath when footsteps sounded on the deck outside — quick, familiar, purposeful. A moment later, Alec filled the doorway, sunglasses pushed up into his hair, his expression tight with confusion.

“There you are,” he said, like I’d wandered off. “Why are you in here alone? You’re my fiancée.”

The word landed heavier than he meant it to. He said it like a reminder. Like something he could hold up between us to make everything look fine.

I straightened, my fingers brushing the edge of the bed. “I just... needed a second.”

“A second for what?” Alec stepped farther in, scanning the villa as if expecting to find something wrong. “We just got here. This is supposed to be our place.”

I hesitated, then said it before I could talk myself out of it. “I thought I’d be sharing the villa with you. Not Damon.”

Alec blinked, thrown. “What? You are sharing it with me.”

“No,” I said quietly. “You chose the other villa. With Lissa.”

His jaw tightened, just slightly. “I didn’t choose it with her. I just grabbed the keys. It doesn’t matter which side we’re on.”

“It matters to me,” I said, softer now but not backing away. “I thought we’d be together. As a couple. And Lissa would be with Damon.”

That stopped him for half a second — not because he understood, but because he didn’t.

Alec exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. “Bryn... come on. They’re adjoining. It’s basically one big space. We’ll be in and out all week.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“Bryn,” he said, slipping into that careful, coaxing tone he used when he wanted me to stop making something complicated. “We talked about adjoining villas. This is adjoining.”

“We talked about being close,” I said. “Not... separated.”

He huffed out a breath — not quite a sigh, but carrying the same weight. “It’s the same thing.”

“It’s not,” I whispered.

He didn’t hear it. Or maybe he did and chose not to.

Before I could say anything else, Alec’s attention flicked toward the pool, where Lissa’s voice carried lightly across the water. He glanced back at me, impatience slipping through the cracks.

“Can we not do this right now?” he said. “Lissa’s waiting. Just come out when you’re ready.”

The words landed harder than he realized.

He leaned in, pressed a distracted kiss to my cheek — a gesture that felt more like punctuation than affection — and walked out, calling something over his shoulder as he crossed the deck.

The door clicked shut behind him.

Silence settled over the villa, thick and unmoving.

Lissa’s waiting. Of course she was. She always was. And he always went.

The thought slid in before I could stop it, sharp and humiliating in its clarity. Not because Lissa had done anything wrong — she was sunshine and ease and uncomplicated fun — but because Alec had said it like it explained everything. Like her waiting mattered more than whatever was happening here with me.

I moved closer to the open sliding doors. Damon was outside on the deck, crouched near the edge of the pool, trailing his fingers through the water. He didn’t look up, but something in his posture shifted — a subtle, instinctive adjustment — as if he’d felt the hit land even before I did.

His voice carried softly. “You don’t have to go over there right away.”

I swallowed, the sunlight suddenly too bright. “I know.”

But Alec had asked why I was alone. And I didn’t have an answer that didn’t hurt.

Damon finally looked at me — really looked — the way Alec had only pretended to. His gaze wasn’t probing or pitying, just steady, grounding, like he was offering me a place to stand without saying a word.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

The question was simple. The truth wasn’t.

I nodded, even though the motion felt fragile. “Yeah. Just... adjusting.”

Damon didn’t push. He just nodded once, slow — and then his fingers brushed my arm, a gentle squeeze, steady and brief, like he was grounding me without drawing attention to it. Accepting my answer even if he didn’t believe it.

Footsteps crossed the deck, and Alec stepped back inside — dry, composed, as if nothing about the last few minutes had been strange. “Lissa and I arere going to check out the pool,” he said, tone brisk, almost dismissive. “You should come out. Don’t start the trip by hiding in here.”

The irony stung sharper this time.

I nodded because I didn’t know what else to do. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

He leaned in, brushed a quick kiss against my cheek — distracted, automatic — then turned and walked out again, calling something to Lissa as he crossed the deck.

Silence settled again, thinner now, stretched tight.

Through the open doors, I heard the soft splash of someone slipping into the pool. Damon’s voice followed — low, steady — answering something Alec said.

I stood there for a moment, caught between the man I was supposed to marry and the man who had noticed me slipping long before I realized I was falling.

Then I stepped toward the door, sunlight spilling across the floor, the pool shimmering between the two villas like a line I wasn’t sure I should cross.

But I would.

Because Alec had asked why I was alone. And I wasn’t sure I knew the answer anymore.

I stepped out onto the deck, the sunlight hitting me in a warm, heavy wave. The shared pool stretched between the villas, long and still, the surface catching the light like a sheet of glass. Palm shadows rippled across the water, soft and slow.

Across the pool, Alec splashed water at Lissa, laughing when she shrieked and shoved him back. Their voices carried easily — bright, carefree, perfectly in sync. Not intimate, but effortless. Familiar. Like two people who had arrived with the same plan.

The sight hit me harder than I expected.

Damon was still on the deck, now standing near the middle of the pool’s edge, his hand skimming the surface. He looked up when he heard me step outside. His eyes flicked over my face — not lingering, but registering.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

I nodded, though the truth sat tight in my chest. “Yeah... just needed a second.” I swallowed the rest — the part that would’ve admitted more than I wanted him to hear.

Damon gave a small, understanding nod. “It’s nice out here.”

It was. Beautiful, even. But beauty didn’t soften the ache.

Alec finally noticed me. “Bry! Come sit with us,” he called, waving me over like I was late to something I didn’t remember agreeing to.

I walked toward them, the wooden planks warm beneath my feet. Damon stepped aside to give me space, but not far — just enough to let me choose where I wanted to be.

I stopped near the edge of the pool, the water lapping softly against the tiles. Alec patted the spot beside him, but it felt too close to Lissa, too tight, too performative.

So, I sat a little farther down the ledge — close enough to be part of the group, far enough to breathe.

Alec frowned slightly. “You’re way over there?”

“I’m fine,” I said, dipping my toes into the cool water. “It’s nice.”

Lissa didn’t seem to notice the tension. “This place is insane,” she said, splashing her feet. “I can’t believe we get this whole pool to ourselves.”

Damon eased down beside me, not touching, not crowding — just a quiet presence at my side. The contrast was stark. Alec hadn’t even noticed I wasn’t beside him. Damon noticed everything.

A breeze lifted the edge of the canopy overhead, carrying the scent of salt and sun-warmed stone. The water shimmered. The island hummed with heat and possibility.

Alec leaned back on his hands, stretching his legs into the water. “This is going to be the best week,” he said, glancing at Lissa with a grin that didn’t reach me at all.

I stared at the pool, my reflection wavering in the ripples.

I wasn’t sure what kind of week it was going to be. But I knew it wouldn’t be the one Alec imagined.

Alec kicked water toward Lissa, laughing when she splashed him back. The two of them were already buzzing with that restless, vacation-high energy that made everything feel like an adventure.

“We should go cliff jumping,” Lissa said suddenly, pushing her wet hair off her shoulders. “The driver said there’s a spot just down the beach.”

Alec lit up instantly. “Hell yes. I haven’t done that in years.”

Of course, he didn’t ask if I wanted to go. He didn’t even look at me.

Lissa slid off the ledge and stood, water streaming down her legs. “Come on. Let’s go now before it gets crowded.”

Alec was already climbing out after her. “Give us like ten minutes,” he called over his shoulder, grabbing a towel and slinging it around his neck. “We’ll be back.”

I blinked. “You’re... going now?”

Alec paused just long enough to look confused by the question. “Yeah? It’s like a five-minute walk. You don’t want to come, right?”

He said it like he already knew the answer. Like he’d already decided it for me.

I opened my mouth, then closed it. “No. I’m fine.”

“Great,” Alec said, already turning to Lissa. “Let’s go.”

Lissa flashed me a bright, oblivious smile. “We’ll bring back pictures!”

And then they were gone — towels over their shoulders, laughter trailing behind them as they disappeared down the sandy path toward the beach.

The pool area fell quiet.

The breeze shifted, warm and slow, carrying the scent of salt and sunbaked stone. The water rippled where their movements had disturbed it, then smoothed into stillness.

Damon was still sitting beside me, feet in the water, posture relaxed but eyes sharp enough to catch everything I was trying not to feel.

“You don’t like cliff jumping?” he asked softly.

I let out a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “I don’t like being an afterthought.”

Damon’s jaw tightened — not at me, but at the truth of it.

He didn’t say I noticed. He didn’t say You’re not invisible. He didn’t say anything that would make the moment heavier than it already was.

He just shifted his hand in the water, letting the ripples drift toward me.

“You’re not an afterthought to me,” he said quietly.

The words landed like a warm stone in my chest — small, steady, impossible to ignore.

I stared at the shimmering surface of the pool, sunlight dancing across it, the villas standing silent on either side.

Alec and Lissa were somewhere down the beach, chasing adrenaline.

And I was here, sitting beside the one person who made me feel seen without trying.

The pool water shimmered, sunlight breaking across its surface in soft, fractured patterns. I let my toes drift through the cool blue, trying to steady the knot in my chest.

Alec and Lissa’s laughter had already faded down the beach.

Damon stayed beside me, quiet, his presence steady but not pressing. He didn’t look at me directly, but he didn’t look away either. He just... stayed. And somehow that made everything sharper.

I glanced down at my hand.

The engagement ring caught the light — a bright, perfect sparkle that felt completely disconnected from the way my stomach twisted. It was beautiful. It was expensive. It was everything Alec wanted people to see.

But it didn’t feel like mine anymore.

Not here. Not now. Not after the plane. Not after the villa. Not after watching him walk away with someone else without a second thought.

My thumb brushed over the band, slow and uncertain.

Damon noticed the movement — not in a prying way, but in that quiet, attuned way he had. His gaze flicked to my hand, then to my face, then away again, giving me space to breathe.

I swallowed. “I’ll be right back,” I said softly.

Damon nodded once, gentle. “Take your time.”

I stood, the sunlight warm on my shoulders as I crossed the deck and slipped back into the villa. The air inside was cooler, quieter, the hum of the ceiling fan the only sound.

I walked to the small closet where the safe was tucked behind a sliding panel. My hands trembled just a little as I typed in a code — my birthday, the one Alec always forgot.

I looked at the ring again.

It felt heavier now, like it carried every unanswered question I’d been avoiding.

Slowly, I slid it off.

The absence was immediate — a faint indentation on my skin, a sudden lightness that didn’t feel like relief so much as truth.
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