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            A mysterious man appears in a widow's life, and her daughter becomes suspicious of his intentions. Her investigation uncovers another woman living the same deception. A psychological thriller about three women and one killer's secret. "The Stranger Who Knocked"... Not all smiles are innocent.
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BENEATH THE SILENCELayla is

[image: ]adrift in a sea of silence. The rambling house, once filled with the boisterous laughter and constant presence of her husband, Kamal, is now a vast, echoing chamber of memories. Each creak of the floorboards, every sigh of the wind through the eaves, seems to underscore her solitude. It has been three months since the sudden, senseless car accident that snatched him from her life, leaving a void that consumes her days and haunts her nights.One quiet Tuesday afternoon, a sharp, unfamiliar knock shatters the stillness. On her doorstep stands a man she vaguely recognizes from old photogra2phs, his face etched with a practiced sympathy. He
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Chapter 2
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[image: ]he scent of mint and green tea hangs heavy in the air of Layla’s living room, a fragrant counterpoint to the quiet hum of grief that has become the soundtrack of


her days. Across from her, seated in the armchair that was once her husband’s, Raed Ayoub spins tales of a past she was never privy to. He speaks of their university days, of late- night philosophical debates and a shared, youthful dream of backpacking across Asia – a dream her husband, Hamid, had never mentioned.

Raed’s voice is a low, melodic hum, his words chosen with the precision of a poet. He paints a portrait of Hamid that is both familiar and foreign, a man of deeper passions and more profound thoughts than Layla had ever fully grasped. His empathy is a palpable thing, a warm blanket settling over her chilled soul. He doesn’t offer platitudes or trite condolences; instead, he shares in her loss by illuminating the man he knew, the friend he cherished. Layla finds herself leaning in, captivated, a strange and unsettling warmth blooming in her chest. For the first time in months, a flicker of something other



than sorrow sparks within her – an undeniable and confusing attraction to this eloquent stranger who seems to understand her husband, and by extension her, so intimately.

Across the room, 16-year-old Rana watches, her teacup untouched. She observes the easy grace with which Raed has inserted himself into their lives, the way his hand brushed her mother’s as he passed her a plate of dates, the subtle shift in his tone when he speaks of Hamid in the past tense. Her mother, lost in the reverie of Raed’s stories, seems oblivious. But Rana’s instincts, honed by the raw, protective love for her grieving mother, are screaming.

She sees the way Raed’s eyes, so full of warmth when they rest on Layla, hold a flicker of something else when he thinks no one is looking – a cool, calculating glint. She notes how his stories, while beautiful, subtly position him as the keeper of Hamid’s truest self, a self that was somehow hidden from his own wife. He doesn’t just share memories; he curates them, presenting a version of her father that makes him both more and less the man he was.

While Layla hears comfort, Rana hears a carefully constructed narrative. While Layla feels a pull of attraction, Rana senses the patient tug of a spider’s thread. As the afternoon light fades, casting long shadows across the living room, Rana’s silence becomes a heavy counter-melody to the deceptive charm of Raed Ayoub’s voice, a silent, desperate warning that her mother cannot yet hear.
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[image: ]he soft glow of her smartphone screen illuminates Rana’s face, a stark contrast to the encroaching darkness outside her bedroom window. The house


is quiet, her mother having retired early, lulled into a fragile peace by Raed’s visit. But for Rana, a tempest of suspicion is brewing. Her thumbs fly across the screen, a flurry of texts to her best friend, Kenza.

**Rana:** *He was here again. All afternoon.*

**Kenza:** *The ‘old friend’? How’s your mom?*

**Rana:** *She’s... captivated. It’s weird. He talks about Dad like he was his secret keeper.*

**Kenza:** *What do you mean?*

**Rana:** *He knew things, Kenza. Small things. He mentioned the nickname Dad had for me when I was little, ‘mishmisha’.



Dad *never* called me that in front of anyone. And he talked about the silver bracelet Dad bought Mom for their first anniversary, the one she lost years ago in Agadir. He said he remembered how sad Dad was about it. How could he know that? They supposedly hadn’t seen each other in over a decade.*




**Kenza:** *That is creepy. Majorly creepy.*




**Rana:** *Right? It’s like he’s weaving himself into our history. Mom just thinks he has a great memory, that Dad must have told him everything. But it feels... wrong.*




**Kenza:** *Did you say anything?*




**Rana:** *I tried. I asked him how he knew about the bracelet and he just smiled that smooth smile of his and said, “Hamid was a romantic. He spoke of his love for your mother often.” He twists everything to sound beautiful.*




Switching from her messages, Rana opens her browser. The search bar blinks, waiting. She types in “Raed Ayoub.” The results are a frustratingly blank wall. There are dozens of Raed Ayoubs, of course
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