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Chapter 1







The light spilling through the bridal boutique’s large windows cast a soft, golden glow over everything, making Ava Sinclair feel like she was living in a dream. The delicate lace of her wedding dress clung to her in all the right places, and the sheer veil floating around her shoulders added an ethereal touch. She smiled at her reflection, turning slightly to see how the dress moved with her. It was perfect—just like everything else in her life had seemed until now.



“This is it,” she murmured, her voice thick with emotion. The seamstress fussed around her, making tiny adjustments to ensure the dress fit perfectly. Ava’s heart swelled with anticipation. She had just finished her last semester of college and in just a few days, she would be walking down the aisle, surrounded by family and friends, and marrying Derek—the man she loved, the man she had trusted with her whole heart.



“Are you excited?” the seamstress asked, pinning a final piece of fabric in place.



“More than you can imagine,” Ava replied, her smile widening. She truly believed that nothing could ruin this moment.



As Ava walked through the streets of Manhattan, she couldn’t help but feel like she was on top of the world. Everything in her life seemed to be falling into place, and it was as if the city was celebrating with her.



She stopped at a quaint little boutique to pick up some final items for the wedding, smiling as she perused through delicate lace garters and sparkling hair accessories. The saleswoman noticed her dress bag and immediately gushed over it, asking about the upcoming wedding.



Ava happily shared all the details, feeling a sense of joy wash over her as she spoke about Derek and their love story. The saleswoman cooed over how romantic it all sounded, making Ava feel even more excited for what was to come.



After paying for her items, Ava continued on her way, feeling almost giddy as she weaved through the bustling crowds. She couldn’t wait to show Derek all that she had picked out for their special day.



On a whim, she decided to surprise Derek at his apartment. They had been so busy with wedding preparations that they hadn’t had much time to just enjoy each other’s company. A surprise visit would be a welcome break from the chaos, a sweet reminder of why they were doing all this.



She fished her key out of her purse, smiling as she thought about Derek’s reaction. He would be thrilled to see her, she was sure of it. They would spend the afternoon together, maybe even go out for a quiet dinner, just the two of them. With this image in mind, Ava slipped the key into the lock and quietly opened the door.



Ava stepped into the familiar warmth of Derek’s apartment, closing the door softly behind her. Everything was just as she remembered it—the modern furniture, the tasteful art on the walls, the faint scent of Derek’s cologne lingering in the air. She set down her things on the kitchen counter, intending to call out to him, but something stopped her. There was a strange, muffled sound coming from the bedroom.



Her heart skipped a beat, a flash of worry crossing her mind. Was Derek hurt? Sick? But no, that didn’t make sense. She had just spoken to him an hour ago, and he had sounded perfectly fine. Dismissing the unease, Ava walked quietly down the hallway, her heels clicking softly on the hardwood floor.



The door to the bedroom was closed, but the noises were louder now—sounds she recognized, sounds that sent a cold shock of realization through her body. No. It couldn’t be. She refused to believe it.



Her hand trembled as she reached for the door handle. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the door open.



The scene that met her eyes was like something out of a nightmare. There, in the middle of the bed they had shared so many times, was Derek, tangled up in the sheets with another woman. But not just any woman—Melissa, Ava’s best friend since college. The woman who had been by her side through every major life event, who had been chosen as her maid of honor.



Ava's breath caught in her throat, suffocated by the raw scene unfolding before her. Derek's body loomed over Melissa, his hips driving into hers with a primal urgency. Melissa's moans filled the room, mixing with the sound of skin slapping against skin as she arched beneath him, lost in the throes of ecstasy. The air crackled with their shared passion, oblivious to Ava's presence as she stood frozen, a silent witness to the brutal betrayal playing out before her.



Ava’s heart pounded painfully in her chest, each beat a sharp reminder that this was real. This wasn’t a nightmare she could wake up from. She wanted to scream, to cry, to do anything that would break the terrible image happening in front of her, but she was paralyzed with disbelief.



Finally, Derek seemed to sense her presence. He turned his head, and their eyes met. His expression shifted from pleasure to shock to panic in a matter of seconds. He scrambled off Melissa, grabbing at the sheets to cover himself.



“Ava... I... it’s not what it looks like,” he stammered, but the guilt in his eyes told her everything she needed to know.



Melissa, equally panicked, tried to cover herself with the pillow, her face flushed with shame and fear. “Ava, I—”



“Don’t,” Ava choked out, finding her voice at last. The single word cut through the air like a knife, silencing whatever pathetic excuses they were about to offer. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides, her whole body trembling with rage and heartbreak.



“How could you?” Ava whispered, her voice thick with emotion. She felt as though the world was crumbling beneath her feet. Everything she had believed in, everything she had built with Derek, was gone in an instant. “How could you do this to me?”



Derek stumbled over his words, trying to explain, trying to reach out to her, but Ava recoiled from his touch. The sight of his face, the same face she had kissed so many times, now filled her with disgust. “Don’t you dare touch me!”



She turned to Melissa, her best friend, her confidante, the person she had trusted most in the world next to Derek. “How long?” she demanded, her voice breaking. “How long has this been going on?”



Melissa’s eyes filled with tears, and she shook her head, unable to meet Ava’s gaze. “It was a mistake, Ava, I swear... it just happened...”



“A mistake?” Ava repeated, her voice rising. “You call this a mistake? How long, Melissa?”



When Melissa didn’t answer, Ava felt something inside her snap. The betrayal cut deeper than she could have ever imagined. “I trusted you! Both of you! And this is how you repay me?”



“Ava, please,” Derek pleaded, trying to stand, but the sheet tangled around his legs, making him stumble. He looked pathetic, scrambling for some kind of explanation that could make this right, but there was nothing he could say to erase what had just happened.



“Save it,” Ava spat, her eyes burning with unshed tears. “There’s nothing you can say that will make this okay. You’ve destroyed everything.”



The words hung in the air, heavy and final. Ava looked at the two people who had meant everything to her, and all she felt was a cold, hollow emptiness. This was the end—of her relationship, of her friendship, of the life she had envisioned for herself.



Without another word, Ava turned on her heel and walked out of the bedroom, her movements stiff and mechanical. She grabbed her things from the kitchen counter, barely aware of what she was doing, and headed for the door.



Ava burst out of Derek’s apartment, tears streaming down her face as she stumbled into the hallway. Her heart pounded in her chest, each beat echoing the pain and betrayal she had just witnessed. She felt like she was suffocating, like the walls were closing in around her, and she needed to escape—needed to get away from the place where her life had just come crashing down.



She barely noticed the doorman’s concerned look as she hurried out of the building and onto the busy Manhattan street. The city’s noise and movement felt overwhelming, disorienting her further. She didn’t know where she was going; she just needed to get away from the scene she had left behind.



A cab pulled up to the curb, and without thinking, Ava flagged it down. She climbed into the back seat, her hands shaking as she struggled to give the driver her address. Her voice was barely a whisper, choked with emotion.



As the cab pulled away, Ava pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window, watching the city blur past her. The tears continued to flow, and she made no attempt to stop them. The pain was too much, too raw to hold back.



Her mind replayed the scene over and over, each replay more unbearable than the last. She couldn’t understand how everything had gone so wrong, so fast. How could Derek, the man she had loved and trusted, betray her so completely? And with Melissa, of all people? The one person she had counted on to stand by her side through everything?



The questions swirled in her mind, but there were no answers—only the cold, hard reality that her life as she knew it was over.



When Ava finally arrived at her apartment, she felt like a ghost moving through the familiar space. The rooms were dark and silent, but the wedding decorations scattered throughout stood as cruel reminders of what was supposed to be the happiest time of her life. Now, they felt like mocking symbols of her shattered dreams.



She dropped her bags by the door and walked to the living room, collapsing onto the couch. For a long time, she just sat there in the dark, staring at nothing, her mind blank. She felt numb, as if the pain was too much for her to fully process.



Days passed, but Ava barely noticed. The weight of what she had seen pressed down on her, suffocating her. She knew she couldn’t stay here, surrounded by the remnants of a future that no longer existed. She had called her wedding planner to cancel the wedding but she couldn’t face anyone else, not her family, not her friends. She couldn’t bear the thought of explaining what had happened, of seeing their pitying looks and hearing their well-meaning but empty words of comfort.



She needed to get away—far away from everything and everyone. Ava glanced around the room, her eyes landing on the stack of brochures for her honeymoon that she had left on the coffee table. Phuket, Thailand. The trip was supposed to be a romantic getaway with Derek, a celebration of their new life together. Now, it felt like an escape route, a way to distance herself from the pain and betrayal that had consumed her world.



Without giving herself time to second-guess, Ava made the decision. She would go to Phuket alone. It wasn’t the honeymoon she had planned, but it was a chance to clear her mind, to figure out what to do next. Maybe some distance would help her make sense of the mess her life had become. Maybe it would give her the strength to face the future, whatever that might look like.



With renewed determination, Ava stood up and began packing. She moved through her apartment like a woman possessed, grabbing clothes, toiletries, and anything else she thought she might need. She threw everything into a suitcase with little care for organization. Her only focus was on getting out as quickly as possible.



As she packed, her emotions began to catch up with her. The numbness faded, replaced by a mix of anger and sorrow that threatened to overwhelm her. She tried to push the feelings down, to focus on the task at hand, but it was impossible to keep them at bay. Every item she packed felt like a reminder of the life she had lost—the life she had thought was just beginning.



Finally, Ava zipped up the suitcase and set it by the door. She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. There was one last thing she needed to do before she could leave. She walked over to the counter where she had left her engagement ring earlier. The sight of it now made her stomach turn. What had once been a symbol of love and commitment was now a cruel joke, a reminder of the lies she had believed.



Ava picked up the ring, her fingers trembling as she held it in her palm. She stared at it for a long moment, then with a decisive motion, she placed it in a small jewelry box and shoved it into a drawer. She couldn’t bring herself to throw it away—at least not yet—but she couldn’t bear to look at it anymore, either.



With that final act, Ava felt a sense of closure, however small. She grabbed her suitcase and headed out the door, not looking back.



The airport was a whirlwind of activity as Ava moved through the crowd, her suitcase trailing behind her. The noise, the bright lights, the rush of people coming and going—it all felt surreal, like she was moving through a dream. She had changed her flight online just an hour ago, barely paying attention to the details. All she knew was that she needed to get on that plane and leave everything behind.



As she stood in line to check in, Ava’s mind wandered. She couldn’t stop thinking about Derek and Melissa, about how they had looked at her with guilt and shame written all over their faces. She couldn’t stop hearing their voices, their pathetic attempts at excuses. The pain was still raw, but underneath it was a growing sense of anger—anger at them for betraying her, and anger at herself for not seeing it sooner.



She finally reached the counter and handed over her passport, her hands still trembling slightly. The airline agent smiled at her, asking the usual questions, but Ava barely registered them. She nodded and answered automatically, her thoughts still far away. After what felt like an eternity, she was given her boarding pass and directed to the security line.



The process of going through security was a blur. Ava moved through the motions, taking off her shoes, placing her belongings in the bins, and walking through the scanner. Her mind was on autopilot, focused only on getting to the gate. The weight of everything that had happened pressed down on her, making each step feel heavy and deliberate.



Finally, she reached her gate and found a seat in the crowded waiting area. She dropped her suitcase at her feet and sat down heavily, resting her head in her hands. The reality of what she was doing began to sink in. She was leaving New York, leaving everything she knew, and heading halfway around the world to a place she had never been before. The thought was both terrifying and strangely liberating.



Ava closed her eyes, trying to shut out the noise of the airport and the chaos of her thoughts. She took a deep breath, focusing on the feeling of the air filling her lungs, then slowly exhaling. She repeated the process a few times, trying to calm the storm of emotions swirling inside her.



She didn’t know what awaited her in Phuket, but at that moment, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she was getting away, that she was taking control of her life again—even if just for a little while.



When the boarding announcement came over the loudspeaker, Ava stood up and joined the line to board the plane. She handed her boarding pass to the flight attendant, who smiled and welcomed her aboard. Ava managed a weak smile in return, though it didn’t reach her eyes.



She made her way down the jet bridge and onto the plane, finding her seat near the window. As she settled in, she glanced out at the runway, the city she had called home for her entire life stretching out in the distance. The city that now held nothing but painful memories.



As the plane began to taxi down the runway, Ava felt a strange mix of emotions. There was fear, yes—fear of the unknown, of what lay ahead. But there was also a sense of hope, a small glimmer of light in the darkness. Maybe, just maybe, this trip would help her heal. Maybe it would give her the strength she needed to move forward.



As the plane lifted off the ground, Ava closed her eyes, letting the hum of the engines lull her into a state of uneasy calm. She knew she was leaving one life behind, but what waited for her on the other side of the world was still a mystery.



The thought both frightened and excited her, and as she drifted off to sleep, she whispered to herself, “One step at a time, Ava. One step at a time.”



And with that, she left New York—and everything it represented—far behind.







Chapter 2







The plane touched down on the tarmac with a gentle bump, and Ava Sinclair opened her eyes, momentarily disoriented. The announcement crackled over the intercom in both Thai and English, welcoming passengers to Phuket International Airport. She glanced out the window, seeing the runway bathed in the warm, golden light of the setting sun. The sky was painted in shades of orange and pink, a beautiful contrast to the heavy emotions weighing down her heart.



She had been in a daze since leaving New York, the long flight a blur of sleepless hours and too many thoughts. Now, as the plane taxied toward the terminal, the reality of her situation began to sink in. She was here, halfway around the world, in a place where no one knew her, where she could be alone with her thoughts and perhaps, eventually, find some semblance of peace.



As the passengers began to disembark, Ava slowly gathered her belongings, her movements mechanical. She slung her carry-on bag over her shoulder and stepped into the aisle, following the line of travelers as they made their way toward the exit. The air was thick with anticipation—everyone around her seemed eager to begin their vacations, their voices filled with excitement as they chattered about their plans. Ava felt like an outsider, detached from the joy that seemed to surround her.



Stepping off the plane, Ava was immediately hit by the heat and humidity of Thailand. It clung to her skin, making her feel slightly uncomfortable in her light sweater and jeans. She followed the signs toward immigration, moving with the crowd but feeling utterly alone. The unfamiliar sights and sounds only heightened her sense of displacement. Everything was foreign—this was a place where she didn’t belong, at least not yet.



After what felt like an eternity, Ava finally made it through customs and collected her luggage. She pulled her suitcase behind her, navigating the busy terminal as she searched for the exit. The airport was bustling with activity, a chaotic mix of travelers, families, and staff hurrying in every direction. The signs were in both Thai and English, but Ava still felt disoriented, as if she had stepped into a different world.



Outside the terminal, the noise level seemed to rise even higher. Taxis and buses lined the curb, drivers calling out to potential passengers. Tourists milled about, some looking lost, others confidently heading toward their destinations. Ava hesitated, unsure of what to do next. She had arranged for a car from the resort to pick her up, but she had no idea where to find it.



As she stood there, trying to get her bearings, a young man in a crisp white uniform approached her. He held a sign with her name on it, and his smile was warm and welcoming.



“Miss Sinclair?” he asked, his English accented but clear.



“Yes, that’s me,” Ava replied, relieved that she didn’t have to figure this out on her own.



“Welcome to Phuket,” the man said, bowing slightly. “I’m here to take you to the resort. Please follow me.”



Ava nodded, grateful for his assistance. She followed him to a sleek black sedan parked a short distance away. The driver opened the door for her, and she slid into the cool, air-conditioned interior, immediately feeling a bit more at ease. The driver loaded her luggage into the trunk and then got behind the wheel.



As the car pulled away from the airport, Ava leaned back against the seat, staring out the window at the passing scenery. The road wound through lush green hills, with glimpses of the ocean sparkling in the distance. The beauty of the island was undeniable, but Ava couldn’t fully appreciate it. Her mind was still too consumed by the events of the past few days, the betrayal that had shattered her life.



She closed her eyes, trying to block out the memories, but they came rushing back with painful clarity. The sight of Derek and Melissa entwined in her bed, their moans filling the room, the look of shock and guilt on their faces when they realized they had been caught. The emotions she had tried to suppress during the flight—anger, sorrow, disbelief—came flooding back, and Ava felt tears pricking at the corners of her eyes.



No, she told herself firmly. This is why you’re here. To get away from it all. To forget.



But forgetting was easier said than done.



The car ride seemed to last forever, though it was probably no more than an hour. The sun had dipped below the horizon by the time they arrived at the resort, leaving the sky a deep shade of purple. As the car turned onto a long, winding driveway, Ava caught her first glimpse of the resort.



It was breathtaking.



The resort was nestled among towering palm trees, with the main building designed in a blend of traditional Thai and modern architectural styles. Soft lighting illuminated the pathways, and the sound of trickling water from nearby fountains added to the serene atmosphere. The entrance was grand, with wide steps leading up to a large open-air lobby that overlooked the ocean. Ava could just make out the silhouettes of other buildings and villas scattered throughout the property, connected by winding paths and lush gardens.



The car came to a stop at the entrance, and the driver quickly got out to open Ava’s door. She stepped out, feeling a slight breeze on her face as she took in her surroundings. This was everything she had imagined for her honeymoon—a paradise where she and Derek would have started their new life together. Now, the beauty of the place only served as a painful reminder of what she had lost.



“Welcome to the Orchid Resort,” the driver said with a smile. “Your luggage will be brought to your room. Please proceed to the reception desk to check in.”



“Thank you,” Ava murmured, managing a small smile in return.



She made her way up the steps and into the lobby, where she was greeted by a friendly receptionist. The check-in process was smooth and efficient, with the staff providing her with all the information she needed for her stay. They explained the resort’s amenities, dining options, and activities, but Ava barely registered their words. Her mind was elsewhere, lost in a sea of emotions she couldn’t escape.



After receiving her room key, Ava was escorted to her suite by another staff member. The walk through the resort was peaceful, with only the sound of crickets and the distant waves breaking the silence. The path was lined with flowering bushes and lanterns that cast a soft, warm glow on the ground. Ava followed in silence, feeling the weight of her exhaustion settle over her like a heavy blanket.



The suite was located in one of the resort’s private villas, tucked away from the main building. It was everything Ava had dreamed of—a spacious, elegantly decorated room with a king-sized bed draped in mosquito netting, a seating area with plush sofas, and a large bathroom with a deep soaking tub. The sliding glass doors led out to a private terrace with a plunge pool and a view of the ocean.



Ava stepped inside, her eyes taking in every detail. The room was filled with thoughtful touches—a vase of fresh flowers on the table, a bottle of chilled champagne, and a handwritten note welcoming her to the resort. The honeymoon package, she realized, meant for a couple, not for someone who had just had her heart broken.



The staff member who had escorted her set down the keycard on the dresser and smiled warmly. “If you need anything, Miss Sinclair, please don’t hesitate to call the front desk. We’re here to make your stay as comfortable as possible.”



“Thank you,” Ava replied, trying to keep the emotion out of her voice.



The door closed softly behind him, leaving Ava alone in the quiet of her suite. She stood there for a moment, feeling a strange mix of awe and sadness. This place was supposed to be the start of her new life. But now, standing there in that beautiful room, she felt more alone than ever.



Ava sat on the edge of the bed, her body heavy with fatigue. She knew she should unpack, but the thought of opening her suitcase and seeing the clothes she had packed for her honeymoon—dresses meant for romantic dinners, swimsuits for lounging by the pool with Derek—was too much to bear.



Instead, she got up and walked over to the sliding glass doors, pulling them open to let in the night air. The sound of the ocean filled the room, a soothing rhythm that helped to calm her racing thoughts. She stepped out onto the terrace, the cool breeze brushing against her skin as she gazed out at the moonlit water.



The view was stunning. The ocean stretched out before her, its surface glittering under the light of the full moon. The sky was clear, and the stars seemed to shine brighter here than they ever had in New York. It was peaceful, a world away from the chaos she had left behind.



But the beauty of the scene did little to ease the ache in her chest. Ava wrapped her arms around herself, feeling the tears welling up again. She had come here to escape, but there was no escaping the pain. It was with her, no matter where she went.



She turned and walked back into the suite, closing the doors behind her. The room was dimly lit, the only light coming from the bedside lamps. Ava felt an overwhelming urge to do something, anything, to distract herself from her thoughts. She glanced at the bottle of champagne on the table, but the idea of drinking alone didn’t appeal to her.



Instead, she went to the bathroom and turned on the taps, filling the tub with hot water. The steam filled the room, and the scent of the bath salts she added was soothing, a blend of lavender and eucalyptus that promised a brief escape from the turmoil in her mind. Ava stripped off her travel-worn clothes, letting them fall to the floor in a heap, and stepped into the tub. The hot water enveloped her, easing the tension in her muscles as she sank down, closing her eyes.



For a few moments, Ava allowed herself to simply be, focusing on the warmth of the water, the soft flicker of candlelight she had lit on the counter, and the gentle sound of the ocean outside. But even here, in this serene environment, her thoughts kept circling back to Derek and Melissa. The image of them together, the raw intensity of their betrayal, replayed in her mind like a cruel movie she couldn’t turn off.



Ava tried to push the thoughts away, to focus on the here and now, but it was impossible. The pain was too fresh, too deep. She had loved Derek—trusted him—and he had destroyed everything they had built together. The anger bubbled up again, hot and fierce, mixing with the sadness that threatened to overwhelm her.



She let out a shaky breath, feeling the tears she had been holding back start to spill over. They mingled with the bathwater, unnoticed as Ava allowed herself to cry, the sobs wracking her body in the privacy of the bathroom. It was the first time she had truly let herself break down since she had caught them, and the release was both painful and necessary.



She cried until there were no more tears left, until the water had cooled and her body felt drained of all energy. Only then did she pull herself out of the tub, wrapping a towel around her as she stared at her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes were red and puffy, her face pale, but there was something else there too—determination.



Ava knew she couldn’t keep going like this, letting the pain consume her. She had come to Phuket to escape, to heal, and that’s what she needed to focus on now. She wasn’t sure how, but she was determined to find a way to move forward, even if it meant starting over completely.



With that resolve, Ava dried off and changed into a light sundress. The fabric felt cool and soft against her skin, a small comfort in the otherwise overwhelming loneliness she felt. She wasn’t ready to sleep, not yet. The thought of lying in that massive bed, alone and surrounded by memories of what was supposed to be, was too much.



Instead, she decided to go for a walk, hoping that the fresh air would help clear her mind. She slipped on a pair of sandals, grabbed her room key, and stepped out into the warm night.



The resort was quiet at this hour, most of the other guests either asleep or tucked away in their rooms. The pathways were lit by lanterns, casting a soft, golden glow on the surrounding foliage. Ava walked slowly, taking in the sounds of the night—the distant hum of crickets, the rustle of leaves in the breeze, the ever-present whisper of the ocean.



She followed the path that led down to the beach, her footsteps light on the sand as she approached the water’s edge. The beach was nearly empty, save for a few couples strolling hand in hand in the distance. Ava kept to herself, letting the cool sand sift between her toes as she walked along the shoreline.



The ocean stretched out before her, vast and endless, the waves rolling gently onto the shore. The moon hung low in the sky, its reflection shimmering on the water’s surface. It was a beautiful night, peaceful and calm, a stark contrast to the storm raging inside Ava’s heart.



She walked aimlessly, lost in thought, trying to make sense of everything that had happened. The questions kept swirling in her mind, each one more painful than the last. Why hadn’t she seen the signs? How long had Derek and Melissa been lying to her? What had she done to deserve this?



But there were no answers, only the cold, hard reality of her situation. She had left everything behind—her life, her friends, her plans for the future—and now she was here, in a place that was supposed to be paradise, feeling more lost and alone than ever.



Ava stopped walking and stared out at the ocean, the waves lapping gently at her feet. She wrapped her arms around herself, trying to ward off the chill that had nothing to do with the temperature. She was so tired of feeling this way—so tired of the sadness, the anger, the emptiness. She wanted to feel something else, anything else, but she didn’t know how.



As she stood there, lost in her thoughts, Ava noticed a figure in the distance, near the far end of the beach where the resort’s lights didn’t reach. The area was darker, more secluded, with the shadows of palm trees swaying gently in the breeze. She squinted, trying to make out who it was, but the figure was too far away to see clearly.



A strange feeling of curiosity washed over her, mixed with a hint of wariness. It was late, and she was alone on a beach in a foreign country. She knew she should probably turn back, return to the safety of her suite, but something about the figure intrigued her. There was an air of calm and confidence in the way they stood, their silhouette outlined against the backdrop of the ocean.



As Ava hesitated, the figure began to move toward her, stepping out of the shadows and into the moonlight. She could see now that it was a man, tall and broad-shouldered, with a strong, commanding presence. He was dressed casually in a light shirt and pants, his hands in his pockets as he walked slowly, almost leisurely, along the shore.



Ava’s heart began to race, a mix of nervousness and something else she couldn’t quite place. She wasn’t sure if she should feel threatened or intrigued. The man didn’t seem dangerous—at least, not in the way she had expected. There was something about the way he moved, the way he carried himself, that made her feel both cautious and drawn to him.



When he was close enough, the man stopped, his gaze meeting hers. Ava’s breath caught in her throat as she took in his features. He was strikingly handsome, with sharp, chiseled features and piercing eyes that seemed to see right through her. His hair was dark, slightly tousled by the breeze, and there was a hint of stubble on his jaw. Everything about him exuded confidence and control.



“Good evening,” he said, his voice deep and smooth, with a slight Russian accent that Ava found captivating. There was a hint of a smile on his lips, but his expression was otherwise unreadable.



“Good evening,” Ava replied, her voice barely above a whisper. She felt a strange flutter in her chest, a mix of anxiety and something else—something that made her feel alive in a way she hadn’t in days.



The man’s smile widened slightly, and he took a step closer, though he maintained a respectful distance. “What brings you out to the beach so late at night?” he asked, his tone casual but with an undercurrent of curiosity.



Ava hesitated, unsure of how much she wanted to reveal to this stranger. But there was something about him that made her want to open up, to share the pain she had been carrying alone. “I couldn’t sleep,” she admitted, her voice soft. “I thought a walk might help clear my head.”



He nodded, as if he understood. “It’s a beautiful night for a walk,” he said, glancing out at the ocean. “The moon is especially bright tonight.”



Ava followed his gaze, the waves glistening under the moonlight. “Yes, it is,” she agreed, feeling a little more at ease.



The man turned back to her, his eyes locking onto hers. “My name is Nikolai,” he said, his voice low and smooth. “And you are?”



“Ava,” she replied, feeling a strange sense of vulnerability as she spoke her name.



“A pleasure to meet you, Ava,” Nikolai said, his voice like a warm caress. “Are you staying at the resort?”



“Yes,” Ava said, nodding. “I just arrived today.”



“Ah, a newcomer to paradise,” Nikolai said, his smile widening. “I hope you find what you’re looking for here.”



Ava wasn’t sure what to make of his words. There was something almost teasing in his tone, as if he knew more about her than he was letting on. But she found herself wanting to know more about him, too. There was an air of mystery about him, something that both intrigued and unsettled her.



“What about you?” Ava asked, trying to shift the focus away from herself. “Are you staying at the resort as well?”



Nikolai’s smile didn’t waver, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes—something dark and guarded. “I’m here on business,” he said, his tone still casual but with a hint of something more. “But I like to take advantage of the peaceful nights when I can.”



Ava nodded, though she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to his story than he was letting on. But she didn’t press him. There was a part of her that was content to let the mystery linger, to enjoy the strange connection she felt with this man she had just met.



They continued talking, the conversation flowing easily despite the tension that lingered in the air. Nikolai was charming, attentive, and seemed genuinely interested in what Ava had to say. He asked her about her travels, her life back in New York, and even the reasons that had brought her to Phuket—questions that were both casual and probing. Ava found herself opening up more than she intended, sharing snippets of her life with a stranger who seemed to listen more closely than anyone had in a long time.



“I was supposed to be here on my honeymoon,” Ava said softly, the words slipping out before she could stop them. She immediately regretted it, the pain of her broken engagement still too raw, too close to the surface.



Nikolai’s expression didn’t change, but there was a softness in his gaze, a subtle shift in his demeanor that told her he understood. “And yet, here you are alone,” he said, his voice low, almost a whisper against the sound of the waves. “That must be difficult.”



Ava nodded, biting her lip to keep the tears at bay. She hadn’t wanted to admit it, hadn’t wanted to appear vulnerable in front of a stranger, but there was something about Nikolai that made her feel safe, even in her sadness.



“It is,” she admitted, her voice trembling slightly. “But I needed to get away, to clear my head and figure out what to do next.”



Nikolai studied her for a moment, his gaze intense but not judgmental. “Sometimes, distance is the only way to find clarity,” he said. “To see things for what they really are.”



His words resonated with her, striking a chord deep within. Ava nodded again, grateful for his understanding. There was something comforting about Nikolai’s presence, something that made her feel like she wasn’t as alone as she had thought.



They continued walking along the beach, the conversation shifting to lighter topics. Nikolai spoke of his travels, the places he had seen, and the people he had met. His stories were captivating, and Ava found herself drawn into his world, momentarily forgetting her own troubles.



But as they neared the resort once more, the weight of reality began to settle over her again. The night was coming to an end, and with it, the temporary reprieve she had found in Nikolai’s company.



The path leading back to the resort was quiet, the only sound the gentle rustling of palm leaves in the breeze. The lights from the resort were now visible in the distance, casting a soft glow on the surroundings. As they approached the entrance to Ava’s suite, an awkward silence fell between them, the charged energy of their earlier conversation lingering in the air.



Ava hesitated at the door, unsure of what to say or do. Nikolai had been a welcome distraction, but she wasn’t ready to let go of the connection they had formed, however fleeting it might be. Yet, she also knew that she was standing on the precipice of something unknown—something that both intrigued and frightened her.



Nikolai stopped a few feet away from her, his hands still in his pockets, his gaze steady and unreadable. There was a moment of hesitation, a brief pause where neither of them moved or spoke. The tension between them crackled, palpable and intense.



“You’ve had a long day,” Nikolai said finally, his voice low and measured. “You should get some rest.”



Ava nodded, though she couldn’t help but feel a pang of disappointment. She didn’t want the night to end, didn’t want to return to the solitude of her suite. But she knew he was right. She was exhausted, emotionally and physically, and she needed time to process everything that had happened.



“Thank you,” she said softly, her hand resting on the door handle. “For the walk, and for listening.”



Nikolai inclined his head, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips. “It was my pleasure, Ava,” he replied, his tone warm and sincere. “Perhaps we’ll meet again.”



Ava wasn’t sure if that was an invitation or simply a polite farewell, but she found herself hoping it was the former. There was something about Nikolai that intrigued her, something that made her want to know more, even if she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was.



“Perhaps,” she said, her own smile tentative. She turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open, stepping inside the cool, dark room. She paused in the doorway, glancing back at Nikolai one last time. He was watching her, his expression still unreadable, his presence commanding even in silence.



“Goodnight, Nikolai,” she said softly.



“Goodnight, Ava,” he replied, his voice a soft rumble in the night air.



With that, Ava closed the door behind her, leaning against it for a moment as she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Her heart was still racing, the encounter with Nikolai leaving her both exhilarated and unsettled. She hadn’t expected to feel this way, hadn’t expected to be drawn to a stranger so quickly, especially after everything she had been through.



But there was no denying the connection she felt, no matter how fleeting it might have been. Nikolai was different—different from anyone she had ever met. There was a darkness about him, a depth that intrigued her even as it made her cautious. She knew she should be careful, knew that diving into something new so soon after her heartbreak might not be the best idea.



But as she climbed into bed, pulling the soft sheets around her, Ava couldn’t stop thinking about him. His voice, his eyes, the way he seemed to see right through her—all of it lingered in her mind, refusing to be ignored.



She fell asleep with thoughts of Nikolai swirling in her head, her dreams filled with images of the dark, mysterious man who had walked with her under the moonlit sky. And as sleep finally claimed her, she couldn’t help but wonder if their paths would cross again.











Chapter 3







Nikolai Volkov sat in the darkness of his private villa, the cool glass of whiskey held loosely in his hand as he stared out at the moonlit ocean. The waves crashed rhythmically against the shore, their soothing sound doing little to calm the turbulence in his mind. He should have been focused on the business at hand—the deal that had brought him to Phuket, the negotiations that needed to be finalized, and the ever-present threat of rivals looking for any sign of weakness.



But instead, his thoughts kept circling back to her.



Ava.



He hadn’t expected to meet someone like her here. He hadn’t expected to meet someone who could distract him so completely from his carefully controlled world. Yet there she was, slipping into his thoughts with the ease of someone who belonged there, despite everything that told him otherwise.



He took a slow sip of his whiskey, savoring the burn as it slid down his throat. Ava was different from the women he was used to. She had a softness, a vulnerability that intrigued him. When they had walked along the beach, the sadness in her eyes had called to something deep within him, something he had thought long buried. She was hurting, that much was clear, but there was also a strength to her—a resilience that he found unexpectedly captivating.



Nikolai leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking softly under his weight. He knew better than to let himself get too involved, especially with someone outside of his world. His life was dangerous, full of secrets and shadows. The people he surrounded himself with were all too aware of the risks, and they had made their choices. Ava was different. She was an innocent, and his attraction to her could only lead to complications—complications he didn’t need.



Yet, he couldn’t deny the pull he felt toward her. There was something about Ava that had gotten under his skin, something that made him want to know more about her, despite the voice in his head warning him to keep his distance.



He drained the rest of his whiskey and set the glass down on the table beside him. The ice clinked softly as it settled, the sound almost lost in the night. Nikolai stared at the glass for a moment, his thoughts shifting to the business that had brought him to Phuket. He had come here to finalize a deal with a local politician—a deal that would expand his influence in Southeast Asia and secure his position as the head of the Volkov Bratva. It was a delicate operation, one that required his full attention.



But now, with Ava in the picture, he found it harder to focus.



Nikolai stood and walked over to the large windows that opened onto the balcony. He pushed them open, stepping out into the warm night air. The villa was situated on a hill overlooking the ocean, offering a stunning view of the water stretching out to meet the horizon. The sky was clear, the stars bright against the inky blackness, and the breeze carried the faint scent of salt and tropical flowers.



He rested his hands on the railing, his gaze fixed on the distant waves. The resort was quiet at this hour, most of the guests asleep or enjoying the nightlife elsewhere. The Russian language was everywhere here—in the menus, the signs, the conversations of the expats who had made Phuket their home. It was a reminder of the world he came from, the world he still controlled from afar.



Phuket had become a haven for those fleeing the chaos of Russia, especially after the war with Ukraine had begun. Wealthy Russians had poured into the island, bringing their money and influence with them. It was one of the reasons Nikolai had chosen this place for the meeting. It was familiar territory, a place where he could move with relative ease, blending into the expatriate community without drawing too much attention.



But even in this sanctuary, danger was never far away. Nikolai knew that his enemies were always watching, always waiting for an opportunity to strike. He had built his empire on a foundation of power and ruthlessness, and he had no illusions about the lengths others would go to in order to bring him down.



He turned away from the ocean, his thoughts returning to Ava. She was a distraction, yes, but she was also something more. Nikolai wasn’t sure what it was that drew him to her—her vulnerability, her beauty, or perhaps the way she had looked at him with those sad, questioning eyes. Whatever it was, it had left an impression on him, one that he couldn’t easily shake.



Nikolai knew he should forget about her, focus on the deal that needed to be closed and the threats that needed to be neutralized. But the thought of Ava lingered in his mind, a persistent presence that refused to be ignored.



The following morning, the villa was bathed in the soft light of dawn. Nikolai stood in front of the large mirror in his bedroom, adjusting the cuffs of his tailored shirt. The suit he had chosen was a deep charcoal gray, impeccably cut to fit his muscular frame. Every detail was perfect, from the polished shoes to the silk tie. Nikolai understood the importance of appearance—it was a tool, just like any other, in his arsenal of power.



As he fastened the cufflinks, his thoughts drifted back to the meeting scheduled for later that day. The politician he was set to meet was a key player in the region, someone who could open doors that would otherwise remain closed. The man had connections, influence, and most importantly, a price. Nikolai knew that everyone had a price; it was simply a matter of finding it.



His phone buzzed on the nightstand, breaking the silence. Nikolai picked it up, his eyes narrowing as he read the message from Viktor, his second-in-command.



Viktor: Deal confirmed for noon. Intel suggests possible interference from the Petrov faction. Security is in place, but we need to stay vigilant.



Nikolai’s jaw tightened. The Petrov faction had been a thorn in his side for years, always looking for a way to undermine his operations. They were ambitious, ruthless, and dangerously unpredictable. The fact that they had intel on this meeting was troubling, but not entirely unexpected.



Nikolai typed a quick response.



Nikolai: Understood. Double the security at the venue. No mistakes.



He set the phone down, his mind already calculating the possible scenarios. The meeting was crucial, and he couldn’t afford any disruptions. The Petrov faction might try something, but Nikolai was confident in his ability to handle whatever they threw his way. He had been in this business long enough to know that threats were part of the game, and he played to win.



Yet, even as he prepared for the day ahead, his thoughts kept returning to Ava. He wondered what she was doing, if she was thinking about him as much as he was thinking about her. It was a foolish distraction, one that he couldn’t afford, but the more he tried to push her from his mind, the more she seemed to cling to his thoughts.



With a final glance in the mirror, Nikolai turned and left the bedroom, ready to face whatever the day would bring.



***



The living area of the villa was spacious and elegantly decorated, with high ceilings and large windows that let in the morning light. Viktor was already there, waiting for Nikolai with his usual stoic expression. He was dressed in a dark suit, his broad shoulders and solid frame giving him an imposing presence. Viktor had been with Nikolai for years, and their relationship was built on trust, loyalty, and a shared understanding of the brutal world they inhabited.



“Morning,” Viktor greeted as Nikolai entered the room. His voice was deep, with a slight gravelly edge that came from years of barking orders and making threats.



“Morning,” Nikolai replied, nodding as he approached the table where Viktor had spread out a map of the city and a folder of documents.



Viktor got straight to the point, as always. “The venue is secure, but I’ve increased the number of men on site. The Petrov faction’s presence here complicates things, but we’re ready for any interference.”



Nikolai studied the map, his eyes narrowing as he considered the layout. The restaurant where the meeting would take place was strategically chosen—discreet, with multiple exits and a private room that offered both luxury and security. It was a favorite among the Russian expat community, known for its fine dining and discretion. But with the Petrov faction in play, nothing could be left to chance.



“Good,” Nikolai said, his tone measured. “We can’t afford any mistakes. This deal is too important.”



Viktor nodded, but there was a hint of hesitation in his eyes, something that Nikolai didn’t miss. “There’s something else,” Viktor said, his voice lowering slightly. “You seem... distracted.”



Nikolai stiffened, his gaze snapping to Viktor’s. “I’m focused on the task at hand,” he replied, his tone cold. “Nothing more.”



Viktor didn’t back down. He was one of the few people who could challenge Nikolai without fear of reprisal. “Is it the woman you met last night?” Viktor asked, his voice carefully neutral. “Ava?”



Nikolai’s eyes narrowed, a flash of annoyance crossing his features. Viktor had always been perceptive, too perceptive at times. “What about her?”



“You’re letting her get to you,” Viktor said, crossing his arms over his chest. “She’s not part of our world, Nikolai. She’s an outsider,” Viktor continued, his voice steady but laced with concern. “Bringing her into your life, even for a brief distraction, could be dangerous. Not just for her, but for you as well.”



Nikolai felt a surge of irritation at Viktor’s words, but he couldn’t entirely dismiss them. Viktor was right—Ava was an outsider, someone who had no idea about the darkness that surrounded him. But there was something about her that he couldn’t ignore, something that pulled at him in a way he hadn’t felt in years.



“I’m aware of the risks,” Nikolai replied, his tone firm. “But she’s just a woman, Viktor. She doesn’t need to know anything about our business.”



“And what happens if she does?” Viktor pressed. “What happens when she starts asking questions, when she gets too close? You know what’s at stake, Nikolai. The Petrov faction isn’t going to wait for you to deal with a personal complication. They’re waiting for any sign of weakness.”



Nikolai clenched his jaw, his frustration growing. Viktor was right—he knew that.



Viktor studied him for a moment, his expression unreadable. “Just be careful,” he said finally, his voice softer. “I’ve seen what happens when people get too close to us. It doesn’t end well.”



Nikolai nodded, his mind already turning back to the business at hand. “I’ll handle it,” he said, the conversation effectively closed. “Now, let’s focus on the deal.”



Viktor gave a curt nod, understanding that the subject was dropped for now. He turned his attention back to the map and the details of the meeting, but Nikolai could tell that his second-in-command wasn’t entirely convinced.



***



The upscale restaurant was located in a quiet corner of Phuket, away from the bustling tourist areas. It was the kind of place that catered to the wealthy and powerful, with private dining rooms and a reputation for discretion. The interior was dimly lit, with dark wood accents and plush furnishings that exuded luxury. It was a place where deals were made and secrets were kept.



Nikolai arrived at the restaurant shortly before noon, his senses on high alert. Viktor and a few of his trusted men had already secured the area, blending in with the other diners while keeping a close watch on the entrances and exits. The tension in the air was palpable, but Nikolai remained calm, his expression unreadable as he was led to the private dining room at the back.



The politician was already there, seated at the head of the table, a glass of expensive wine in hand. He was a middle-aged man with thinning hair and a paunch that spoke of a life of indulgence. His suit was well-tailored, but there was something oily about him, a sense of corruption that clung to him like a second skin.



“Nikolai,” the politician greeted with a slick smile, standing to shake his hand. “I’m glad you could make it.”



“Minister,” Nikolai replied, his voice cool as he took the man’s hand. The handshake was firm, calculated—neither too strong nor too weak. A show of respect, but not submission.



They took their seats, and the door to the private room was closed, sealing them off from the rest of the restaurant. The waitstaff brought in a selection of dishes, each more decadent than the last, but Nikolai barely glanced at the food. He was here for business, not pleasure.



The conversation began politely enough, with the minister making small talk about the island, the influx of Russian expatriates, and the economic opportunities that had arisen as a result. But Nikolai knew this was all prelude, a dance of words meant to soften the ground before the real negotiations began.



Finally, the minister leaned back in his chair, his smile slipping slightly as he got to the point. “As you know, the arrangement we’re discussing is mutually beneficial,” he said, his tone carefully measured. “But I believe there’s room for further negotiation on the terms.”



Nikolai raised an eyebrow, his expression betraying nothing. “Further negotiation?” he asked, his voice smooth but with an edge that warned against pushing too far. “I was under the impression that the terms had already been agreed upon.”



The minister chuckled, a sound that grated on Nikolai’s nerves. “You know how these things are, Nikolai,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “There are always last-minute adjustments, especially when new factors come into play.”



“New factors?” Nikolai’s tone was deceptively calm, but his eyes were cold as ice. He didn’t like surprises, and he especially didn’t like being played.



The minister leaned forward slightly, his smile widening. “The Petrov faction has been making some interesting offers,” he said, his voice lowering as if they were sharing a secret. “They’re very interested in the same opportunities you are, and they’ve shown a willingness to... sweeten the deal.”



Nikolai felt a surge of anger, but he kept it tightly controlled. “And what is it they’ve offered you?” he asked, his voice deadly quiet.



“More,” the minister said simply, his smile turning smug. “They’ve offered more. And in our line of work, more is always better, wouldn’t you agree?”



Nikolai’s expression didn’t change, but his mind was already calculating the situation. The Petrov faction was trying to undercut him, to steal the deal out from under him by offering the minister a better price, more influence, more of everything. It was a bold move, but also a dangerous one. They were gambling that Nikolai wouldn’t retaliate, that he would back down and let them take what they wanted.



They were wrong.



“I understand your position, Minister,” Nikolai said, his tone smooth and controlled. “But I believe you’ve underestimated the value of what I’m offering. The Petrov faction may offer you more now, but they lack the stability and the reach that I can provide. Their influence is limited, their connections unreliable. What I offer you is not just more, but better.”



The minister’s smile faltered slightly, a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes. Nikolai pressed on, his voice low and commanding. “The Petrov faction is ambitious, yes, but ambition without a strong foundation is a recipe for disaster. You align yourself with them, and you risk losing everything when they inevitably fall. Align yourself with me, and you secure your position, your wealth, and your influence for the long term.”



There was a long pause as the minister considered his words, the smugness slipping away as he realized the truth of what Nikolai was saying. The Petrov faction was powerful, but unstable, their reach not as deep as they wanted others to believe. Nikolai, on the other hand, had built his empire on a foundation of power, loyalty, and ruthless efficiency. He was a man who didn’t make promises lightly, but when he did, he kept them.



Finally, the minister nodded, his expression serious. “You make a compelling case, Nikolai,” he said, his tone respectful. “Perhaps I was too hasty in entertaining other offers. Let’s proceed with the original terms.”



Nikolai inclined his head, a small smile of satisfaction playing at the corners of his lips. “A wise decision, Minister,” he said smoothly. “I look forward to our continued partnership.”



The rest of the meeting proceeded without incident, the deal finalized and the terms agreed upon. But as they shook hands at the end, Nikolai knew that this wasn’t the end of the Petrov faction’s interference. They had made their move, and now it was his turn to respond.
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