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​Chapter 1: The Arrival
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The seaplane's engine whines as it descends toward water so turquoise it looks synthetic. I shade my eyes against the Caribbean sun, watching from the resort's private dock as my prey arrives.

Ten years.

Ten years since they pushed him from that roof and called it an accident.

The plane's pontoons kiss the water, sending ripples across the perfect surface. Through the aircraft's windows, I see them, three strangers, but not to me. Not anymore. Months of research have made them mine, every detail cataloged, every weakness mapped.

Sterling Vance emerges first, of course. Even from fifty yards away, his presence commands attention. Silver hair, premature for a man who couldn't be much older than forty, catches the light as he helps the pilot with luggage. He laughs at something the pilot says, and the sound carries across the water like broken glass scraping concrete. My jaw clenches so hard my teeth ache.

My brother Ryan hadn't just been at the wrong place at the wrong time; he'd been a junior analyst at Sterling's firm and had found the thread that could unravel everything. Then he was gone, and these three walked away with their secrets intact. A year in corporate compliance taught me how systems fail; the year after taught me how to make them. But Sterling was different. His financial dealings were a labyrinth, full of shell corporations that led to dead ends and heavily redacted files.

Behind him, a woman I know to be Lena Petrova steps onto the dock. In her forties, she's smaller than I imagined, with precise, bird-like movements. She smoothes her linen dress, and as her gaze sweeps over Sterling, there's an almost imperceptible stiffening of her shoulders. A clinical mask of neutrality snaps into place.

Finally, Jordan Cole appears, all nervous energy. His eyes land on Sterling, then dart to Lena, and the color drains slightly from his face. He quickly plasters on a smile that doesn't reach his eyes, looking around with a forced eagerness, like a man desperate to pretend he's anywhere else.

They don't speak to each other. They don't have to. I see it in the rigid set of Sterling’s jaw, the way Lena avoids direct eye contact, the frantic sweat on Jordan’s brow. They all know each other.

"Welcome to Paradise Cay," I say, stepping forward, my own smile feeling like a cheap disguise. "I'm Zara Patel. Your fellow winner."

Sterling turns to me, his focus absolute. A politician's handshake, firm and meaningless. He is deliberately ignoring the others, setting the tone. "Sterling Vance. A pleasure."

Lena offers a cool, distant nod, her gaze fixed somewhere over my shoulder. "Lena Petrova."

"Jordan Cole!" he says, his handshake clammy and rushed as he avoids looking at the other two. "Can you believe this place? Unbelievable."

They aren't sizing each other up as strangers. They are assessing each other as threats.

Winners. I arranged this "exclusive sweepstakes" so carefully, each invitation tailored to hook its target. Sterling couldn't resist the networking opportunity. Lena needed an escape from her crumbling practice. Jordan would have sold his soul for a free vacation.

And they all bit.

The welcome dinner is set on the terrace, tiki torches casting shadows that dance across the white tablecloth. The resort staff has outdone themselves, lobster tail, champagne, and tropical flowers that perfume the air with sickening sweetness. Everything perfect. Everything false.

After my initial greeting, I retreat and arrive last to the dinner. Let them settle, let them think they understand the shape of this weekend. They have no idea what's coming.

Sterling rises from his chair, that megawatt smile already in place. "This is quite the setup, isn't it? I've been to some exclusive resorts, but this..." He gestures at the pristine beach, the swaying palms, the staff that hovers just out of earshot. "Outstanding."

"It's something," I agree, taking my seat across from him. Lena sits to my left, posture rigid. Jordan's already had three drinks in; he sits to my right, his face flushed.

Jordan leans too close, bourbon on his breath. "Can you believe this? I never win anything. I mean, never. And then boom, an email shows up: all expenses paid, an exclusive resort. It's like the universe finally cutting me a break, you know?"

The universe. If only he knew the universe had nothing to do with this.

Sterling watches him. "Jordan Cole, isn't it? From the Miami real estate scene a decade back? You look familiar." Sterling is subtly letting him know he recognizes Jordan.

Jordan's smile tightens. "Yeah, that was me. We ran in some of the same circles, I think."

"We were just discussing what we all do," Lena says, her voice soft, clinical. "Sterling's in venture capital. Jordan's in real estate."

"Was in real estate," Jordan corrects, taking another gulp of his drink. "Between opportunities at the moment."

"And what about you, Lena?" I ask, turning to her. "What field are you in?"

"I'm a psychiatrist," she says.

"That must be fascinating," I say, the lie smooth as water. Of course, I know exactly what she does. Where she works. How many times she’s been sued for malpractice.

She shifts in her seat. "It has its moments. And you?"

"Consulting,” I say. “Process optimization for hospitality brands. I analyze everything from the guest check-in flow to kitchen supply chain logistics. It sounds boring, but I once saved a hotel chain a million dollars by restructuring their linen cleaning schedule."

"Consulting," Sterling muses, swirling his wine. "Process optimization. That’s a field that requires a lot of digging, doesn't it? Uncovering redundancies. Cutting out the... dead weight."

He holds my gaze a second too long. "I admire that. I’ve always found that if you look closely enough at anyone’s background, you find cracks. Even the most polished resumes usually hide a desperate history. Wouldn't you agree, Ms. Patel?"

A chill spiders down my spine, but I force a smile. "I suppose everyone has secrets."

"Oh, I count on it," he says, and takes a sip.

Sterling laughs. "Nothing boring about being here. I must admit, when I received the invitation, I was skeptical. But my assistant looked into it, and everything checked out. The Swedish company running the promotion has quite the portfolio."

The Swedish company doesn't exist, but the website I built would fool anyone into thinking it does. Every detail is crafted to survive scrutiny just long enough.

Sterling, ever the host, picks up the champagne bottle but fumbles with the foil wrapper. "Doesn't seem to be a pull-tab on this one," he says with a hint of annoyance.

"I've got it," I say, pulling a multitool from my pocket. I flick out the small blade. I slice the foil neatly and fold the tool away. Jordan watches with a nervous fascination, while Lena's gaze is coolly analytical. Sterling just nods, his eyes lingering on the tool for a fraction of a second before I leave it on the table.

"I'm curious," Sterling continues, those sharp eyes studying each of us in turn. "What made you all enter? I mean, we must have been selected from thousands of entries."

My fingers find the remote in my pocket again. Soon. So soon.

"Who cares why?" Jordan waves his glass, ice cubes clinking. "We're here! Paradise! No work, no stress, no—" He stops, something flickering across his face. "No problems."

"Indeed," Sterling says, but he's watching Jordan now with the calculating look of a man who smells weakness.

The main course arrives: grilled mahi-mahi with mango salsa. I push the food around on my plate, my stomach too knotted to eat. Every small talk topic feels like agony. Sterling discusses market trends. Lena mentions a conference she attended. Jordan tells a story about a boat he used to own.

All of them dancing around the truth. All of them pretending that night ten years ago never happened.

Ryan's face flashes in my mind—not as he was in the morgue, but before. Laughing at my terrible jokes. Bringing me coffee during my law school finals. Promising he'd be careful as he headed out that night.

He never came home.

"If you'll excuse me," I say, standing. "I need to use the restroom."

"The lights have been a bit flickery tonight," Sterling notes. "Storm system moving in, according to the staff."

Perfect. He has no idea how perfect.

I walk steadily to the bathroom, lock the door, and pull out the remote. My reflection stares back from the mirror, a woman I barely recognize. Hollow cheeks, eyes that burn with something that might be rage or might be emptiness. It doesn't matter. After tonight, everything changes.

My thumb hovers over the button. Once I press this, there's no going back. No return to the life I had before, not that there's much left of it anyway.

The remote's weight feels heavier than it should. This is justice, I tell myself. This is what Ryan deserves. What I deserve.

I think of Sterling's laugh carrying across the water. Of Lena's clinical detachment. Of Jordan's desperate drinking. They've all moved on, built lives on the foundation of their silence.

Time to shatter that foundation.

I unlock the door and walk back to the table, each step measured, controlled. The remote pulses in my pocket like a second heartbeat.
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