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Chapter One — The Honeymoon
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The plane touched down at 11:47 p.m., and Lena Vasquez pressed her forehead against the cold oval window and watched the runway lights streak past in ribbons of amber and white. Below the belly of the aircraft, the island of Santorini waited — dark water, scattered lights climbing the caldera’s rim, the faint glow of the volcano’s silhouette against a moonless sky.

She turned to say something to Adrian.

He was asleep.

She watched him for a moment the way you watch someone you love when they can’t see you doing it — that unguarded, slightly embarrassing intensity. His dark hair had fallen across his forehead. His lips were parted just a fraction. His chest rose and fell in the slow rhythm of a man who had no trouble sleeping on planes, in cars, in the middle of conversations that had gone quiet.

My husband, she thought.

The word still felt strange in her mouth. Not wrong. Just new. Like a shoe you hadn’t broken in yet.

They had been married for forty-one hours.

The ceremony had been small — her choice, not his. Lena had never been the kind of woman who dreamed of eight-tiered cakes and five hundred guests watching her walk down an aisle. She’d wanted something quiet, intimate, real. A courthouse first, then dinner with the few people who mattered: her best friend Cassie, her older brother Dom, her colleague Marcus from the architecture firm. Adrian had no family to invite. He’d mentioned once that he was estranged from his parents — something cold and final in the way he’d said it that told her not to push — and his friends, such as they were, had drifted. He was a man who’d rebuilt himself from the ground up, he’d told her once. Started over. Left the old life behind.

She’d thought that was brave.

The seatbelt sign chimed.

Adrian’s eyes opened.

Not slowly, the way most people wake — blinking, disoriented, searching for context. His eyes opened all at once, already focused, already knowing exactly where he was. He looked at her and smiled.

“We’re here,” Lena said.

“We’re here,” he agreed.

The resort was called Villa Aethon. It clung to the edge of the caldera like something that had grown there rather than been built — white-washed walls and barrel-vaulted ceilings and infinity pools that bled into the Aegean. Lena had found it six months ago during an insomniac 2 a.m. internet spiral and had immediately sent the link to Cassie with a string of heart-eye emojis. She hadn’t actually expected to be staying there. The rates were the kind that don’t list a number until you’ve already committed, emotionally, to staying there.

But Adrian had booked it without blinking.

You only get married once, he’d said. Then he’d paused, smiled in that way he had — like a man who’s just remembered a private joke — and added: Hopefully.

The taxi from the airport was a battered white van that smelled like pine air freshener and cigarettes. The driver spoke no English and drove with one hand on the wheel and the other gesturing loosely at the dark road as though conducting an invisible orchestra. Lena watched the village lights slide past the window. Adrian sat beside her with his hand on her knee, warm and steady.

She leaned against him.

“Happy?” he asked, into her hair.

“Indescribably,” she said.

The lobby of Villa Aethon was everything the photographs had promised: cool marble floors, a single enormous vase of white orchids on a low table, ambient lighting that somehow made everything look like a memory of itself. A young woman stood behind the reception desk in a white linen shirt, her dark hair pulled back, a smile that was professional without being cold.

“Kalispera,” she said. Good evening. Then, in English: “Welcome to Villa Aethon. Do you have a reservation?”

“Yes.” Lena stepped forward, pulling her bag onto her shoulder. “Vasquez. Lena Vasquez. Honeymoon suite.”

The woman’s fingers moved across her keyboard. The smile held. Then something almost imperceptible shifted in it — a micro-hesitation, a flicker of confusion quickly suppressed.

“Vasquez,” the woman repeated. “One moment, please.”

More typing. Lena glanced back at Adrian. He was standing a few feet behind her, hands in the pockets of his jacket, looking at the vase of orchids. His expression was placid. Pleasantly elsewhere.

“Ms. Vasquez,” the woman said. “I have your reservation here. The Caldera Suite, seven nights.” A warm smile. “Congratulations on your wedding.”

“Thank you.” Lena reached for the key card. “And my husband — is there anything he needs to sign, or—”

“I’m sorry?”

Lena blinked. “My husband. Adrian. We’re both staying—”

“Of course.” The woman’s smile hadn’t changed but something behind it had. “The reservation is for one guest.”

A beat.

“That can’t be right.” Lena frowned. “We booked together. He booked it, actually. His name should be—” She turned.

She turned to bring Adrian into this. To have him sort it out with his easy, authoritative way of handling small bureaucratic snags. To watch him produce a card, a confirmation number, the quiet certainty that everything was fine.

The space behind her was empty.

Lena’s eyes swept the lobby. The orchids. The marble floor. The low settee near the window. The corridor leading to the elevator.

No Adrian.

She did a full slow turn. He simply wasn’t there.

She felt something in her chest shift — not alarm, not yet. More like the cognitive dissonance of looking for something you’ve set down and can’t find. You know it’s here. You know it must be here.

“He was just—” she started.

“Perhaps your husband stepped outside?” the woman offered.

“Yes.” Lena exhaled. “Yes, he probably just—”

He was probably looking at the view. The caldera. The lights on the water. He had a habit of drifting toward anything beautiful, pausing to take it in with that stillness of his, as though the beautiful thing deserved to be witnessed properly.

She turned back to the desk. “Could you check again? His name is Adrian Morse. M-O-R-S-E.”

The typing resumed. Longer this time. The woman’s brow furrowed — barely, but Lena caught it.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Vasquez. I don’t have any record of a guest by that name.”

“He made the booking,” Lena said. Her voice was steady. “He would have used a card — his card, or possibly mine, but — he made it. He showed me the confirmation email.”

“Of course. Do you have the confirmation number with you?”

Lena pulled out her phone and scrolled. She had the email — she remembered seeing it, remembered the font, the logo of the resort, the booking reference that began with VL-. She scrolled back through her inbox. Back further. Further.

She couldn’t find it.

That was odd.

She was a meticulous woman. She organized her emails into folders. She filed booking confirmations under Travel. She—

“I’ll find it,” she said. “Give me a moment.”

The lobby was quiet around her. A soft piano piece played from invisible speakers. The orchids cast a faint white glow. She scrolled and scrolled and felt something cold beginning, just beginning, to form at the base of her throat.

“I’ll check him in once he returns,” the woman said helpfully, and slid a key card across the marble. “Your suite is ready. Please let us know if you need anything at all.”

Lena took the key card.

One key card.

She stood there for a moment holding it, feeling its smallness and its weight, and then she turned and walked toward the elevator.

Adrian was in the corridor just beyond the lobby, standing at the floor-to-ceiling window that faced the caldera. The lights of Oia were scattered up the cliff face above them, and below was nothing but dark water and the faint phosphorescence where the waves met the rock.

He turned when he heard her footsteps.

“There you are,” she said, and the cold thing at the base of her throat dissolved. “You disappeared.”

“I wanted to see the view.” His smile was easy, unhurried. “Isn’t it extraordinary?”

“It is. The woman at the desk couldn’t find your name on the reservation.”

He tilted his head. “Really?”

“She said it was only booked for one person.”

Adrian made a small sound — half laugh, half sigh — and put his arm around her shoulders. “I’ll sort it out in the morning. These things happen with international bookings all the time. Don’t let it spoil the night.”

“I’m not spoiled,” Lena said. “I just thought it was strange.”

“It’ll be fine.” He pressed a kiss to her temple. “Come look at the sea with me.”

She leaned into him.

She looked at the sea.

She told herself it was fine.

But even as she stood there, her head against his shoulder and the dark Aegean below her and the impossible starless sky above, something very small and very precise had registered itself in the back of her mind. Not a conscious thought. Not an accusation.

Just a notation.

He laughed it off.

Too smoothly.

The Caldera Suite was everything and more. A bedroom with a bed so wide it seemed intended for more than sleeping, gauze curtains that moved in the warm night air, a bathroom with a soaking tub carved from a single block of stone. A private terrace with two chairs and a table and a view of the volcanic crater lake that was, at this hour, a mirror of absolute blackness.

Lena stood on the terrace while Adrian opened the bottle of champagne that had been left on the credenza. She listened to the cork, the pour, the soft sound of his feet on the stone floor as he came to stand behind her.

“To us,” he said, and handed her a glass.

“To us.” She drank.

The champagne was cold and dry and excellent. She took another sip and felt some of the residual tension from the flight, from the taxi, from the small strangeness at the front desk, dissolve into the night air.

“Happy?” he asked again.

“You already asked me that.”

“And I’ll keep asking.”

She turned to face him. In the darkness, his features were all shadows and planes. She studied his face the way she’d come to study it over the course
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