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CHAPTER ONE
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The backyard echoed with the squeak of metal chains of the swings. The soft thud of sneakers bounced off the jungle gym. Ten-year-old Aria Lexington moved quickly, swinging onto the bars. She hung upside down. She crossed the monkey bars with fearless ease. Her laughter floated up, light as air. It was free.

On the patio, her mother sat with a paperback in her lap, one eye on her daughter, the other on the story she was trying to read. Now and then, she glanced up with a smile, pride softening her features.

Then the air changed. A sudden, almost violent gust rattled the trees and flipped the pages of her book with feverish urgency. Dark, roiling clouds gathered above, smothering the sun. Thunder rumbled, its deep, warning growl sending a chill through both mother and daughter.

“Aria,” her mom called, setting the book aside, her tone edged with unease. “The weather’s getting bad. Let’s go inside.”

Aria climbed down obediently. Her dark blonde ponytail bounced as she hopped from the last rung. She started across the grass, eyes fixed on her mom’s outstretched hand.

Then came the boom. A deafening crack of thunder shattered the calm, so close it rattled the windows and Aria’s bones. Aria froze mid-step, every muscle gone rigid, her breath locked in her chest.

A jagged bolt of lightning split the sky and struck Aria. For a moment, everything turned white-hot and still.

“Aria!” her mother screamed, panic tearing the word from her throat. The girl crumpled in a heap, her small body suddenly dwarfed by the vast, indifferent grass.

Her mother sprinted toward her, heart pounding in her throat, terror propelling her forward.

Before her mother could reach her, Aria sat up. Her eyes were wide. Her skin glowed faintly from the static, and her hair stood on end. She blinked in confusion. Then she shrugged and brushed the grass from her knees, as if nothing had happened.

“Aria...” her mother gasped, voice ragged with desperation. She dropped to her knees, her hands trembling uncontrollably as they framed her daughter’s stunned face. “My God—you were hit—” Her frantic fingers searched for burns, for wounds, for any sign of harm.

“I’m okay, mom,” Aria said, her voice eerily calm, steady as still water after a storm—too steady for a child who should be terrified.

Her mother’s voice broke, raw with panic. “You are not okay. I’m taking you to the hospital. Now!”

Aria tilted her head, puzzled by her mother’s fear. She nodded. Her mother hugged her tightly. She held on as if love alone could keep her daughter safe.

Over her shoulder, the storm raged on, lightning carving the sky like a warning.

No one knew it at the time, but that was the day Aria Lexington stopped being ordinary. The lightning struck her not just with raw energy but with an inexplicable force that pulsed through her, marking the beginning of a supernatural journey. From that moment on, Aria was no longer simply a child playing freely—she was becoming something extraordinary. Her senses sharpened beyond normal, her instincts leaned into the unusual, and she felt a strange connection to the elements around her. The air seemed to speak to her, whispering secrets of storms yet to come, as if the lightning had awakened a part of her that had been hidden until then.

This newfound bond with nature wasn't fleeting; it was destined to grow stronger over time and play a critical role in her life's journey. Aria would soon discover her ability to manipulate the weather, which would guide her decisions and shape her destiny. Although she did not yet fully comprehend the extent of her powers, this moment marked the start of a path filled with the supernatural and the mysterious forces beyond human understanding. This awakening would redefine her life, setting the stage for both adventure and the romance of discovering who she was meant to become.

***
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YEARS LATER, ARIA SYN curled up, her stomach twisting with each wave of nausea. She closed her eyes, hoping the Dramamine® would finally let her sleep.

As her thoughts blurred, darkness brought memories of her wedding. It had only been three days ago, but it already felt far away.

Jared had looked devastatingly handsome in his slate-gray tuxedo, the steel-blue tie drawing out the fierce blue in his eyes. Under the glow of crystal chandeliers, his smile had stolen her breath and steadied her trembling hands.

On the dance floor, Jared had led her, his steps light, his confidence unshakable, as Dean Martin crooned, You’re Nobody ’Til Somebody Loves You. She clung to him, unwilling to let go, and when the song shifted to Keane’s Somewhere Only We Know, she swore the world itself had fallen away.

The dream changed, and she found herself in the honeymoon suite. It was their first night together.

In the bathroom, Aria’s reflection stared back: a striking 25-year-old with luminous porcelain skin, sharp features, and wavy dark blonde hair framing intense green eyes that hinted at curiosity and skepticism.

Her heart-shaped lips were expressive. At 5’6” and 125 pounds, she was lean and muscular, her movements confident and resilient.

Aria's personality matched her strong appearance. Yet beneath her confident facade, a quiet storm raged. As she explored the cruise ship on the first day, her curiosity led her to guide Jared through every corner. With each step, she approached crew members with thoughtful questions, her eyes sparking with curiosity but also shadowed by a whisper of doubt, wondering about the extraordinary abilities she concealed. Her boldness shone through when she spotted the ship's helm on a tour and volunteered to try steering it during a demonstration. But even as her initial skepticism turned into excitement, a flicker of fear crept in, questioning whether her powers might suddenly surge and betray her. She quizzed the captain about navigation and the ship's workings, impressing him with her fearless nature, yet inwardly bracing herself for the unexpected. Even her seasickness did little to dampen her determination to discover what lay beyond the horizon, but it was laced with the tension of what she must also learn to control within herself.

Her heart skipped a beat. Tomorrow, they would board the Caribbean cruise she hadn’t wanted. It was a trip she agreed to only for Jared. She hated boats: the tilting deck, the endless horizon, the seasickness. But love was stronger than fear. She took a deep breath. She looked away from the mirror and opened the bathroom door for her new husband.

Jared sat on the edge of the bed, tugging at the buttons of his shirt, then tossing it across the room. Piece by piece, he shed the last traces of formality until only anticipation remained. When he looked up, his blue eyes softened, and a smile tugged at his lips as he opened his arms to his bride.

Aria crossed the room, her negligee soft against her skin. As she passed the desk, she turned on the radio. The rhythm of Stateless’s Bloodstream filled the suite, its beat pulsing through the air.

Drawn to each other, they slipped beneath the covers, their movements guided by hunger and tenderness alike. For the first time as husband and wife, Aria and Jared surrendered completely, losing themselves to the intimacy of the moment.

***
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ON ANOTHER DAY, FAR from Aria and Jared, the late-afternoon sun shone through the kitchen windows, lighting up the table where Anna and Michael Fulton sat with their parents.

Michael grinned and shook his head. “Jenna’s been dragging me to those couples’ cooking classes. I swear she only signed us up so she could watch me burn pasta.”

Everyone laughed, the kind of laughter that carried the comfort of long-held bonds.

When the laughter faded, Anna looked at Michael, then at their parents. Her eyes shone with mischief. “So... you two have a big anniversary coming up.”

Marlene and Kevin exchanged a smile. Kevin took Marlene’s hand. “We do,” Marlene said, her voice soft with affection. “It feels like the years have flown by.”

“That’s why,” Michael said, sliding a glossy envelope across the table, “we thought you deserved something more than dinner at your favorite restaurant.”

Kevin frowned playfully. “What is this?” He opened the envelope, and Marlene leaned closer. Inside were two tickets printed with tropical blues and sun-drenched imagery.

“A Caribbean cruise!” Anna said, grinning. “One week, just the two of you. No cooking, no cleaning, just the ocean, sunshine, and some well-earned relaxation.”

For a moment, Marlene was speechless. Her eyes brimmed with happy tears as she looked at her children. “Oh, my goodness. You two...”

Kevin stood and pulled both Anna and Michael into a hug. Marlene joined in, wrapping her arms around them. “This is the best gift we could’ve asked for,” Kevin said, his voice warm with pride.

Marlene nodded, her voice catching. “Thank you, darlings.”

The kitchen, filled with the scent of fresh coffee and the sound of clinking dishes, now overflowed with joy, anticipation, and the promise of adventure.

***
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JARED SYN STOOD NEAR the stern, holding a rum and Coke, his gaze lost in the horizon. The ocean breeze whipped through his hair, doing little to ease the storm within him. He wouldn't have boarded the cruise if not for Aria's presence. His decision to embark gnawed at him, knowing her discomfort with boats and seasickness. The thought of prioritizing adventure over her comfort weighed heavily, but his love for Aria kept him steady, even as doubts lingered.

He stood six feet tall, his frame lean and strong. At twenty-seven, Jared carried quiet confidence. His dark, wavy hair softened sharp features, and his deep blue eyes were intense.

Jared was quietly handsome, but his strength lay in a steady spirit. He was decisive and brave, leading with loyalty and love. He trusted Aria’s instincts, letting devotion guide him, and often let her set their direction. Yet here, surrounded by endless water, he couldn't shake the feeling that he'd chosen wrong, selfishly dragging her into an ordeal she didn't want. Memories of her bright smile at their wedding, juxtaposed with her pale face from seasickness, haunted him, each thought a reminder of the imbalance between his desires and her comfort.

Guilt gnawed at him now. He should never have booked this cruise, not when Aria's stomach rebelled with every rise and fall of the ship. Not when she lay alone in their cabin, sick and vulnerable. He should have been with her. He swallowed the last of his drink and turned to walk toward the bar.

The yacht rocked gently against the turquoise swells, its polished deck gleaming under the mid-morning sun. Laughter and music carried faintly across the water. As the morning unfolded, the air was filled with the comforting sounds of tinkling glasses and soft chatter. No one noticed the small rowboat that glided silently along the yacht’s port side, its oars slicing through the water with quiet precision. The men aboard the rowboat sat still, their faces obscured by shadow, their eyes fixed intently on the towering hull of the yacht. Tiny ripples trailed behind them, and for a moment, the distant cries of seagulls and the whispering breeze masked the subtle approach of their boat. They were mere phantoms on the water, invisible to those indulging in the pleasures of the morning, their presence a secret harbinger of the chaos to come. Beneath the tranquility, a quiet determination fueled their purpose, a sense of duty to their leader intertwined with their mission. They had been told, incorrectly, that the yacht’s ownership was entangled in unsavory business dealings, ranging from illegal trafficking to financial manipulations straining locals on the shores of Haiti. The men had sworn to confront this symbol of avarice and pay back the suffering enforced by faceless corporations thriving at the expense of their communities.

Inside the rowboat, two men kept their heads low, their faces shadowed by scarves around their faces. One of them reached into a duffel bag and pulled out a rectangular device wrapped in a black casing with wires trailing from it. He gave a sharp nod to the other man, then leaned over the side, pressing the charge snug against the yacht’s hull, just below the waterline near the fuel tank. A magnet clicked as it latched into place.

"Done," the man whispered in Haitian. The other gave a push with his oar, and the rowboat drifted backward into open water. Within moments, the men were rowing hard, their boat shrinking against the vast expanse of ocean.

Several minutes ticked by. The calm returned, the sea a mirror reflecting the bright sky. The yacht sailed as if nothing had happened.

Then, suddenly, there was a boom!

The explosion ripped through the hull with a deafening roar. Fire belched out from the side of the yacht, flames climbing the deck railings as plumes of black smoke spiraled upward. The force knocked passengers to the ground, sending glasses and plates shattering across the dining tables.

On the upper deck, Jared stumbled violently, his hands slamming against the rail to steady himself. His ears rang with the concussion of the blast. Heart racing, he scanned the chaos—guests screaming, the acrid smell of burning fuel, the sharp tilt of the deck beneath his feet.

“What the hell was that?” he muttered, breath short. Without hesitation, he pushed through the panicked crowd, his eyes darting toward the stairwell. He had to find a crew member, someone who could explain what was happening—or at least, someone who would help him to get to Aria.

As he turned, movement caught his attention—crew members sprinting across the deck, ducking through doorways, urgency crackling in their voices.

Frowning, Jared moved toward the nearest stairwell. A man in a crew uniform appeared, bounding up the steps two at a time.

“What’s going on?” Jared demanded, his voice tight.

“The yacht’s on fire, sir,” the crewman barked. “You need to head to the lifeboats—now.”

“Oh, my god. I need to get to my room,” Jared shot back.

The man gripped his arm firmly. “Sir, you can’t go to the lower deck. It’s not safe.”

Jared’s jaw locked. His words came out low and sharp, through clenched teeth. “Let me go. My wife is down there. I’m not leaving her.”

With a hard jerk, he tore free and charged down the smoke-thick stairwell. Heat pressed in immediately, pungent smoke clawing at his lungs. He coughed hard, eyes stinging, but he forced himself forward, step after step, toward the cabin where Aria slept, unaware of the flames closing in.

Jared stumbled into the lower corridor, the air a suffocating wall of heat and smoke. The choking stench of burning carpet and plastic seared his throat. Alarms blared overhead, their shrill wail mixing with the frantic thud of running footsteps above him.

“Aria!” he shouted, but his voice was swallowed by the roar of flames and the groan of metal straining against the heat.

He pressed an arm over his mouth and pushed forward. Every step felt heavier, like moving through quicksand. The emergency lights flickered red against the smoke, casting a nightmarish glow over the narrow hallway.

He reached their cabin door. His hand closed around the handle—it was blistering hot. Jared hissed and yanked his hand back. Without hesitation, he drove his shoulder into the door. Once, twice—on the third hit, the door splintered open.

The room was a haze of smoke, but through it he saw her: Aria, still curled on the bed, oblivious, the bottle of Dramamine® sitting open on the nightstand.

“Aria!” His voice cracked as he stumbled inside, dropping to his knees beside her. He shook her. “Wake up! We have to go!”

Her eyelids fluttered, confusion clouding her green eyes. “Jared?” she whispered, coughing as the smoke reached her lungs.

“Don’t talk—just hold on to me.” He scooped her into his arms, her slight frame pressing against him as if she weighed nothing.

Behind him, the fire roared louder, creeping closer with each second. Jared staggered back into the hall, vision blurring, lungs screaming for air. He tightened his grip on Aria, teeth clenched. There was only one thought in his mind, hammering like a heartbeat: Get her out. Get her out.

He staggered back down the corridor, Aria limp in his arms, each breath a knife to his lungs. The smoke clawed at his throat, heat licking up the walls as the fire devoured the ship from below.

“Move, sir! This way!” a crewman shouted through the haze, waving frantically toward the stairs.

Jared tightened his grip on Aria and pushed forward, his vision tunneling. Step by step, he fought his way upward, every muscle burning with the effort. The stairwell was choked with smoke, but a rush of cool air hit him as he burst onto the deck.

Hands reached for him right away. “Here, get them in!” Two crew members helped guide him to the lifeboats as alarms blared and passengers crowded the rails. The deck was chaos, with flames rising higher, people crying and shouting, and the ocean reflecting the fire in streaks of orange and gold.

Jared lowered Aria into a waiting boat, her head resting against the wooden seat. He paused for just a moment before climbing in beside her. The crew gave a final push, released the ropes, and the lifeboat dropped into the water, rocking before settling on the dark water.

Jared and the man in the boat with him rowed them away from the blazing yacht, while the man’s wife looked on. Aria was still out cold at Jared’s side. Behind them, the yacht was consumed, fire swallowing mast and railing alike until the vessel groaned and tilted, sinking into the black water.

Jared watched in silence while he and the other man rowed away from the yacht. The glow of the flames faded as they drifted farther, swallowed by bright sunlight and distance. The sea stretched endlessly in all directions, dotted only by the silhouettes of other lifeboats bobbing nearby.

Hours passed. The sky above was filled with cold, distant stars. Jared’s shoulders ached, but he kept his arm around Aria, glad she was still asleep. It was better that she missed the destruction and didn’t feel the endless rocking that made her seasick.

He lifted his gaze to the couple seated across from him. They looked to be in their early fifties, exhaustion softening the lines of their faces. The woman offered him a gentle, weary smile.

“Everything will be alright,” she said, her voice touched with compassion.

Jared returned a faint smile, nodded, and glanced out at the endless horizon.

The gentleman leaned forward, his eyes shifting to Aria. “Is she alright?”

“She’ll be okay,” Jared assured him, though his voice betrayed the weight pressing on his chest. “She took some Dramamine. They knocked her out.” He sighed, running a hand over his face. “I knew this cruise was a bad idea for our honeymoon.”

“Oh, you’re newlyweds,” the woman said, a glimmer of warmth breaking through her fatigue. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” Jared’s smile returned, faint but genuine. He nodded.

The man reached across the boat, extending a steady hand. “This is our twentieth-fifth wedding anniversary. Our children surprised us with this trip.”

“Congratulations,” Jared said, shaking his hand. “This should be a time to celebrate, but...”

“Yes. Well, I’m Kevin Fulton, and this is my wife, Marlene.”

Kevin Fulton was fifty-five, with gray hair at his temples giving him a quiet dignity. His steady brown eyes carried lines etched by a life of laughter. At five-foot-ten, he moved with ease and confidence, balancing presence without needing to dominate.

Jared introduced himself. “Jared Syn. And this is my comatose wife, Aria,” he said, looking down at the woman resting against him and brushing a strand of hair from her face. “It’s very nice to meet you both. I only wish it were under happier circumstances.”

“Don’t worry,” Marlene said, squeezing her husband’s hand with quiet certainty. “The captain must have sent out an S.O.S. Another ship will come. They’ll find us.”

Marlene Fulton stood at the quiet center of her world, a woman whose presence commanded attention without the need for raised voices or grand gestures. At fifty-six, she carried herself with the kind of authority that came not from force, but from years of being the one others turned to. Her wavy brown hair, brushing her shoulders, framed a face marked by hazel eyes that seemed to weigh and measure everything they saw. Those eyes, sharp yet restless, often flickered with a curiosity tempered by skepticism, as though she were forever testing the truth of what lay before her.

Her fair skin and light freckles across the bridge of her nose softened the impression of severity, hinting at a youth spent outdoors, unbothered by vanity. At five-foot-five and slender, she moved with a quiet efficiency, her posture upright, her gestures precise. Within her family, she was the axis around which everything turned—the decision-maker, the arbiter, the one whose approval or disapproval carried the weight of law.

Yet beyond the familiar walls of her home, Marlene revealed a different side. Around strangers, a subtle skittishness betrayed itself in the way her gaze darted, in the slight tightening of her shoulders, as though she were bracing for something unseen. It wasn’t fear, exactly, but a wariness born of experience, a reluctance to surrender control in uncertain company.

Marlene was full of contrasts. She was commanding but cautious, skeptical yet always searching. Her strength was clear, but her guarded manner suggested hidden vulnerabilities.

Her words hung in the night air, fragile and hopeful, as the lifeboat drifted farther into the darkness.

The lifeboat rocked gently, cradled by the endless rhythm of the sea. The chaos of the fire felt like another lifetime now, swallowed by the distance, though the acrid taste of smoke still clung in Jared’s throat. The only sound was the dip and pull of oars from the other lifeboats drifting nearby and the faint slap of waves against the hull.

Aria stirred against him, her breath warm against his chest. Jared brushed a kiss across her temple and held her closer, protective instinct warring with exhaustion. She didn’t wake, but a faint crease flickered across her brow, as though even in dreams she felt the tremor of unease rippling through the night.

Kevin and Marlene sat across from him, their hands twined together, their gazes fixed on the horizon. Marlene hummed something under her breath—a half-forgotten lullaby, or maybe a hymn. The sound was fragile, almost broken, but it steadied Jared more than he expected.

Above them, the stars shone with cruel brilliance, each one a pinprick reminder of how small they were in the vast dark. Jared tilted his head back, searching the sky, forcing himself to believe that somewhere out there, rescue ships were already on their way.

Time passed in uncertain silence. Minutes. Hours. The night stretched on, thick and endless, until Jared’s muscles burned with fatigue and his eyelids grew heavy. He blinked hard, unwilling to surrender to sleep. Not while Aria needed him. Not while they were adrift in open water.

For now, the sea was calm. For now, they were alive.

As dawn began to bleed across the horizon, the silence of the open sea was broken by a low, mechanical growl. Jared lifted his head, straining to listen.

“I guess you were right,” he said to Marlene. “That has to be a rescue ship.”

Kevin’s brow furrowed. “No... that’s no ship. That’s a powerboat.” His voice carried a weight of concern that chilled Jared more than the morning air. Jared sat up straighter, heart thudding. The sound grew louder, sharper, and—suddenly—the rattle of automatic gunfire tore through the dawn. The crack of bullets echoed across the water, followed by shouts in a foreign tongue.

“Get down!” Jared hissed, pulling Aria against his chest as he crouched low in the lifeboat. She didn’t stir; the Dramamine held her fast in a heavy, dreamless sleep.

Kevin and Marlene dropped down beside him, eyes wide.

“What the hell is going on?” Kevin whispered.

“I don’t know,” Jared said, his pulse hammering in his ears. “But whoever they are, they’re not here to save us.”

The gunfire came closer, growing louder and deafening. Jared risked a glance over the side. A sleek powerboat sped through the waves, armed men firing into nearby lifeboats. Screams filled the air, followed by the sickening sound of bullets hitting flesh. The water turned red around broken lifeboats.

Jared ducked back down, clutching Aria tight. Marlene’s voice trembled. “What’s happening?”

“You don’t want to know,” Jared said, his tone urgent, hushed. “Listen to me—we need to play dead. It’s the only chance we’ve got.”

Kevin’s face creased with disbelief. “Pretend we’re dead? How the hell are we supposed to—”

“Just lie still,” Jared snapped, forcing his voice steady. “Eyes closed. No movement. Not even a breath if you can help it.”

He pressed himself flat, every muscle locked, forcing his body into stillness. He felt the lifeboat rock as the powerboat drew near. Voices barked above them—harsh and angry. Jared swore he could feel the hot breath of one man leaning over, close enough to smell the tang of sweat and diesel.

A shout rang out. Weapons shifted. For a moment, Jared’s entire body screamed to move, to fight—but the engine roared back to life. The boat peeled away, its angry voices fading into the distance.

Only when the sound dissolved into the horizon did Jared let out his breath. He lifted his head over the edge of the boat. Smoke lingered on the horizon, wrecked lifeboats bobbing lifeless in the waves. Some sinking already.

“They’re gone,” Jared whispered, sagging back down into the boat.

Kevin and Marlene sat up at once, gasping with relief. Kevin wrapped an arm tight around his wife. “I wasn’t sure I was going to pull it off,” he admitted, his voice shaking.

Jared stared at the empty horizon, his jaw tight. “Neither was I.” He drew Aria closer, her breath still steady against his chest, and prayed she’d never know how close they’d just come to death.

Hours later, Aria groaned as she stirred, her lashes fluttering open. Jared’s face came into focus, his eyes bright with relief.

“Aria, you’re awake,” he whispered, a smile breaking across his face.

She pushed herself upright, blinking at the endless stretch of water surrounding them. “What’s going on? Where... where are we?”

Jared put his arm around her shoulders, pulled her close, and kissed her forehead. “You were out cold when it all happened,” he said. “The fire, the lifeboats... the chaos. I carried you out. And now we’re here. Honestly,” his voice broke a little, “I’m glad you slept through the worst of it.”

Aria nestled against his chest, her body trembling as the truth sank in.

When she sat back, she looked out over the horizon. The ocean spread wide in every direction, glittering with the last rays of the sun. Her brows furrowed. “There’s no land in sight. And it’ll be dark soon.” Her voice thinned. “We don’t even have food or water. What are we going to do?”

Her eyes shifted from Jared to Kevin and Marlene. All three wore the same heavy expression—equal parts worry and exhaustion.

Marlene reached over and took Aria’s hand in both of hers. “We’ll be okay,” she said in a soothing tone. “We’ll figure something out. Ships pass through these waters all the time. It's the Caribbean. We’ll reach land eventually. We just have to hold on.”

Aria swallowed hard and nodded. “You’re right.”

Jared studied her face. “How are you feeling?”

She gave him a faint but genuine smile. “Better. Just... tired. But I’m glad we’re together. I don’t think I could handle this if you weren’t here.”

Jared pressed another kiss to her forehead and held her tighter. “You’re stuck with me, woman,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Across from them, Kevin and Marlene shared a small smile, their hands intertwined. Aria met their eyes, then looked back at Jared. For a moment, even with uncertainty all around, the four of them shared a fragile smile, something human to hold onto in the endless dark.

The lifeboat rocked beneath them, the waves lapping in a slow, steady rhythm. The nightmare of fire and gunfire already felt distant, almost swallowed by the endless sea. For now, the world was calm.

Aria leaned into Jared’s side, her hand laced with his. The warmth of his touch steadied her, anchoring her against the vast, indifferent ocean. She tilted her face toward the expanse of the ocean, watching as the horizon burned with streaks of orange and gold. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “Hard to believe something so peaceful could come after everything that’s happened.”

Kevin nodded, his arm draped around Marlene’s shoulders. “The sea can be cruel, but it can also be merciful. I think right now... It’s giving us a chance to breathe.”

Marlene smiled, her eyes soft as she studied the sky. “And maybe it’s a reminder that we’re still here. We survived.”

Jared exhaled, the tension in his chest loosening for the first time since the fire. “We’ll make it through this. We have to. Together.”

For a while, silence fell between them—not heavy with dread, but light, filled with the quiet comfort of shared survival.

***
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SEVERAL HOURS PASSED. No rescue boats, no land. It was dark, and stars pricked the dark sky, one by one, until the ocean seemed scattered with silver reflections.

Aria rested her head on Jared’s shoulder, her voice a hushed whisper. “When we get home, I’ll never complain about the neighbor’s crappy lawn again. Or about how boring our neighborhood is.”

Jared chuckled, brushing a kiss across her temple. “Deal.”

Kevin and Marlene exchanged a knowing look and smiled. In the fragile calm of that drifting raft, with no certainty of what tomorrow might bring, hope was all they had.

Hours slipped by, lost in the vast sea. Night had fallen, covering everything in darkness. The sky above was deep and black, the stars scattered like glass, their cold light touching the restless water.

Aria lifted her head, straining her eyes against the dark. She searched the horizon for a shape, a shadow, any sign of land. But there was nothing—no lights, no distant silhouettes, not even the faint outline of another boat. Her shoulders slumped as she exhaled a weary sigh.

“There’s nothing out there,” she said, her voice edged with defeat. “Not even another lifeboat. I wish I knew where we are.”

Jared reached for her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Maybe we should try to sleep,” he said. “Rest while we can.”

“That’s a good idea,” Kevin muttered, his voice heavy with exhaustion.

The four of them shifted as best they could on the narrow boat, finding awkward positions against the hard boards and each other’s shoulders and legs. The ocean rocked them in its slow, ceaseless rhythm, and one by one, their breathing steadied, the silence broken only by the lapping of waves.

Sleep claimed them, fragile and uncertain, as the vast, endless night pressed down around them.

***
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THE WARMTH OF THE RISING sun pressed against Marlene’s face, pulling her from uneasy sleep. She blinked, lifted her head, and squinted at the horizon. For a moment, she thought it was a trick of the light—but no, it was real. She sat up abruptly, her voice breaking with excitement. “Wake up! I see land!”

The others stirred at once, still groggy. Kevin rubbed his eyes, Jared sat up, and Aria pushed herself upright against him.

“There—look,” Marlene urged, pointing across the water.

Three pairs of eyes followed her trembling hand. There it was: jagged green rising above a strip of golden sand in the morning light.


For a long moment, none of them spoke, the sight too miraculous to process. Kevin let out a shaky laugh, and Jared’s arm tightened around Aria.



“It’s real,” Jared whispered. “It’s actually real.”

Aria exhaled, her lips parting in wonder. “We made it...”

The lifeboat rocked beneath them, carrying them closer with every swell. Yet as the island sharpened into focus, Jared's brow furrowed. Something in the air shifted, a strange electric charge that whispered unease in his ear. He glanced at Aria and noticed a flicker in her eyes, something akin to recognition or an unspoken understanding. She pressed her hand against the side of the boat, and a shiver ran up his spine, as if the island itself reached out to her. It felt unsettlingly still, a void where there should be activity. The shoreline lay barren, devoid of huts or any signs of habitation. No birds cawed or circled overhead, and even the palms stood motionless, their fronds eerily still despite the breeze tugging at them. Within him, a gnawing premonition curled tightly, warning him to be wary.

No one else seemed to notice. Kevin was squeezing Marlene's hand, grinning through his exhaustion, while Aria leaned against Jared, her eyes shining with relief.

Jared forced himself to smile back, but the knot in his stomach tightened. Something about that island was wrong.

Very wrong.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Jared rowed hard, his focus narrowing to the rhythm of his strokes. The morning was thick with tension. Shadows loomed over the water, silent witnesses to their desperate escape. Each pull of the oar sent a burning ache through Jared’s arms, but he welcomed it. Miles behind them lay the memory of the smoking ruin of the yacht—a once-luxurious sanctuary now reduced to charred metal and fiberglass now deep in the depths of the Caribbean Ocean. 

Kevin sat across from Jared, matching his effort. His thoughts drifted to Marlene, who sat silently at the bow with her eyes fixed on the looming island. She looked vulnerable yet determined, a reminder that the perilous journey was far from over. The island inched closer, hesitating like a ghost. 

Jared wondered what awaited them: salvation or another challenge in disguise? At last, the boat scraped against sand, jolting both men to their senses. They leapt into the shallows and dragged the boat up the beach. After securing it, they offered their hands to Aria and Marlene, ready to face whatever lay ahead on solid ground.

Aria dropped to her knees and scooped up the wet earth. She let the sand slip through her fingers, then laughed, stood up, and spun around in a dizzy circle. Jared smiled and shook his head.

Aria skipped back to Jared, flinging her arms around his neck. She pressed her lips to his in a grateful, exuberant kiss. "I love you so much," she whispered, holding him tightly.

Jared cupped her face, his eyes shining as he kissed her again. “I love you.” He lifted her and spun her in his arms. Aria laughed, her hair flying around her face as the island breeze picked up.

Kevin stood nearby, scanning the beach with cautious eyes. “We should try to find some shelter,” he said to Marlene.

“You’re right,” she agreed, brushing damp hair from her face. “We can’t stay on the beach forever.” She moved toward Jared and Aria, her voice gentle but practical. “We should go inland—find a place to rest.”

Jared looked at the trees where the sand met the island's thick green. Shadows moved in the distance, and the palms were strangely still. He forced a smile and tried to sound hopeful.

“Let’s see what we can find.” He squeezed Aria’s hand. They started for the edge of the jungle, Jared leading and Aria walking close at his side. Kevin and Marlene fell in behind them, stepping carefully and leaving a trail of footprints fading in the wet sand.

The jungle stood ahead, quiet and still, almost as if it were waiting.

They left the beach and stepped into the shade of the trees. At first, the coolness felt good. Soon, a heavy feeling settled over them. The air was thick and humid. It was so quiet that not even a bird moved.

Aria tightened her grip on Jared’s hand. “It feels... different in here,” she whispered.

Kevin scanned the dense foliage with a frown. “Too quiet.”

They pressed on, the ground soft with sand. The deeper they went, the darker it grew. Sunlight struggled to pierce the tangled canopy. After several minutes, Jared froze. His head tilted. His eyes narrowed.

He crouched low, raising his hand in a signal for silence. The others immediately followed his lead, dropping down and watching him for further direction.

At first, the sound was faint in the heavy air, but it grew clearer. Two men were speaking in sharp, heated voices, using a language that sounded harsh and unfamiliar.

“I hear people talking,” Kevin whispered.

Aria’s pulse quickened. “I hear them too.”

The voices drew nearer, sharp and urgent. Snapping twigs and crunching footsteps betrayed their approach. Panic seized Jared’s chest—their hiding spot felt suddenly exposed, escape urgent with every breath.

As Jared signaled for everyone to move, a sharp sting pierced his neck. A jolt of bright pain stabbed through him. His lungs seized, breath catching mid-exhale. A dark, chilling dread swept over him.

Jared’s vision blurred. The trees spun. His knees buckled. He tried to call out. To warn the others. His voice caught in his throat. Darkness swept over him like a tide. The last thing he heard was Aria’s gasp as the forest closed in.

***
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ARIA’S EYES FLUTTERED open. A dull ache throbbed at the base of her neck. For a moment, she didn’t remember where she was. The world around her was stark and sterile—an empty white room. The walls were bare. The light overhead was cold and unforgiving. She lay on a thin mat on the floor, her body stiff as she pushed herself upright.

The only windows were small and far too high to reach. The air smelled of antiseptic, sharp and sour.

She turned her head. Jared, Kevin, and Marlene were sprawled on their own mats, still unconscious. Aria rubbed her neck again. The skin was tender and stinging, as though something had punctured it. Whatever had brought her down had brought them down, too.

“Jared,” she whispered, urgency in her voice, crawling to his side. She shook him. “Wake up.”

His eyes opened, dazed and confused. Kevin and Marlene stirred soon after, groaning as they clutched their necks.

“Where are we?” Jared asked, scanning the room.

“I don’t know,” Aria said, her voice tight, “but we need to find a way out.” She got to her feet and walked quickly to the door at the far end. She gripped the knob and rattled it, then tried to turn it with both hands. When it didn’t move, she pressed her shoulder against the door and shoved with her weight, but it wouldn’t budge.

A metallic snap shattered the silence, loud and foreboding. Aria’s hand froze mid-turn, heart thudding wildly as dread swept through her.

The doorknob turned slowly, each movement agonizingly deliberate. Every muscle in Aria’s body locked with fear as the threat grew closer—just on the other side.

The door creaked open. Aria’s heart hammered as a shadow spilled across the harsh, sterile floor, stretching toward her with ghostly intent.

Jerome Khalid stood tall, his presence commanding. He was like an ancient figure carved from mahogany. His dark skin enhanced the depth in his eyes, which seemed to hold countless untold stories. Heavy brows, reminiscent of storm clouds, added to his enigmatic aura. A sharply trimmed goatee framed his mouth, silent and mysterious. His tight curls, peppered with gray, hinted at his age and wisdom etched into his face.

He appeared to be in his sixties but seemed even older. The years had fortified his authority. He carried himself with quiet command, creating a mix of curiosity and apprehension. He remained unreadable, heightening his intimidating nature.

With a polished mahogany cane in his left hand, topped with a gold eagle’s head, Khalid moved with steady power, indicating that the cane was more of an accessory than a necessity.

He stopped just inside the threshold, his gaze sweeping across the four of them, measuring.

“Who are you?” Aria asked, her voice trembling with anger.

The man’s dark eyes cut to her, cold and unflinching. “I will ask the questions,” he said. His words carried only a faint trace of a Jamaican accent. He stepped farther into the room. The tap of his cane was deliberate and commanding. His gaze moved from Jared to Kevin, then to Marlene, pausing on each long enough to make them squirm. “Who sent you?”

“No one sent us,” Jared said, stepping in front of Aria. She shot him a glance, her pulse quickening. 

“The yacht we were on caught fire,” Aria added, her voice steadier now. “We drifted overnight and ended up on the beach.” From the corner of her eye, she saw Marlene nod in agreement. Marlene was silent but supportive.

The man’s gaze shifted to Marlene, his glare sharp enough to make her flinch.

“I do not believe you,” he said, his tone flat. He turned back to Jared. His tone hardened. “Tell me the truth.”

“That is the truth,” Jared insisted, his jaw tight. “We were on a luxury yacht—all four of us. It caught fire. Then men in powerboats came. They opened fire on the lifeboats and killed almost everyone.”

The man’s brow arched. “And how,” he asked, sweeping his cane in a slow arc across the room, “did the four of you survive this attack you claim happened?”

Kevin swallowed hard and spoke up. “We pretended to be dead.”

A shadow of a smile touched the man’s lips, brief and unsettling. “That was smart. It saved your lives.”

Marlene gave a small, nervous nod, her hands twisting. The man’s eyes lingered on her, as though weighing what else she might say, before returning to Jared.

“Listen to me,” the man said, his voice low and unhurried. He moved closer to Aria, his cane tapping once against the floor. “I am still very suspicious of the four of you. But...” his eyes flickered between them, “I will give you the benefit of the doubt. For now.”

He turned, stepping directly in front of Jared, their faces close. “My men found no weapons on you. That makes it unlikely you intended to kill anyone.”

He turned to Kevin, his gaze sharp and thoughtful. “So. I will let you stay at my villa until a private jet can take you home.” He moved toward Marlen with slow, predatory steps. “This island is my home. I do not like outsiders. I must be very careful who I allow here.”

He returned to Aria. Something in her presence held him—an intrigue, a flicker of unease. He stopped close, much too close, his piercing eyes locked on hers. “You understand?”

Aria stepped back, her shoulders tense. “I get it,” she said. “We don’t want to be here any longer than we have to be, either. We just... want to go home.”

The man’s lips curved into a faint smile. He nodded once, then turned to address the group as a whole.

Jerome Khalid stood in front of them, his presence imposing, as he observed the newcomers with a careful eye. "This island is my sanctuary," he said, his voice carrying a weight that spoke of years spent managing hidden burdens. His hand moved to rub his nose—a small gesture, almost unnoticed, perhaps a subconscious signal of deeper thoughts. Khalid's gaze drifted to a window, capturing a shadow over his face, prompting a pause in his words. "My grandfather raised me here," he continued, his tone shifting as if recalling a past laced with complications. He stepped away, the light glancing off him as he seemed to be swallowed by a history not fully narrated, suggesting people who had vanished and threats that never quite left him. "I vowed to carve my own path, away from what haunted this island," Khalid added, though his expression hinted at more unspoken truths. He spread his hands, almost gracious. “I regret that I had to tranquilize you. But surely, you understand—I needed to be certain I was safe.”

Aria nodded, her expression careful, watchful, her body stiff.

Khalid’s lips curled into a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. There was something sinister in the tilt of it, a warning hidden in the warmth. He pivoted and strode toward the open door. Two guards fell in step behind him, remaining silent.

“Follow me.”

The group followed, stepping into the bright sunlight. The courtyard was a show of wealth against the wild island. A sparkling infinity pool stretched toward the horizon, its surface reflecting the sky. Next to it, a hot tub bubbled. Dark red patio chairs and glass tables sat under white umbrellas, neatly arranged. The place was immaculate.

Jared’s stomach tightened. This place was no ordinary retreat; it felt more like a fortress pretending to be paradise. He stayed quiet.

Aria, however, spoke, her voice steady though Jared sensed her nerves. “Is it just you here, Mr. Khalid?”

Jared inhaled, bracing for Khalid’s reaction.

The man stopped mid-stride, turning back to face them. His gaze lingered on Aria, making Jared’s pulse quicken. “Yes,” Khalid said at last, his tone calm but cool. “It is just me and my employees. My wife passed away several years ago. My son and I...” His jaw tightened. “We have been estranged for many years.” He scratched the end of his nose.

Again, he turned and continued past the pool, leading them toward the main building.

Inside the dining room, the scent of herbs and spices filled the air. A man worked at the counter, slicing with rhythmic precision.

“Aldane,” Khalid said, his voice soft but commanding, “prepare something special for our guests. And bring them drinks—they must be parched.”

The man nodded without looking up.

Aldane was about five feet eight, lean but strong, with a build that showed he was used to hard work. His skin was dark and weathered, the deep bronze of someone who had spent years in the sun. His hair was still dark and thick, showing age had not caught up with him yet. His pale blue eyes, sharp against his skin, were cold and watchful, as if he judged everything he saw.

He looked to be in his fifties, but something about him seemed older, as if life had been harder on him than most. His face showed no emotion, neither smiling nor frowning. The lack of expression was a warning in itself. He moved with suspicion, never trusting or letting his guard down, as if everyone he met could be a threat.

He didn’t seem like someone who wanted to talk or be around others. Instead, he moved quietly, always there but never quite part of the group.

Khalid rubbed the bridge of his nose again, and Aria’s eyes narrowed. It was a tell. She had seen him do it several times already, just like people at poker games with her brother. Some people touched their faces when they wanted to hide a lie. She kept the thought to herself, feeling a quiet chill.

Aria let her mind wander from the chaos around her. She remembered a safer time: Friday nights at her older brother Tommy’s place, playing cards and sharing laughs.

She remembered the way Tommy would sit hunched over his cards, pretending to think, rubbing his chin as though weighing some brilliant strategy. But Aria had seen through him after only a few games. When Tommy thinks he’s winning, he rubs his chin, she’d told herself, filing it away like a secret weapon.

Tony, Tommy’s college roommate, was the opposite; he talked nonstop. Every hand, he filled the room with nervous chatter, his voice rising when the stakes were high. Greg, Tony’s brother, had his own tell, too: he scratched the back of his head whenever he got tense. They thought they were the experts, but Aria was the one quietly noticing their habits and weaknesses.

She had let them all think she was naïve, a beginner still learning the ropes. But when the chips piled higher in front of her, and Tommy groaned at another loss, she’d grinned, cool and collected.

It’s all in the tells, she thought, her chest tightening at the memory. Poker had taught her something important: people reveal themselves, even when they think they are in control.

Now, on this island, facing a man who thought he was in charge, Aria knew she would have to spot his tells to survive. Just like she had with Tommy.

Aria tugged at Jared’s sleeve, leaning close enough that her breath brushed his ear. “Mr. Khalid has a tell,” she whispered. “He keeps touching his nose when he lies. Something’s up. It doesn’t feel right.”

Jared gave a low scoff, shaking his head as though she were overreacting. The dismissal stung. He knew she had an instinct for these things—she could read people better than anyone. And now, every instinct screamed that something here was very wrong.

“Please, have a seat,” Khalid said, motioning toward the long dining table.

The four of them sat close together, their chairs creaking against the stone floor. Minutes later, Aldane, Khalid’s manservant, entered, carrying a tray heavy with plates of food that looked decadent—roasted meats, bright vegetables, herbs still steaming. A carafe of wine followed, deep red and fragrant.

Aria’s stomach tightened. No matter how hungry or thirsty she felt, she had already decided not to eat. Not until she knew more about Khalid. Something about him felt too controlled, as if he was hiding something behind his polite manner. When Aldane distributed the food and poured the wine, Aria noticed something odd. Every plate was set before them, but nothing was placed before Khalid. He didn’t eat. He didn’t drink. Her suspicion sharpened like a blade.

“I think we should introduce ourselves,” Khalid said, his voice rich and commanding. He leaned back, watching them with sharp black eyes. “You know a little about me. But I know nothing of you.”

Kevin cleared his throat and spoke first. “I’m Kevin Fulton.” He gestured to Marlene beside him. “This is my wife, Marlene. We were on the yacht when it caught fire. We were celebrating our twenty-fifth anniversary.”

Khalid smiled and nodded. “A milestone. Congratulations.” His eyes glinted, unreadable, before sliding toward Jared.

“And you?”

Jared squared his shoulders. “I’m Jared Syn.”

“Syn,” Khalid repeated, interrupting with a low chuckle. “As in the original sin? What is the origin?”

The question hung in the air, innocuous on the surface, but Aria felt the hair rise on the back of her neck. This wasn’t polite curiosity. This was something else. A test.

“Old English,” Jared replied. “At least, that’s what my grandfather told me.” He gave a short chuckle.

“Very interesting.” Khalid grinned, teeth flashing as though pleased by the answer. “Please, continue.”

“My wife, Aria, and I were also on the yacht when it caught fire. We were on our honeymoon.”

Khalid’s expression softened, almost genuine. “Congratulations,” he said, glancing between them with a smile that might have been warm—if his eyes hadn’t remained so calculating.

“I don’t know why I ever chose a cruise,” Jared went on, shaking his head with a rueful laugh. “Aria gets seasick. She spent the last day in the cabin, knocked out from Dramamine.” He turned to her with a sheepish look. “I’m sorry, baby.”

Aria slid her hand over his, masking her unease with a small smile.

“I am sorry to hear you do not do well on boats, my dear,” Khalid said, his voice silken. His gaze dropped to the untouched plate in front of her. “You haven’t touched your food.”

Aria’s stomach twisted again. The meal looked exquisite— the scent rich enough to make her mouth water. But hunger wasn’t stronger than instinct. Something about it was wrong.

And then she noticed again what had been gnawing at her since Aldane set the table. No plate for Khalid. No glass.

Her suspicion hardened.

Oblivious—or pretending to be—Khalid leaned back in his chair, his tone light as he began to speak again. “This island is called Avalon.”

Aria tilted her head, forcing her voice to sound curious rather than wary. “Like King Arthur’s paradise?”

“You are correct, my dear. My grandfather admired the legend.” Khalid smiled, but his eyes showed nothing. “About twenty years ago, my grandfather left the island to me. As I said, my parents died when I was young. My father’s father raised me, mostly in Jamaica, not here.” His voice grew softer, almost wistful, but Aria noticed how carefully he chose his words, deciding what to share and what to hide.

The others listened, nodding politely. But Aria wasn’t buying a word.

Khalid stopped mid-sentence, tilting his head as his gaze cut back to her. “Are you not hungry, Aria?”

The room seemed to still, the air thickening.

Aria had been pushing her food around the plate the entire time, never lifting her fork to her mouth. “Not really,” she said.

Khalid’s smile thinned. “That is a shame. Aldane is a master chef. He will be so disappointed you dislike his food.”

“I’m sure he will,” Aria muttered. She rolled her eyes, shoved her chair back, and stood. Without waiting for a reply, she crossed the room to the French doors. The sea breeze hit her as she stepped outside, closing the door behind her.

She exhaled, grateful for the air—until a voice cut through the silence.

“Are you alright, my dear?”

Aria jumped. Khalid was already there on the patio, as though he had followed her without a sound. Her pulse spiked. She turned, startled, to face him.

“I...” The word caught in her throat.

“There is no need to be afraid.” His voice was smooth and calm, but underneath it was something she could not name—maybe control, or something darker. He smiled at her, a smile that might have seemed kind to someone else.

He placed a hand on her shoulder. A jolt went through her—not literal electricity, but something just as sharp. Her breath hitched, her throat tightening as she swallowed hard.

“I mean you no harm,” Khalid continued, his voice quiet but insistent. “That is what you fear, isn’t it? I can see it on your face.” His black eyes searched hers with unnerving precision. “Your eyes say so much, my dear. Please, do not be afraid. I am a gentle man. I promise you this.”

The smile he gave her seemed genuine, almost disarming. Against her better judgment, Aria felt herself drawn to his words, as though some invisible rope pulled her closer. She hated it, hated how her guard slipped no matter how much she tried to hold it.

“Thank you, Mr. Khalid,” she managed. “I don’t know how you can see all of that, but... yes. I’m afraid things are too good to be true here.”

I understand," Khalid said, his expression softening as he turned his gaze to the horizon. A sigh escaped him, almost weary. "Considering our initial introduction, of course, you would feel this way. But you must also understand, I have many enemies. Enemies I inherited because of my grandfather's activities here when he was younger." The breeze moved, but the palm trees didn’t. Even though his words were calm, Aria felt uneasy. The way Khalid said 'enemies' made her wonder if they were now part of his grandfather's unresolved conflicts.

Khalid hesitated. His expression shifted, shadows crossing his features before he smoothed it away by rubbing his nose. “That is not important,” he replied. “What matters is this—I fear my grandfather’s enemies have become mine. They still hold anger toward him, even after so many years. They believe I will carry on his dealings. But I will not.”

His tone softened, with a hint of sadness that seemed almost real.

Aria studied him, torn between suspicion and sympathy. “I’m sorry, Mr. Khalid. You’re dealing with so much.” She let a note of apology slip into her words, though inside she kept her walls high. His “tell” was too consistent, too glaring to ignore. No matter what he said, she wouldn’t let herself trust him. She wanted off this island more than anything.

“Please, do not concern yourself with my problems,” Khalid said, forcing a smile that didn’t reflect in his eyes. “My focus is on you and your friends. We must see you safely home.”

Aria managed a small smile in return, though her stomach tightened. “Let’s go back inside,” she said, forcing a lightness into her tone. “I’m starving now.”

Khalid’s eyes lingered on her for a moment before he gestured toward the glass door. “Of course, my dear.”

***
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AFTER THE PLATES WERE cleared, Khalid rose from his chair. “Come,” he said. “I will show you to your rooms. I am sure you are all tired from your ordeal.”

He led them through the front hall, his cane tapping against the stone floor. The grand staircase curved in a wide arc along the wall, its steps smooth stone, and the air smelled of wax and citrus. Above them, a massive crystal chandelier with no bulbs caught the light, throwing fractured rainbows across the walls.

Aria tilted her head back, her eyes drifting over the portraits and photographs that lined the ascent. Men in dark suits. Women in jeweled gowns. Family likenesses that carried the same piercing eyes as Khalid. Each frame gleamed with age and wealth.

“You really live here alone?” she asked, her voice echoing up the stairwell.

Khalid’s lips curved, his mouth tightening between amusement and disdain. “I do, except for Aldane and my guards. I rarely have guests. And I never have unexpected visitors.”

The statement was delivered, but it sent a chill down Aria’s spine.

At the top of the stairs, the landing branched into three long hallways, each leading into its own wing. Khalid guided them to the left. The corridor stretched wide, its walls adorned with more paintings—landscapes, seascapes, and photographs of men whose gazes seemed to follow them. Doors lined both sides, at least a dozen in all.

Khalid stopped at the far end. “Jared and Aria,” he said, motioning to the door on his left. “This suite is yours. Kevin and Marlene, you will take the one on the right. Each has its own bath, with fresh towels, soaps, and shampoos. I will see that Aldane brings you pajamas and clothing. There should be something suitable for all of you.”
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