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Chapter 1

I can't be dying. If I were, my heart wouldn’t beat like this. Like a million rocks being thrown onto pure, dry cement, one after the other. Nonstop bombs explode inside my ear, as though my heart is a sledgehammer against my ribcage. Maybe I'm in some sort of coma and I'm now waking up, or perhaps I collapsed and can't remember how.

Or... I might have just fallen off the airplane.

I suddenly open my eyes to see the whole world smudged between my eyelids, and I feel like my head is spinning, heavy, and I can't think straight.

I can't think at all, actually.

I grunt as I try to sit up, digging my nails beside either side of my waist in the sand I'm thrown on, feeling an uncomfortable pain in my left shoulder as if it's dislocated. I try to shake the damp sand off my hand, which doesn't work, so instead, I wipe it on the part of the brown dress that covers my stomach, then I rub my eyes to reduce the blurry spots in my vision.

I blink rapidly as I take the view before me.

Just as I thought. I fell off on...on an island?

I notice that a massive array of palm trees is spread across an immense forest in the distance ahead of me, a sea filled with crystal clear water to my side, the sand beneath me creating a huge golden carpet along the beach, and the clouds above are hugging the sun beautifully. And I wish I could care. 

I look around to see people. Some are screaming or shouting words my brain cannot comprehend, and some are running to help others. Others are swimming for their lives in the sea, which hits me that I'm on the shore, the waves stopping at my legs. I'm wet, muddy, and somehow, my hijab has stayed on my head. Definitely not as pretty now. 

I look to my right and see a group of people gathered around what I can't catch sight of, but what I can make out is the blood covered sand close to them. My heart sinks in an ocean of sympathy, fear, and extreme confusion. I really can’t bother with my hemophobia. I look back at my body, slowly running a hand over it, scared of what I am to find out. 

To my surprise, I'm not bleeding anywhere. Praise be to God, his mercy is generous. I was thrown off the plane near the water, onto the wet part of the sand where my injuries probably aren't as bad as the injuries of those who fell into either the forest, between all these tall palm trees and huge rocks pinned to the sand, or deep into the water, where only God knows what might lie in there.

I don't know if I will ever thank Him enough for this. The fact that I fell off an airplane with not a single deep wound makes words fail to do this occurrence any justice. Undeterred by my shoulder and the few bruises and scratches I have on my hands–and likely my arms under the sleeves of my maxi dress–due to the small rocks surrounding me in the sand, I'm genuinely fine compared to the conditions I’m witnessing around me.

"Are you good? Can you stand up?" A woman who's breathing heavily, as if she’d been running, looks down at my aching body, detaching me from my thoughts. I want to respond, but my words turn into a coughing fit. The sand must’ve reached my throat. "I'm—" I cough one last time before looking up at her. "I'm not hurt that terribly." I finally say when my brain recalls how to talk.

She scans my figure, nodding. "If you're able to help anyone out here," she looks around her then down at me again. "Don't hesitate."

I nod at her before she starts jogging back to where she came from. My legs manage to hold my weight up, making me regret it in mere seconds because I might just fall back on the sand again.

I pause, my mind starts recalling everything that’s happened today. I was on a plane for my language immersion trip. It was for an upcoming exam in college, then the plane crashed, and by God's will, I'm still breathing. And—where's Zayn? 

My brother and his wife were also on the flight.

I'm breathing heavily, looking around and ready to start finding them, but I also don't want to do that because the things that might've happened to any of them are horrifying me to a point I'd rather not begin that selfsame process. But that just doesn't make sense. They aren't anywhere near the sand-coated part of this island where I'm currently standing, and I can't see anyone familiar in the sea because most people made their way out and are currently helping the few remaining in there. 

I beg myself to start moving, trying too hard to ignore the on-going pain shooting up my shoulder, desperate to rip my entire arm off. If it’s broken, I don't want to know.

I stare back at the bloodied sand where the group of people haven't moved yet. If anything, they're more people than they used to be when I first spotted them. I take a shaky breath and slowly limp toward them, legs slightly sore, my wet and not-so-white-anymore shoes are digging into the sand like shovels. When I reach them, I still can't see the main source of this tremendous amount of blood capable of making me lose consciousness. I tap the shoulder of a lady who's blocking my view. She turns to look at me, and without having to utter a word, she steps aside, allowing me to see through the crowd. I'm dizzy, I'm tired, I fail at taking a proper breath, and if I didn't feel like it before, I’m sure that I’m about to vomit right now right here. But I lock it in for the sake of these people.

A girl, who looks no older than I am, lies on the sand with the back of her head bleeding next to the tip of a medium-sized rock. The sand under her head is no longer sun bathed, but cherry reddened. It's okay, it's just blood. I try to calm myself down. Yet it's not okay and it's clearly not just blood. The way all these people stand there watching as though it's some sort of show disgusts me. I wish I could say something, but if I do, more than words might escape my throat. I press a palm to my mouth, trying not to do anything but walk and ask someone to speak up instead of me. I stumble too many times on my way, so I rush to the nearest solid thing I can hold on to, which happens to be a palm tree. I place a hand flat on its trunk to steady myself, the other gripping my knee for excess support. I take another deep breath and look for any human being able to speak on my behalf. My eyes find the very woman that came up to me when I became conscious. 

I don't think too much before I walk towards her. "Hi, excuse me." I pant. 

"Yeah?" her head turns to me before she goes on yelling orders to someone helping a young boy out of the water. It seems to me like she knows what she’s doing. "Can I help you?" she adds when I don’t elaborate further.  

"Yeah.” I take a moment to shake my head, hoping to shake off the lingering impact of the crash as well. “That girl over there." I point a thumb behind me. "No one's doing anything to help her, and—" I inhale. "I'm hemophobic. It means—" 

"Fear of blood." She cuts me off, which I guess is a result of how clearly I struggle to put a whole sentence together. I nod, thankful I needn’t explain. "Breathe." She inhales and exhales as if offering instructions, which I follow. "I'm a doctor. Thanks for letting me know, by the way. I'll go check." She tells me, and rushes away before I can thank her, shouting something that makes everyone back away from the girl who's been hurt on the sand for a while now. 

Finally, I'm walking to the closest part of the forest where there are more people gathering their strength and looking for God knows who. 

My bones feel like Jell-O. Like I've forgotten how to walk. But even with that considered, I push myself as fast as possible and yell, "Zayn!" I walk in a new direction, hoping to find at least a hint of his existence. As for Tony and his wife, they weren't sitting far from us on the plane, so I don't think they should be too far from where I fell. Especially Zayn. He was sitting right next to me. "Tony! Lama!" I yell over and over again until my lungs are low on oxygen, the little bit left is what I plan on using to try and survive in order to keep looking for them again.

I sigh, not wanting to sit on one of these rocks and begin crying. I refuse to give up. Not on them. The only people after my mother I care for. It feels so abominable knowing I have no clue how they must feel–if they're even alive. 

As if I’m not already drowning in a flood of emotions, guilt starts creeping in, telling me that I’m not trying hard enough, that being a survivor isn’t so great when I'm all alone, although I’m almost certain I might literally fall apart if I run even quicker.

We've all spent very limited time together, especially since Zayn and I's marriage isn't based on love, or anything, actually, but rather the pitiless decision approved by our fathers. They arranged our marriage like two generals negotiating a truce, not two families uniting in delight. The one choice we had a hand in back then, was to accept each other. 

As for my brother, he used to visit Colorado–the state our family lives in, and also where Zayn and I own our house–only once and roughly twice a week with his wife, and therefore I'm not very familiar with his lifestyle. 

I don't exactly have much of a family besides my mother and her side, but still, they are the closest humans out there to my heart alongside her, and if that isn't what I believed before, I definitely notice the way my heart aches at the scary feel of their absence right now.

I don't even know where I'm going anymore.
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Chapter 2 

It's her. My mother. She's like the sun; the sight of her aches. She keeps flashing in the back of my mind then vanishing repeatedly. It's disturbing to a degree where I want her to settle on one of the two. Wanting only makes you a selfish dreamer. Only a dreamer. She used to say. But again, the vision of her in my head flees, comes back as though an arrow through her prey's heart. Fierce and straightforward. I’ve always admired that unhealthy determination secretly. Like a devil's whisper. 

In my mind, she disappears but appears moments after. Disappears and appears again. Disappears and—

I shake my head, throwing off droplets like a beast. For a thud of a heart, I am a lion shaking free of a hunt, every thought sewn to my mother. I'm choking on salty, cold, and centuries-of-storm long water. It tastes the same way dragging a rusty knife down my tongue would. Gasping for air would be an understatement to how terribly I'm struggling to breathe, and besides the intrusive thoughts my brain is developing constantly, I'm starting to think I'll resume coughing forever, the sound of my throat echoing through my plugged ears.

My chest is heaving up, my eyes are stinging, and I'm not aware of anything but the amount of water I'm letting out of my throat.

I realise how different being in the middle of the sea would've been if I didn't know how to float. Despite that privilege, my legs and arms are burning. Worse than they do when I weight-lift mercilessly. I think of what I used to do to ignore the pain. Think. Of all the travesties, all the sorrow in life, all the negative-motivation my mother would’ve thrust at me.

Kenza. 

Where's Kenza?

I turn my head in every direction possible and look for any sign of her being. Any trace. Any human. But even though our chairs were glued together, there's nothing and nobody within the vast expanse of the sea. As far as I can tell, I'm the only person who's this far into the water. The thought plants a sudden anxiety within me, but I don't give my brain more time to think about the impossible way I've survived falling off the height I don't know before I dunk my head back into the water and start swimming to the shore. Or what looks like it.

Somehow, I feel pleased.

I'm pleased that this fall wasn't my ending. I'm pleased that God gave me an opportunity to try again. To live again. To forgive and be forgiven. To prevent the woe someone might experience after my death, even if no one knows that yet. And I could go on.

But when my mind takes me back to my lost wife, I'm the one who's enduring a sorrowful mental load for her. I’ve truly never felt so broken and lost. A sort of emotion that will only rid itself of my mind once I find her. Which I'm willing to do without doubt. I take my head out of the water so I'm able to catch my breath. Thinking of her the way through was enough of a distraction. It allows me a hopeful vision all of a sudden.

The shore is finally visible. I’m at a depth where I manage to touch the sand with the front of my shoes. I can see people. Ones that are probably as clueless and exhausted as I currently am.

I inhale, then continue swimming.

My mind is quiet under the water, I notice that. Every sound of the outside world is muffled and faint. I can think clearer under the sea, my eyes witnessing nothing but all the seaweed, fish, and different kinds of shells dug into the sand. I'd cherish a visit here daily to disengage if I wasn't swimming for my life at the moment.

Then my brain jumps back to the plane’s incident.

I’ve hardly got any idea about what happened before we fell, that’s one thing. Though I do remember what I heard. Screaming, names being shouted, everything shaking, newborns weeping. Then suddenly, it begins violently heading downwards, the sounds completely masked by the noise coming out of the engine. Next thing I know is that I blacked out. Aside from that, I'm here, swimming for my life. 

I remember Kenza's head on my shoulder, mine on hers while she was sleeping. Both of us have slept, in a way. However, I recall being conscious. Sleeping on a flight is not something I tend to do. 

After that, we wake up startled, turning our heads around to figure out the reason behind the chaos, and then the plane simply crashes down before I can even begin to think about protecting Kenzarina, or at the very least, uttering her name one last time. Who would've guessed that her initial alone controls a greater impact on me than winning a case in court practise?

My head is out of the water again. My eyes gather an overview of the nature around me as I take another breath, calculating the number of individuals closer to the shore.

Men, women, and the amount of children isn't to mention, although, it makes me uneasy supposing what they might encounter with or without a guardian for however long.

For a few long moments, the sight of this particular crowd makes me all but perplexed.

The older people are helping the younger ones, the ones who appear to know how to swim help those who do not, and none seem to long for my support. They look like they are far from needing lawyers to tell them what justice is anymore. So basically, we need to fall off a plane to have justice upheld. How wonderful.

As expected, I’m mainly looking if Kenzarina could possibly be somewhere around, but she is not. There are only a few people in front of me, all seem to know how to swim, if not, they're already on their feet. Behind me, there are not many.

The girl was next to me on the plane, and for that reason, I can’t fathom how far she might have landed from my eyesight. She once told me she knew how to swim, yet that doesn't carry the heaviness of my burdened soul.

A man with fair hair pops his head out of the water, not too far behind me. I consider that an advantage to cup a hand around my lips and shout, "Hey!" The man is about to resume his path out of the water when he notices me and waits. "Is there anyone back there? Is it just you?" I ignore my hoarse throat.

The man looks behind him to confirm then back at me.

"No! I don't see anyone!" He yells in my direction, and for some reason, I believe him too quickly. Maybe I'm that desperate for hope, but it's true. The water here is almost transparent. I would think it's glass if it wasn't moving, which only proves this guy’s point. He continues swimming while I fuel my lungs, stopping when he's close enough to face me. "Most people are out. We were probably the only ones that far." He points at the far distance where we've been dropped.

I exhale, then run a hand through my wet hair. I don't have the effort nor time to speak in the middle of the sea, so I nod to assure and keep swimming. Where did the plane fall? Where on this forsaken island could she be if not in the water? I'm finally close to the shore, my shoes can even reach the sand completely. I should be proud, but it would mean nothing without Kenzarina’s presence. It would be selfish. Shameful, even.

I stop swimming, my upper body now in the air, the wind rushing through my bones to send a cold shiver down my spine. I keep walking until the water is not flowing higher than my ankle.

The sun here is shining with a startling brightness, giving the island a summertime breeze, lovely in other circumstances. I stop when my wet sneakers are on the damp surface of the shore. I spin my head slowly to scan my surroundings, watching people try to recover. There’s an enormous forest and a bunch of palm trees. So vividly green it looks man-made. 

"Kenza!" I shout. The name has never pushed the same buttons it does now. I’ve never thought her unknown extent of absence would have a striking effect on me. I can only see my state, I can only see the scratches spread all over my legs, refraining to bleed since I’ve been dipped in saltwater for a while, and I can see my bruised arm,

But does it hurt?

Nope.

And knowing so, it does not at all make me believe I’m, in some absurd manner, immune to plane crashes. I do trust it is because another pain is masking it. Missing her.

No, Zayn. You must find her because she is your wife, after all. No time to waste on being an emotional fool. A dreamer. A wanter with no aim. 

My mother was right, for once.

I ignore the thought, and instead, I find myself scaling how terrifying it is that the first time I confess it, wasn't to her. I fear I never will. No. Nope. Not happening. I'm finding her, and now.

I carry my water-heavy bones to the forest as I run, the sand sticking to my wet sneakers. Just before I reach half way through the sand and into the forest, a lavish amount of blood is covering a pile of sand blocking my way. Right under my feet. If I take one more step, I'll basically be stepping on blood. Blood. And again, my mind is thinking of her even though it just scolded me for this same exact behavior.

She's hemophobic.

I would listen to her tell me about it when treating her wounds after she’s home from horseback riding. Home. Our home.

I notice my chest rising and falling. The urge to ask someone about it shoots through me like adrenalin. I turn, noticing the same light-haired guy I met earlier, his hands gripping each one of his knees as he takes loud breaths. I head towards him, realising a woman stands there, motioning with her hands as she asks him to take a deep breath. For some odd reason, I find her very serene amidst this botch. So perceptibly different from all of us.

I slow down when I'm close enough for them to hear me out. "Do you know who bled there?" I gesture to the blood.

The guy looks up at me. "Blood?"

"Oh, unfortunately, a poor young girl hit her head on one of those rocks. I'm not sure if she fell off the plane right onto it, though. It could be afterwards. She’s currently resting somewhere quieter. I’m not sure she can pull through." The woman sounds formal when she declares.

My heart sinks in my stomach, thudding.

"Can—" I inhale, clenching my fists, and shutting my eyes for a moment before I can open them again. "Can you describe her for me?"  Don’t. Even. Think. About it.

"Fair skin, I didn't see her eyes because they weren't open, blue clothes, and blond hair." As soon as she says blue clothes, I let out a breath I realise is trapped inside my lungs, and when she says blond hair, a bucket of pure relief dumped itself over my heart, which doesn’t remove the distress I have for the injured person she could’ve been, besides the fact that Kenzarina has her special warm skin tone. Blue is the last colour she's wearing today. She has insisted on wearing matching-coloured clothes even when I told her it was childish. The thought comforts me.

"Are you looking for someone? Or do you have something to offer?" the man asks, almost with an urgency I don't understand.

"No, I have a wife to find." I sigh. "Do you have any idea how long we’ve been on this island?"

"I asked that question like—3 times and nobody seems to know, but this doctor here says we've been on this island for over 45 minutes." He replies, gesturing to the woman holding up her watch as if validating his words. I don’t ask how it managed to stay on her wrist.

"Is everyone out?" I blurt the question. "Everyone we could lay an eye on, yes." She responds. "I met this guy earlier, and he helped me make sure there's no one else to help out. I think he’s training for the military or something. Seems to have a professional sense of rescuing people." She nods toward the sea.

"You really don't believe me when I tell you we were the only people that far, do you?" He lets go of his knees to cross his arms. “We would’ve seen anyone drowning ahead of us.”

"How can you be so sure?" I reply, giving him a look.

He doesn’t hesitate before talking back. "Because, first things first, we were sitting in business class, the very last seats on the entire plane, not that I know where or which direction the plane fell, but it’s my general guess, seeing the way all these people are still alive, but outside of that, the water is like an actual mirror. We must be able to notice a human being if we can notice the tiny little fish. Do you want me to go on?" he says, and I don't answer, so he goes on. "Take a look around, do you see the plane anywhere inside the water?” He doesn’t wait. “No. Which means you will most likely find her somewhere dry."

I take a deep breath and nod slowly, not super convinced just yet. "Fair enough. Thanks." I say and start running back to the forest, getting sucked between palm trees and endless amounts of rocks.
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Chapter 3 

As I walk in the darkness through the forest, dehydration grows observable over my weak form. The hours I've spent without water are suddenly piling up into weariness. It's already looking like midnight, and I still haven't found anyone. If I want to go back to the sea, I simply can not. I don't know where I'm going. I lost my way. I lost the only family with me. I lost my voice. I'm afraid I might also be losing my mind.

I know I should be thankful that my legs still even work, and I am. Beyond explanation. I have been thanking God at almost every step I take in which I'm not yelling names in. But I can't help the pain, and I can't help but allow my eyes to spill tears freely as I walk. I'm shaking, I'm scared, and I'm so, so sorry that I didn't give enough value to every second I have spent with Zayn, because only now I understand how much he fills the void, how much I still don't know, and yearn to learn about him, and how I feel an uncomfortable voidness within me the second I think of the company he would’ve utalisied to break this eerie silence.

He doesn't even know his sister was with us on that plane.

I trip on a rock. Seriously? Another one?

The groan that comes out of me is anguished as I jump on one foot to try and sit on any of the bigger rocks if only to check my ankle, already stained in a colour I loathe. 

I sniffle as I sit, wrapping a hand around my ankle to add pressure over the pain, hoping it'll stop. I bend my back forward to slightly lift the hem of my brown dress. My socks cover right above my ankle, and it’s white with a big, deep, red stain. Blood. Breathe, Kenza, breathe. You’re gonna have to get used to it sooner or later.

I squeeze my eyes shut and take a long breath. Okay, I can do this.

I sit straight again, looking around for anything that I can put to use, and during this process, I notice the tree leaves all over the uneven forest floor. I bend once again in order to collect as much of the healthy green ones close by, so I don't have to stand up. And again, I continue silently crying as I do so, not because my ankle hurts, but because I'm tired, and I don't have more energy to keep trying to find them. To walk. To even cry harder. And I feel guilty because of it, unaware of a reasonable cause. 

After I've finally gathered enough leaves to wrap around my ankle, I put them next to me on the big rock I'm currently using as a chair. I reach to fold the cuff of the sock downward so the cut is visible. I inhale. Don't focus on the blood. I beg myself.

It isn’t a big cut, but it certainly isn’t small. My problem is, the bleeding is on-going. That alone is capable of bringing back that energy to cry. I place the leaves in one hand, and with the other, I take one by one, wrapping them around my ankle barely preventing them from falling apart, earning a loop of leaves around my ankle. I fold the cuff of the sock up again with a hand, using the other to keep it tightening the leaves around my ankle. I press, hoping it'll put enough pressure until I find the sea to clean it out.  I help myself up, and start walking in a different direction, wishing it'll lead me to something new. Maybe someone I know, even. I use the moon as a natural source of lighting as I limp, my mini-sobs finally calming down when I distract myself by thinking of the times I've spent with Tony Teasing me, Lama talking to me in her baking-language, and Zayn toying with me, attempting to annoy me on purpose when I'm upset with him. Then suddenly, I hear footsteps.

I hope desperately that it’s someone who I can ask for advice about where the sea could possibly be.

More footsteps. Careful and slow. But after a few tension-packed seconds, no one appears just yet. And then I decide that, never mind, maybe it's a wolf. Well, that's exciting.

I slowly pad to a palm tree beside me, trying not to make a fuss while I stomp on the unignorable dried leaves, my heart hammering against my chest with a new wildness. I stand still behind the tree, my back pressed against its trunk, waiting for the figure to appear, but also welcoming the opposite.

I wait, wait, and wait. All I hear are the annoyingly creepy footsteps, and apparently, if the sound is coming from a wolf, it isn't interested in my flesh. Wouldn’t blame you, buddy. I’m fairly aware I don’t own much but height.

Then in seconds, it's not shadow initiating launch anymore, but a female covered in black from top to bottom, giving me a ticket to her eyes alone. Even her hands are covered in black gloves. And she looks armed. Well-armed. Maybe she's a soldier. She sure looks like one. But why wouldn't a soldier be on a helicopter instead? Interesting.

I densely shift my weight onto my other leg, pressuring my injured ankle, but then—I accidentally yelp in pain, loud enough for the soldier-like woman to hear me. Oh God. I squeeze my eyes shut as I lean the back of my head against the trunk, hoping I didn't just get caught. I open my eyes again only to find out that the same woman is standing in front of me with her arms extended, hands gripping the gun now pointed to my chest. My eyes are wide as I try to process the swiftness and stealth with which she positioned herself. I’m either losing enough blood to be delusional, or I’ve shut my eyes for longer than I thought I was. "Don't move. What's your name?" she asks, rawness clawing in her voice.

"Doesn't matter." Wrong and terribly spontaneous answer. 

"How long have you been watching me?" her words are harsh, muffled through the dark cloth, yet loud and simple. "I fell off the same plane, why do you think I'd be watching you? I have better things to do." I'm not making a move as I talk, exactly like the rocks around us.

"ANSWER THE QUESTION." She shouts, and I slightly tense at the sudden switch of tones. "How long?" 

"I wasn't, okay? You are the one who's about to kill me. I should be asking you that question." I clearly don't seem to be affected by the gun pointed to my heart, because I'm talking as if I'm equally armed. But I don't satisfy her with a plea. We stay there silent for a while, her hands gripping the gun while mine are clenched into fists at my sides, before she slowly, dangerously lowers the gun. I'm surprised, but I'm also not sure if it's a trap. "Not bad."  She skims me. I frown, not understanding the smile I only know is there because of the crinkled edges of her eyes. My heart stills in relief when the gun is completely away from me, being tucked into one of her many pockets.

"What?"

"That was a classic drill. You passed."

"Pardon me, what?"

"Hi, I'm officer Opra." She walks close enough to extend her arm, waiting for me to place my palm in hers.

I blink. "I lost too much blood, didn't I?" I seriously say to myself, but she chuckles. Okay, now this is an ill joke. 

"I like that pretty scarf of yours." She nods to my head. "You wrap it very elegantly."

"I survived a plane crash, I was about to get killed a few seconds ago, and apparently an officer cares about my scarf more during the current disaster." I'm talking to myself again because I can't believe the presence of a human before me yet. It’s been a while since I’ve met one of those, what can I say? Might’ve forgotten how interesting they can get.

"Come on, I'm real. My arm hurts." She nods to her still extended arm. I hesitate too long before I slowly take a step forward and carefully shake the woman's hand. Actually, I just placed my hand in hers, she did the rest of the work that I was too busy puzzling her out to do. "See. I don't bite." Her smile is mocking.

"You're real." I don't intend that whisper. “And how on earth could you bring a gun on a plane?” 

“I’m a soldier. The pilot’s actually my leader.” She sighs, troubled.

"You said you lost blood. Is it okay if I ask where your injury is?"

"My ankle." I blurt out. "I'm fine, though. I just—I need to find someone." I turn my head to the right, getting ready to walk into the distance again, to start looking for them again.

"I lost people too." She says, making my attention turn to her, giving her a look of question. "Guilt and fear don't help. They just make you look for more things. Look for your real feelings." When I don't say anything, waiting for her to explain further, she goes on. "Your real feelings are ones with true meaning. You feel joy when you think of someone dear to you. You can miss, you can grieve. It's not wrong. Things like guilt and fear are what you want to feel to cover the ones you need to feel." She looks at one spot on the ground as if she's recalling some old memory. Too dramatic for an office.

"You want me to give up looking for them?" I question in pure frustration.

"I'm telling you that it's not your fault." Her tone is rough.

"And who are you to tell me that? You come out of nowhere, pull a gun on me, tell me it's not my fault, and now do you honestly believe I'll just listen and walk by your side?" I snap. "I have other important things to do, lady. You probably have someone to look for as well." I motion with my hands and arms as I speak, and in a very unexpected way, the so-called officer listens to me as I do so.

"Opra. My name is Opra, not lady." She says solemnly. "And no, I don't believe that you will walk by my side like that. I might be able to help you, that's all." I watch her blankly. "What's your name?" she pauses. "Seriously this time." She tilts her head. I exhale through my nose, knowing I’m yet to puzzle her out.

"Just call me Kenza." I say and she nods. "Do you know which way the sea is?"

"No." She says simply. "But I think I can try to go back where I came from, maybe it can be easier to figure it out that way." She gestures behind her where I can only see darkness illuminated by the moonlight. "Can you walk?" 

I chuckle in disbelief. "You know, I really don't understand how humans can so easily switch from brutal to caring in a matter of seconds." She begins guiding me towards the sea—or where she thinks it is. I remain prepared for a cryptic behavior from her, which makes me keep space between us. "More like women." She says. I chuckle with a surprising frankness this time.

"As if you're not one." I reply. "If you hadn't spoken, It would've taken me longer to figure that out."

"Oh, that." She stops, making me do the same, reaches for the back of her head and unwraps the black mask. "Beautiful, aren't I?"

Say what?
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Chapter 4

My eyes are wide when I stumble backwards, unbalanced. "But—" I open my mouth to continue, but my words withdraw. She sighs. "I know." The mask slips from her fingers. "I can explain everything, now that I'm on an island and have no clue if I'll leave it any time soon." 

"Baba and I spoke about this—how—" I’m struck, aware of everything in a moment. I knew her name’s familiar. She’s the bodyguard whom my father hired for me. I recognise that hairstyle, a bun at the nape of her neck. The hairstyle every female wears at my father's headquarters. And that face. I've only seen her once when my father introduced me to her.

"You're Opra." I almost gasp.

"That's me." She salutes with two fingers. "Look, I'm sorry you have to deal with this all at once, but I really didn't want you to consider me a spy. When—if we get out of here, I'll stop bodyguarding you, or leave the HQ if your father doesn't want that, which is probably true. I need you to know that it was my duty—"

"How long have you been doing that?" my tone is stern, ignoring her explanation.

"About a month or two." She can't look me in the eye.

"How did you even find me?" I try my hardest to ignore the betrayal eating at me, even though my father and I aren't close to begin with. I've only been to his headquarters very few times to visit, mostly when he wanted to talk about things I didn’t care to hear, but always did anyway. My stomach is a pile of ash, and her attempt at explaining only makes it on fire.

"I didn't find you." She responds, fixing the laces of her boot. "I was trying to find other officers just like you are trying to find your people." She pauses. "You were simply in the same part of this forest as I am. Not on purpose. I wouldn't keep guarding you instead of trying to survive after being dragged unconscious out of an airplane, woman. But I was going to look for you eventually."

"Other officers?!" I think out loud. "How many did he set up?"

"Calm down. He didn't set them up, they were on another mission. Nothing related to you. I was the only one who had anything to do with you."  She sits on a rock nearby when I just stare. "I don't like this either, Kenzarina."

"You already knew my name, didn't you?" I say in annoyance. Some part of me believes she truly regrets it, while the other is just raw rage. She falls silent to my question, and I shake my head in response, dazed by my idiocy.

"Get up right this instant." I order. "Show me the way to the sea, and don't breathe another word about what I just figured out. I have other important things to figure out instead." I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to shut my thoughts as well. I open them again, and she’s already up. We walk for a while in silence, nothing but the sound of sleeping crickets playing in the background of my screaming thoughts.

"Do you know how to use a gun?" Opra cuts the silence with a few words.

"Yeah." I answer. "My father taught me before he got married to my step mother. I've never held a gun since then." I watch my feet collide with the ground as I speak, crushing plants under the white shoes that are supposedly matching Zayn's.

"Do you want to try again?" she asks as though it's merely a game.

"Why do you even want to know?" I turn my head to her.

"Because if we ever get attacked or outnumbered, I won't have time or effort to fight for both of us." She isn’t joking as the words leave her. "Not that I'm not good enough, or that I wasn't getting paid for—basically doing that." She rolls her eyes to no one in particular. "But lack of food and water can be draining."

"How do you think that could happen here? People are too busy trying to survive. They probably don't have time to pull weapons on us. That's if they even have any on them." I shake my head in disbelief. "But I don't have anything to do, and you seem like you don’t know where you’re taking us, so yeah. I'd like to try again." I sigh and stop walking.

She stops as well, looking around us. "We need as much space as possible. I'm not ready to be shot by a 19-year-old." She continues walking around as she speaks, measuring the amount of space between us using her eyes.

"Of course she knows my age." I mumble to myself.

"What was that?" She turns her head back to me.

"Nothing important." I fake a smile. When she resumes her measuring, the smile is gone and replaced by a look I’d give my enemies. "How old are you?" I ask

"25." She replies. “Stay where you are." She stands a few meters far from me in the darkness, her figure facing mine. "You know how to catch things right?" She takes the gun out of her pocket.

"You're kidding." I gape at her. "You can't possibly throw a gun at me, Opra—" And before I can continue the assumption, she throws the gun at me, and to my surprise, I catch it, sensing the heavy weight of it between my hands. "You know how bad that could've ended?" my voice is loud.

She shrugs. "You're a natural. Why do you study linguistics?" 

I'm not even surprised she knows what I study too.

"If you dare and do anymore of your idiotic drills, then consider me a threat to my father's headquarters, because this is called violence, and not a classic drill." I feel the emptiness of the threat even as I utter it.

"See, you already know this is a drill. Seriously, why did you not sign up for something more serious?" she flexes the muscles of her arms and shoulders so casually you’d think she just woke up. "Speaking from a 4-year experience in politics, bodyguarding, and—"

"Enough!" I shout, not bearing any of this anymore. "I speak a lot of languages, but certainly not police language." She's blinking at me as if I grew a tail. "Firstly, speak English. Secondly, don't practice more classic drill stuff on me. Third, and most importantly, tell me what to do with this bloody gun before I rage with all the shots in it and aim them at you."

"Okay, calm down." She's pushing the air in my direction as if to calm me down. Then, she reaches in her pocket and pulls out another shotgun.

My eyes go wide again. "How many do you have?!"

"Just 2."

"Just?" I echo in question, eyes wide.

"Usually, I have more, but I got punished at training recently, so—let me teach you already." She straightens her spine.

"You—"

"Get into position." She cuts me off. 

I sigh, delaying my questions. I try to reflect her stiff back and the precise space between her feet.

"I'm in a dress. This won't be as cool as you expect." I extend my arms with the gun gripped in my hands, pointing it at the floor.

"Doesn't matter. As long as you have skills, clothes are the least you should care about."

"And?" I question. "Where am I supposed to point the gun?"

"At me."

"You are not okay."

“Honestly, none of us are.” She lowers her gun. “But even if you can dodge like I do, we won’t switch positions–if that’s what might potentially occur to you, which I don’t–”

“What are you even saying?” I stare at her blankly as she goes on. 

“–your father would kill me if I don’t get you out of here in one piece.” She concludes.

"As much as I find you extremely difficult to understand, you make it sound as if we can leave this island easily. I admire that thinking, it's positive in a way." I admit.

"Why thank you." She smiles, tilting her head to one side. "But you probably know how repulsive it'd be if we just shoot at trees."

"I'm really not going to risk killing you inadvertently. Find some object we can use instead." I suggest.

"I'm your bodyguard, after all. It's my job to basically become your servant even in a forest as well, isn't it?" before I can reply, she swiftly turns so her back is facing me, and shoots at the ground. Her moves are so accurate and calculated that I'm stunned in place.

She slowly turns around to face me again.

"Just a snake." She smiles innocently.

"How..." I fail to comment.

"Oh, they've been around me since I opened my eyes. That one was a small baby. Very venomous, however."  She says casually, as if she didn't just kill a snake.

"You've seen bigger?"

"Unfortunately, yes."

"Opra, you do know that this is my first time holding a gun in almost 3 years right? I don't go around shooting snakes like that." 

"I do. But also, what do we have if not time, good friend?" Her face isn't very visible in the darkness of the forest and from meters apart, but I still notice the slight smirk she has on.

"Friend? Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, alright?”

"No." She replies like I asked for her opinion.

"Great." I bite out.

"Great."

"What about this?" I pick up a random, unusually big leaf and walk to a big grey rock, placing it in the middle. "I'll use it as an aim." I turn back to her. It’s cold out here, but not in a fashion that has wind blowing the leaf away.

She hums. "Not your worst idea." Opra stands beside me, right in front of the rock. I move away to give her space, watching her from a distance. "I'll shoot at this one and you watch my moves." Her eyes are on the rock as she speaks to me. "If you're not a fast learner, I'll instruct you." And then she fires the gun, the leaf ending with a hole in the middle, and the rocky surface beneath it is now charcoal black. And—

"Merciful God, what's that smell?" I scrunch my nose and wave the strong smell of air away. "It smells like a burnt piece of wool in here."

She chuckles. "That's the best thing you'd smell training as a bodyguard. You're just too royalty for those sorts of scents."

I look at her like she’s eating chicken toenails. "Move." I walk to the rock, picking up another leaf, and placing it on the rock instead of the damaged one that’s already shot mercilessly by Opra.

I imitate the way she stood a minute ago, spreading my feet shoulder width apart. I grip the gun tightly with one hand because the other connects to my sore shoulder. I take a deep breath, and pull the trigger.

"Good enough." The leaf is not damaged, but there's a black hole through the edge. "You could've shot it through the middle if you used both your hands."

"I can't do that." I turn my head to the side where she stands, watching me.

"Why?" her brows knit.

I exhale. "My shoulder feels like a heavy piece of muscle sitting on my back." I get it off my chest. " I can live with it, though."

"And you let me make you hold a gun like that?!" For the first time, there’s solid somberness in her voice.

"I can live with it." I say, walking to a different rock so I can sit on it.

She huffs in annoyance. "Does it hurt when you touch it?" the loyalty to my father’s orders appears on her urgency.

"Not really. I just feel pressure." I reply.

"Is it swollen?"

"No. I checked my shoulder a few hours before I met you, it was reddish. It's probably not that red anymore."

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

"According to you, it shouldn't be broken."

I frown. "I stopped considering that a long time ago."

"Good. Now go on. We're not done yet."

I groan as I get up, and start shooting at leaves again.
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