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PROLOGUE

	              The command hit before the sound did.

	Wind tore across the cove, sharp and salt-heavy, whipping loose sand against bare skin. The ocean, usually calm and glassy under the island’s night sky, had turned restless—waves slamming harder, rising higher, as though something beneath the surface had begun to wake.

	Nine-year-old Milena Case didn’t understand any of it.

	But she felt it.

	Felt it in the way the air pressed against her chest, tight and heavy, making each breath come slower than it should. Felt it in the way the adults moved—not like people attending a ceremony, but like they were bracing for impact.

	“Stay close,” her mother whispered, gripping her wrist too tightly.

	Milena nodded, though her eyes were already drifting.

	Past the torches.

	Past the line of people gathered near the water.

	Toward the man at the center of it all.

	He stood barefoot in the sand, shoulders squared, chest rising too fast. He couldn’t have been much older than twenty. Sweat glistened along his neck despite the wind, his fists clenched at his sides like he was trying to hold himself together.

	Someone stepped forward—an older woman, her voice low but firm.

	“It’s starting.”

	Milena leaned slightly, trying to see better.

	The moon hung low and full above the water, its light too bright, too white—casting everything in sharp contrast. It made the man’s face look almost carved from stone… except for his eyes.

	They weren’t steady.

	They flickered.

	Like something behind them was pushing forward, trying to break through.

	“Focus,” the older woman instructed. “You were trained for this.”

	“I know,” the man said, but his voice cracked. “I know, I just—”

	His breath hitched.

	Milena’s grip tightened around the small camera hanging from her neck. It was cheap, plastic, something her mother had bought her to keep her occupied during the trip. She’d been using it all day—capturing palm trees, the shoreline, strangers who didn’t notice her watching.

	Now, without fully understanding why, she raised it again.

	Clicked.

	The flash cut through the night.

	A few heads turned sharply.

	“Who brought a child here?” someone hissed.

	Her mother stiffened beside her. “We’re leaving,” she murmured quickly.

	But Milena didn’t move.

	Because the man—

	Something was wrong.

	His back arched suddenly, a sharp, unnatural movement that made a collective breath ripple through the group. His hands flew to his head as if trying to hold something in place.

	“Hold him,” the older woman snapped.

	Two men stepped forward instantly, gripping his arms.

	“It’s too fast,” one of them muttered. “It’s happening too fast.”

	Milena’s pulse jumped.

	The camera trembled slightly in her hands.

	Click.

	Another flash.

	This time, the man’s head snapped toward her.

	Their eyes met.

	And for one terrifying second—

	She knew.

	Not with words. Not with understanding.

	But with something deeper.

	Something that made her stomach drop and her chest tighten.

	He saw her.

	Not just as a child standing at the edge of the crowd.

	But as if he recognized something in her.

	“No—” he choked, his voice breaking into something rougher. “Get her out of here—”

	His body jerked violently.

	The men holding him struggled to keep their grip.

	“Now!” the older woman shouted.

	The wind surged.

	The ocean roared louder, waves crashing so hard the spray reached the line of torches, extinguishing one with a hiss.

	Milena’s mother yanked her arm.

	“We’re leaving.”

	But Milena resisted—just for a second.

	Because the man was changing.

	Not in some obvious, impossible way—not yet.

	But his posture shifted.

	His movements became sharper, less controlled.

	His breathing deepened into something almost… animalistic.

	And his eyes—

	They weren’t just flickering anymore.

	They were glowing.

	Click.

	The third flash was brighter.

	Longer.

	And this time, the reaction was immediate.

	“Enough!” someone barked.

	A man broke from the group, striding toward her and her mother with purpose.

	Milena’s heart slammed against her ribs.

	“We’re going,” her mother said again, panic creeping into her voice now.

	But it was too late.

	Behind them, the man at the center let out a sound that didn’t belong to any human Milena had ever heard.

	It tore through the air—raw, jagged, filled with pain and something else that made her blood run cold.

	The two men holding him lost their grip.

	He dropped to his knees, fingers digging into the sand as his body shook.

	“Don’t let him—” someone started.

	Too late.

	The sound came again—louder, deeper.

	The ocean surged forward, a massive wave crashing against the shore, swallowing the edge of the cove before retreating just as violently.

	Milena flinched.

	The camera slipped slightly in her grasp.

	And in that split second—

	She saw it.

	Not clearly.

	Not fully.

	But enough.

	Enough to know that what was happening wasn’t normal.

	Wasn’t safe.

	Wasn’t something she was supposed to witness.

	The man’s silhouette twisted against the moonlight, his form shifting in ways her mind couldn’t quite process. The people around him struggled, shouted, moved—but it all felt distant now, like the world had tilted off its axis.

	“Give me the camera.”

	The voice was close.

	Too close.

	Milena turned.

	The man who had approached them now stood directly in front of her, his hand already outstretched.

	Her mother stepped between them instantly. “She’s just a child—”

	“I said, give it to me.”

	His tone wasn’t loud.

	But it carried weight.

	The kind that didn’t invite argument.

	Milena hesitated.

	Her fingers tightened around the camera.

	For reasons she couldn’t explain, she didn’t want to let it go.

	“Milena,” her mother whispered urgently.

	Another sound split the air behind them—louder than before.

	Closer.

	The man’s gaze flicked past them for a fraction of a second, tension flashing across his face.

	“Now,” he said again.

	Milena swallowed.

	Slowly, reluctantly, she placed the camera in his hand.

	He didn’t thank her.

	Didn’t look at her again.

	He turned, already moving back toward the chaos at the center of the cove.

	“Come on,” her mother urged, pulling her away.

	This time, Milena didn’t resist.

	They moved quickly—almost running now—away from the torches, away from the crashing waves, away from the sounds that didn’t belong in the night.

	But even as they retreated, Milena couldn’t stop herself from looking back.

	Just once.

	The man was no longer standing.

	The group had formed a tight circle around him, their bodies blocking most of the view—but not all of it.

	She caught a glimpse.

	A flash of movement.

	A shape that didn’t match what it should have been.

	And eyes—

	Still glowing.

	The wind howled again.

	The last torch flickered.

	And then—

	Darkness swallowed the cove.

	

	

	Milena stumbled as her mother pulled her along the narrow path leading back toward the main road.

	“Don’t look back,” her mother said, her voice shaking now.

	Milena faced forward.

	But the image stayed.

	Burned into her mind.

	“What was that?” she asked, her voice small.

	Her mother didn’t answer.

	They walked faster.

	“Mom—what was that?”

	“Nothing you need to think about,” she said quickly. Too quickly. “You didn’t see anything.”

	Milena frowned.

	“But I did—”

	“You didn’t.”

	The firmness in her tone silenced her.

	For a moment.

	Then—

	“Where’s my camera?”

	Her mother stopped.

	Just for a second.

	Long enough for Milena to notice.

	“It’s gone,” she said, not turning around.

	“They took it.”

	Milena’s chest tightened.

	“All my pictures were on it.”

	“We’ll get you another one.”

	“That’s not the same.”

	“No,” her mother agreed quietly. “It’s not.”

	They resumed walking.

	The path opened up ahead, leading back toward the dim glow of the town.

	Normal life.

	Normal sounds.

	Everything that made sense.

	But something had shifted.

	Milena could feel it.

	Even if she couldn’t explain it.

	She looked down at her hands.

	They were still trembling.

	“Mom…” she said again, softer this time. “Why did he tell them to get me out of there?”

	Silence.

	A long one.

	Then—

	“Because you weren’t supposed to be there.”

	Milena swallowed.

	The answer didn’t help.

	If anything, it made it worse.

	

	

	Hours later, long after they had returned to their small rented room, long after her mother had insisted everything was fine, long after the island had gone quiet again—

	Milena lay awake.

	Staring at the ceiling.

	The sound.

	That sound.

	It echoed in her mind, over and over.

	Not human.

	Not something she could forget.

	She turned onto her side, pulling the thin sheet tighter around her.

	Her eyes drifted closed.

	And just before sleep finally took her—

	The image returned.

	The man.

	The moon.

	The ocean rising.

	And those eyes.

	Watching her.

	

	

	Somewhere else on the island, hidden far from the reach of ordinary life—

	The man who had taken the camera stood in a dimly lit room.

	The plastic device rested in his hands.

	He turned it over once.

	Twice.

	Then pressed a button.

	The screen flickered to life.

	One image.

	Blurry.

	Unclear.

	But not useless.

	In the frame—

	The man at the center of the ritual.

	Mid-change.

	And just at the edge—

	A child.

	Watching.

	The man exhaled slowly.

	“This shouldn’t have happened,” he muttered.

	Behind him, another voice answered.

	“It already has.”

	A pause.

	Then—

	“What do we do about the girl?”

	The man looked down at the image again.

	At the small figure caught in the corner.

	At the way she had been looking directly at the center of it all.

	Not afraid.

	Not yet.

	Just… seeing.

	His jaw tightened.

	“For now?” he said quietly.

	“We make sure she forgets.”

	The screen went dark.
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Chapter 1 – Arrival Without Anchors

	Step.

	The heat hit Milena Case the moment she stepped off the small island ferry—thick, sun-warmed air wrapping around her like something alive. Salt clung to her lips. The breeze carried the scent of the ocean, sharp and clean, mixed with something softer—flowers she couldn’t name.

	She paused at the edge of the dock, adjusting the strap of her camera bag against her shoulder.

	This was it.

	New island. New assignment. New distance between her and everything she didn’t want to think about.

	“Don’t get comfortable,” she murmured under her breath.

	It wasn’t a warning.

	It was a rule.

	Temporary. Always temporary.

	Her boots touched the wooden planks with quiet certainty as she moved forward, her eyes already scanning—angles, shadows, light. The dock stretched into a small but vibrant port, locals moving with an ease that came from familiarity. Laughter rose from somewhere behind her. A radio played soft music in the distance.

	It looked like peace.

	But Milena had learned a long time ago—peace could be staged.

	She reached into her bag, pulling out her camera. Her fingers moved automatically, adjusting settings, checking focus. The lens lifted.

	Click.

	A fisherman hauling in his net.

	Click.

	A child running barefoot along the sand.

	Click.

	A woman balancing a basket on her head, posture straight, expression calm.

	Through the lens, everything felt safer.

	Framed. Controlled. Distant.

	Milena lowered the camera slowly.

	“Miss Case?”

	The voice was smooth, professional—but it carried a weight she didn’t immediately like.

	She turned.

	A man stood a few steps away, dressed in a light linen shirt rolled at the sleeves. His posture was relaxed, but his eyes were sharp, assessing.

	“I’m here for the resort,” she said before he could continue. “Photography contract. Two weeks.”

	He nodded. “Of course. Welcome. Transport is waiting.”

	His gaze lingered half a second too long.

	Not inappropriate.

	Not obvious.

	Just… deliberate.

	Milena noticed.

	She always noticed.

	“Thanks,” she said simply, already stepping past him.

	No small talk. No invitation.

	She didn’t look back.

	

	

	The drive up the island was quieter than she expected.

	The road curved through dense greenery, the kind that swallowed sound and light the deeper you went. Sunlight broke through in fragments, flickering across the car windows.

	Milena rested her head lightly against the seat, watching everything pass.

	Palm trees gave way to thicker forest.

	The ocean disappeared.

	Then returned again, sudden and bright as the road curved along the cliffs.

	Beautiful.

	Untouched.

	And yet—

	Her fingers tightened slightly against her camera.

	Something about it felt… off.

	Not wrong.

	Just… aware.

	Like the island was watching back.

	She exhaled slowly and sat up straighter.

	“You’ve been here long?” she asked the driver, her voice casual.

	“All my life,” he said.

	“That long?” she replied, a faint smile touching her lips.

	He chuckled. “Long enough.”

	Milena glanced at him, studying his reflection in the rearview mirror.

	“Ever get used to it?”

	“To what?”

	She hesitated.

	The feeling.

	The weight in the air.

	But instead, she said, “The quiet.”

	He didn’t answer right away.

	“Some people do,” he said eventually. “Some don’t stay long enough to try.”

	Milena leaned back again.

	“I’m not staying,” she said, more to herself than to him.

	The driver didn’t respond.

	

	

	The resort appeared gradually—first through glimpses between the trees, then fully as the car rounded the final bend.

	It was expansive, built low into the land rather than towering over it. White stone, glass, and wood blended seamlessly with the surrounding landscape. It looked less like something constructed… and more like something that had always belonged there.

	Milena stepped out of the car, shielding her eyes briefly from the brightness.

	Luxury.

	But restrained.

	Intentional.

	Her kind of assignment.

	“Miss Case.”

	She turned.

	And for a moment—

	Everything stilled.

	He stood at the top of the wide stone steps leading into the main building.

	Bentlee Vazquez.

	She didn’t know his name yet.

	But she felt his presence.

	Tall. Still. Watching.

	Not casually.

	Not curiously.

	But with a focus that made her spine straighten instinctively.

	Milena lowered her hand slowly.

	Their eyes met.

	And something shifted.

	Not recognition.

	Not familiarity.

	Something sharper.

	Like tension pulled tight between two points.

	He descended the steps with measured ease, each movement controlled, deliberate.

	“Welcome,” he said.

	His voice was calm.

	Too calm.

	Milena tilted her head slightly, studying him the way she studied everything—looking past the surface.

	“Thanks,” she replied.

	A beat passed.

	Neither of them looked away.

	Bentlee extended his hand.

	“Bentlee Vazquez. I oversee operations here.”

	Oversee.

	Not own.

	Not manage.

	Interesting.

	Milena glanced at his hand before taking it.

	His grip was firm.

	Warm.

	But there was something else—

	A subtle tension beneath it.

	Like restraint.

	She pulled her hand back first.

	“I’m just here to shoot the property,” she said. “Architecture, landscape, promotional content.”

	Her tone was neutral.

	Professional.

	Clear boundaries.

	Bentlee nodded once.

	“Of course.”

	But he didn’t move.

	Didn’t step aside.

	Didn’t break eye contact.

	Milena felt it again.

	That strange, quiet pressure in the air.

	“You’ve been traveling long?” he asked.

	“Long enough,” she replied.

	A flicker of something crossed his expression.

	Not amusement.

	Not irritation.

	Something unreadable.

	“You’ll find the island… different,” he said.

	Milena crossed her arms loosely.

	“Different how?”

	Bentlee’s gaze shifted briefly—to the horizon, to the line where the ocean met the sky.

	Then back to her.

	“People come here expecting escape,” he said. “But the island has a way of showing you things you weren’t planning to face.”

	Milena held his gaze.

	“I’m not here to face anything,” she said evenly. “I’m here to work.”

	Another pause.

	Longer this time.

	Bentlee nodded slowly.

	“Then I’ll make sure you have everything you need to do that.”

	He stepped aside finally, gesturing toward the entrance.

	Milena moved past him.

	But as she did—

	She felt it.

	His gaze.

	Following her.

	Not casually.

	Not appreciatively.

	But with that same sharp, searching intensity.

	As if he were trying to place her.

	As if—

	He’d seen her before.

	

	

	Her room overlooked the ocean.

	Floor-to-ceiling glass doors opened onto a private terrace where the horizon stretched endlessly. The water shimmered under the afternoon sun, calm and inviting.

	Milena stepped inside, setting her bag down near the bed.

	“Temporary,” she reminded herself again.

	She moved through the space methodically, checking angles, lighting, layout. Already thinking about how she’d shoot it. What time of day would give the best shadows. How to capture the openness without losing detail.

	Work first.

	Always.

	But her mind didn’t stay there.

	It drifted.

	Back to the dock.

	To the driver’s words.

	To the way the island felt—

	And then—

	To him.

	Bentlee.

	Milena frowned slightly, shaking her head.

	“Focus.”

	She stepped out onto the terrace, lifting her camera again.

	The ocean stretched wide before her.

	Click.

	The light hit perfectly.

	Click.

	The waves broke gently against the shore.

	Click.

	She adjusted the focus—

	And paused.

	Down below, near the edge of the private beach, a figure stood alone.

	Too far to make out clearly.

	But still.

	Still enough.

	Still watching.

	Her breath slowed.

	The lens zoomed in slightly.

	The figure shifted.

	Turned.

	And even from that distance—

	She knew.

	Bentlee.

	He didn’t wave.

	Didn’t move closer.

	Just stood there.

	Looking up.

	At her.

	Milena lowered the camera slowly.

	A strange feeling settled in her chest.

	Not fear.

	Not exactly.

	Awareness.

	Like stepping into something she didn’t fully understand yet.

	She turned away from the railing.

	Back into the room.

	But the feeling followed.

	

	

	Evening came slowly, the sky melting into deeper shades of gold and blue.

	Milena sat at the edge of her bed, scrolling through the images she’d taken earlier. Reviewing, adjusting, deleting what didn’t work.

	The usual rhythm.

	Comforting.

	Controlled.

	Until—

	Her finger stopped.

	One image.

	Taken at the dock.

	She hadn’t noticed it before.

	It was slightly off-center.

	Unintentional.

	But in the background—

	Behind the fisherman.

	Near the edge of the frame—

	A figure stood partially obscured by shadow.

	Watching.

	Her pulse slowed.

	The image wasn’t clear enough to confirm anything.

	But the shape.

	The posture.

	Familiar.

	Milena leaned closer, adjusting the brightness.

	The outline sharpened just enough.

	Tall.

	Still.

	Focused.

	Her stomach tightened slightly.

	“Coincidence,” she muttered.

	It had to be.

	People stood around docks.

	People watched.

	Normal.

	She exhaled and set the camera down.

	But the unease didn’t leave.

	

	

	A knock came at her door.

	Sharp. Precise.

	Milena stood, moving toward it without rushing.

	She opened it halfway.

	Bentlee stood on the other side.

	Of course.

	“I wanted to check that everything was satisfactory,” he said.
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