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​Chapter 1: The Villa’s Quiet Heart
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The ocean stretched endlessly beyond the palms, a slow pulse of blue and silver beneath the late afternoon sun. The air was heavy with salt that clung to the skin and hair, making everything shimmer with the promise of summer.

The black travel van rolled to a stop in front of the villa like a sweep of white stone, glass walls, and terraces spilling toward the sea. Nadia pressed her face to the window while catching her breath. It looked like a dream she hadn't earned yet.

"God," Claire said, stepping out first and stretching her arms to the sky. "Tell me this isn't paradise."

Nadia laughed softly, pushing her sunglasses up her nose as she climbed out after her friend. "If this is paradise, I'm never leaving."

Daniel followed, unfolding himself from the car with the slow ease of someone who owned every moment of silence. He tipped the driver, adjusted his shirt, and turned toward the women. Then his gaze found Nadia's instead of Claire's.

It wasn't the first time.

There had been glances before that were accidental, fleeting, or at least that's how they pretended. But now, in the molten air of the tropics, that glance felt heavier and charged.

Nadia looked away first as they progressed into the villa.

Once they were inside the villa, they admired its polished marble and soft light. Claire was already halfway up the steps, her excitement bubbling as she explored. "Nadia! Look at this pool!" she called. "It's practically carved into the ocean!"

Nadia smiled faintly as she followed, her sandals clicking against the tiles. Daniel fell into step beside her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him. The scent of his cologne made her pulse skip.

"You okay?" he asked quietly, his voice dropping just for her.

"Yeah," she said, too quickly. "Just... overwhelmed, I guess."

He gave a small smile. "It's been a long trip, I think we are all overwhelmed to some extent and maybe you're just more overwhelmed."

She nodded, pretending to look at the view, not at him. But she could feel his attention lingering, tracing her profile as if memorizing it.

Claire turned from the terrace, her blonde hair catching the sunlight like a flare. "Are you two coming? They've stocked the fridge, there's champagne waiting!"

"Coming," Daniel said, his voice returning to that easy charm he used so well.

Nadia followed them to the open-air lounge, pretending her heart wasn't beating too fast. She set her bag down and reached for a drink as her fingers trembled slightly.

Claire chatted about plans, the beach tomorrow, snorkeling, dinner by the cliffs. But Daniel's silence carried more meaning than words ever could. He leaned against the counter, relaxed while watching them. No one else would have noticed where his eyes lingered, or how his smile faded whenever Nadia looked back.

Nadia tried to ignore the heat crawling beneath her skin. She told herself it was the weather, the jet lag, the sheer beauty of the island. Anything but him.

Because he was Claire's. And Claire was the one person she couldn't hurt.

Still, when Daniel brushed past her to grab a glass, his arm grazed hers. Just a touch that was barely there. But enough to set off a storm inside her.

She caught his gaze again and he looked away too late.

And in that flicker of silence, the first fracture formed.

The villa settled into stillness after the flurry of arrival and the soft thud of suitcases on the floor, the hum of ceiling fans, the murmur of ocean air drifting through wide-open doors. Outside, the waves whispered against the shore with patience.

Claire had claimed the largest suite at the end of the hall, tossing her hat onto the bed with a squeal of delight. "We're taking this one," she'd announced, pulling Daniel in with a laugh. "You'll thank me when you see the bathtub."

Daniel had smiled, indulgent, slipping an arm around her waist. "Whatever you say, love."

Nadia lingered in the doorway, smiling too, but with that faint ache behind her ribs.

Two rooms were left and they were both beautiful overlooking the garden. She hesitated between them, her hand brushing the polished banister as she listened to Claire's laughter echo down the hall.

"You pick whichever feels right," Daniel had said earlier, his tone light, but his gaze not. It had lingered, too measured and aware.

Now that she was alone, she chose the room at the far end, the one with sunlight pooling across the bed in quiet gold.

It was stunning. Floor-to-ceiling windows opened to the sea; gauzy curtains swayed in the breeze. The faint scent of salt and hibiscus drifted through the air. Nadia set her bag down and stood in the doorway for a moment, letting the stillness wash over her.

She smiled to herself wistfully. "Not bad, Nadia," she murmured. "Not bad at all."

The sound of Claire's voice floated from the next room, bright and affectionate. Nadia sat on the edge of her bed and began to unpack.

One piece at a time, of her folded sundresses, her journal, the small pouch of jewelry she never wore but always brought. The ritual steadied her. Traveling always made her feel disjointed, as if she'd left pieces of herself scattered between airports and time zones.

She paused by the mirror, catching her own reflection. The tan from last summer had faded and the soft waves of her hair had turned unruly from the humidity. For a moment, she wondered, not for the first time but if she looked as invisible as she sometimes felt.

Claire had always been the radiant one, the center of every room. People gravitated toward her without trying. Nadia loved her for it and envied her too, in quieter moments.

She thought of Daniel and the way his voice deepened when he spoke to Claire, and the way he smiled at her. And yet there had been that flicker, that glance that didn't belong. Nadia had caught it but she wished she hadn't.

She drew in a deep breath and busied herself with arranging her things.

By the time she was done, the villa had grown quieter. The kind of afternoon stillness that comes right before dusk feeling slow, thick with heat, the sound of waves and cicadas filling the spaces where words didn't belong.

From down the hall came Claire's voice again: "We'll rest for a bit, then meet by the pool later! Don't forget your swimsuit, Nad!"

"Got it!" Nadia called back.

She smiled faintly, though no one could see it and stretched out on the bed for a moment, tracing the sunlight patterns on the ceiling.

You're here to relax, she told herself. Not to think.

But her thoughts didn't listen. They wandered toward laughter that wasn't hers, toward love stories that always seemed to belong to other people.

She wasn't bitter, not really. Just quietly wistful.

Nadia sat up, pulling her hair into a loose knot. Maybe a swim later would help — salt water, sunlight, the simple balm of the sea.

She glanced out the window again. The horizon shimmered. A figure of Daniel — walked along the sand below, shirt loose, hair caught by the breeze. He didn't see her. Or maybe he did.

Nadia turned away before she could find out.

The shower water was warm and steady, cascading over Nadia's shoulders, rinsing away the cling of travel and humidity. She tilted her head back, eyes closed, letting the sound fill the small tiled room like a soft rhythm that almost drowned out her thoughts.

It felt good to stand still, to have no one waiting, no deadlines, no demands. Just the quiet murmur of water, the distant crash of waves, and the faint hum of a ceiling fan beyond the door.

When she finally turned the tap off, the air felt thicker and the world felt slower. Droplets clung to her skin as she reached for the towel and wiped her face, her reflection in the mirror blurred by steam.

Her suitcase lay open on the bed as she sifted through it absently, her fingers brushing over her folded clothes before landing on the bright bikini she'd almost left behind. Claire had suggested swimsuits or something modest, something "classy." But tonight, Nadia didn't feel like dressing for anyone's approval.

She wasn't going to swim. She just wanted the warmth of the sun on her skin, maybe a drink or two by the pool before dinner, then an early night.

Still, she hesitated for a moment as she held the bikini up. It felt like a small rebellion, one no one would even notice. But somehow, it mattered.

She slipped into it, tying the straps at her neck, smoothing the fabric absently. The air kissed her damp skin, cool and fragrant with salt. She wrapped a light towel around her waist, loose and casual, and caught her reflection once more.

Not bad, she thought, a little surprised. Tired eyes, yes. But there was still something alive in her face. Something she hadn't seen in a while.

A laugh echoed faintly from outside of Claire's voice, bright and unfiltered. Nadia drifted toward the window almost without thinking, drawn by the sound of happiness that had always belonged to her best friend.

The curtains fluttered with the sea breeze and she moved them aside just enough to see.

Down by the villa's pool, sunlight shimmered against the water. Claire stood at the edge in a white cover-up, her laughter mingling with the faint sound of music from a speaker nearby and beside her was Daniel.

He was shirtless, the light cutting across his chest, tracing shadows where muscle met movement. His skin glistened faintly, catching the gold of the sun.

Nadia froze.

The scene was simple, ordinary even, two lovers by a pool. But something inside her tightened, sharp and unfamiliar. She watched as Daniel leaned down, murmuring something to Claire. Claire's laughter softened, turned into a smile that was almost shy. Then she reached for him, pulling him close.

The kiss was easy and familiar.

Nadia should have looked away. She knew that. But she didn't.

Instead, she felt the quiet ache of jealousy settle low and deep, unexpected and uninvited. Her hand tightened around the edge of the towel, her knuckles whitening.

Her breath caught, not because of the kiss, but because of him. Because of how his back shifted when he moved
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