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Prologue

Room 001
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The first time I remembered the room, I was certain I had never been there.

That is the cruelty of memory. It does not return like a friend knocking politely at the door. It breaks in at midnight. It stands over your bed. It whispers your name in a voice you do not recognize and yet somehow have obeyed all your life.

Room 001 had no windows.

That was the first thing.

No windows, no clock, no sound of the sea, though the island was never far from water. Even in the center of town, the ocean breathed through everything: through shutters, through prayer, through the rot of old offices and the salt on men’s collars. But in that room there was no ocean. No wind. No God. Only a black padded table, a grey metal desk, and a chair positioned as if someone had been waiting for me.

I stood at the threshold with my hand on the door.

The brass plate lay inside the drawer.

Three numbers. Nothing more.

Yet the moment I saw them, my body remembered what my mind refused to know.

My tongue thickened. My palms became wet. Behind my eyes, a light began to swing from left to right. Left to right. Left to right.

A man’s voice said, “Look at me, Clark.”

I slammed the drawer shut.

The sound cracked through the room like a gunshot.

And then, from somewhere deep inside the machinery of my mind, a woman laughed.

Not cruelly. Not kindly.

Knowingly.

Angela.

I had not heard her voice in months.

Or perhaps I had heard it every day and called it instinct.

I backed away from the desk, one step, then another. My heel struck the doorframe. I turned and ran out into the corridor, up the stairs, across the suspended walkway, past students, nurses, clerks, cleaners, men with files under their arms, women speaking softly into telephones.

No one looked at me.

That is how I knew I was already gone.

Outside, the sun struck my face so hard I nearly fell. I gripped the railing and sucked air into my lungs like a drowning man newly thrown back into life.

Across the road, parked beneath a flame tree, was a white Pajero.

The driver’s window was halfway down.

Inside, a woman with black hair watched me.

She raised one hand.

Not a wave.

A warning.

Then my phone rang.

I looked at the screen.

UNKNOWN NUMBER.

I answered.

For three seconds there was only breathing.

Then a man said, “Captain Saiid, you were never supposed to open that door.”

I could not move.

“Who is this?” I asked.

A pause.

Then the man smiled. I could hear it.

“You already know.”

The line went dead.

And that was the moment I understood the terrible truth.

The flight I did not take had not saved my life.

It had begun the experiment.
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Chapter One

The Last Flight
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On the morning my life ended, the sky was too beautiful for tragedy.

That is what I remember most.

Not the letter. Not the chief pilot’s face. Not the way the engine of the Twin Otter coughed itself awake without me inside it. What I remember is the sky over Gan: wide, merciless, bright as polished glass. A sky that looked innocent because it had never been asked to answer for anything.

I was twenty-eight years old, old enough to believe I understood disappointment, young enough to think I could still bargain with destiny.

I arrived late.

Not dangerously late. Not the kind of late that ruins a flight schedule or earns a warning in red ink. Just late enough for fate to notice me.

Universal Airlines was in that strange condition companies enter before they die. The walls had been repainted, the logo polished, the staff ordered to smile with a brightness that fooled no one. Everyone knew Empire Airlines was circling us. Everyone knew there would be redundancies. But knowing a storm is coming does not prepare you for the exact second lightning chooses your body.

The departure lounge was almost empty. Two security guards leaned beside the scanner, bored and ceremonial, like men guarding the entrance to a tomb no one wanted to visit. Beyond the glass, the Twin Otter waited, white belly glinting in the sun, propellers still.

I had flown that aircraft dozens of times.

That morning, I thought I would fly it again.

I was wrong.

I stepped onto the tarmac with my checklist in hand and Malicia on my mind.

Malicia.

Even now, after all the years, her name carries a perfume of humiliation.

She had asked me the night before to collect something for her. A small errand. A meaningless thing. But love, when you are young and afraid of losing it, makes every small request feel like a test administered by the gods. I had forgotten. Or delayed. Or resisted. I cannot remember which truth is most convenient anymore.

Back then, my life revolved around her. She was not my girlfriend so much as my control tower. When she approved of me, I landed safely. When she withdrew, I circled in fog.

I climbed into the cockpit and reached for the switches.

That was when I saw the chief pilot walking toward me.

He did not hurry. Men bringing bad news rarely do. They approach slowly because they have already survived the explosion they are about to place in your hands.

He carried an envelope.

My name was typed on the front.

CLARK SAIID.

Not Captain Saiid.

Not Pilot Officer Saiid.

Just the name my mother had given me and the world was about to reduce to nothing.

“Clark,” he said, softly. “Come with me to the office.”

I looked past him at the aircraft. “We’re boarding in ten minutes.”

“I know.”

There are two words that can empty a man.

I know.

I followed him.

The walk from the aircraft to the office took three minutes. In my memory it took three hours. The sun became heavy. The tarmac stretched like wet tar. Every sound sharpened: the distant laughter of tourists, a gull tearing open the morning, the click of the chief pilot’s shoes.

Behind me, the aircraft engine started.

I turned.

Another man had taken my place.

He sat where I should have sat, hands moving with the calm efficiency of someone who had not yet learned that a seat can become a coffin, that a uniform can become a costume, that the life you built can be handed to another man before the sweat dries under your collar.

Inside the office, the air conditioner was too cold.

The chief pilot closed the door.

He did not ask me to sit. Perhaps he knew that once a man sits to receive his sentence, some part of him never stands again.

“Clark,” he began, “as you know, the company has been experiencing financial difficulty.”

There it was. The language of murder dressed as administration.

Financial difficulty.

Restructuring.

Operational necessity.

Human resources.

Every system has its poetry. It is written to make violence sound reasonable.

He spoke of losses, mergers, leadership decisions. He said nothing about corruption. Nothing about the men with the right surnames and the wrong consciences. Nothing about who had stolen, who had lied, who had signed contracts in private rooms while ordinary workers prayed in public ones.

“Nothing is more essential to leadership,” he said, “than carefully deciding who to keep and who to leave aside.”

I almost laughed.

Instead, I felt something inside me go still.

Not calm.

Still.

There is a difference.

Calm is peace.

Stillness is the body preparing either to kill or collapse.

“Sir,” I said, “water and fire cannot be kept in the same vessel.”

He blinked.

I continued because something in me had already stepped beyond employment, beyond fear, beyond the obedient posture expected of men whose wages can be stopped.

“The corrupt are treacherous. Deceitful. Proud. They grab profits and call it strategy. They destroy companies and call it leadership. Then they offer wisdom to the people they have ruined.”

His face tightened. “Clark—”

“How could we not see this coming?”

From the lounge outside, a voice floated through the glass.

“When the source is deep,” it sang, “the flow is long.”

I turned toward the sound.

No one was there.

The chief pilot cleared his throat.

“Change is imminent,” he said. “You cannot have everything as you wish.”

I looked at the envelope in my hand.

It was light.

That offended me. A man’s life should have weight. If you are going to destroy someone’s future, the paper should at least feel heavy.

My hands began to tingle. Heat moved up my neck. Then cold. Then a strange scratching sensation under the skin, as though invisible insects were trying to escape me.

Somewhere in my mind a hymn began to play.

Why me, Lord?

I did not believe in signs then.

I believed in paychecks, flight hours, polished shoes, and the ability of a man to improve his life by waking early and doing what was asked of him.

That morning cured me.

I left the office with my letter folded in half.

Outside, the Twin Otter lifted into the sky.

Without me.

I watched it rise, small and clean against the blue, carrying tourists to a neighboring island, carrying another pilot into the life that had been mine ten minutes earlier. Everyone who saw it probably thought it was just another flight.

They did not know they were watching the first witness leave the crime scene.

By the time I reached the car park, I had stopped feeling my hands.

The lot was full, but my car looked abandoned. I sat inside and closed the door. The world went muffled. For a few seconds I could see my reflection in the windscreen: pilot’s shirt, empty eyes, a man still dressed for the life he no longer had.

Soon my mother and I would run out of money.

Soon the house would become a question.

Soon people would hear.

In a small country, news does not travel. It multiplies.

I imagined men at cafés lowering their voices, women at counters pausing over bread, former colleagues offering sympathy with the secret satisfaction of those not chosen by disaster.

Poor Clark.

He had potential.

Potential is what people call you when they are relieved they do not have your life.

I leaned back and closed my eyes.

A memory came to me. Ivan’s voice. A conversation from months before, when I had laughed at him for sounding like a man selling peace from the back of a van.

“The easiest way to defeat depression,” Ivan had said, “is to retrieve a joyful memory and live it completely. Two thoughts cannot occupy the mind at the same time.”

So I tried.

Not because I believed him.

Because drowning men do not question the rope.

I reached for a memory of Malicia.

Her head on my shoulder. Her laughter near the beach. The way she once said my name as though it belonged to someone worth keeping.

For one beautiful second, I almost found her.

Then my phone rang.

Her name lit the screen.

MALICIA.

I answered too quickly.

“Where are you?” she demanded. “Addu or Gan? You were supposed to pick me up for lunch, remember?”

I opened my mouth.

No sound came.

“Clark?”

“I’m on Gan,” I said.

“What do you mean you’re on Gan? Are you not flying?”

I looked through the windscreen at the empty sky.

“Not anymore.”

A silence.

Not concern.

Calculation.

“I need to see you,” I said. “I need someone to talk to. I need support.”

I hated the word as soon as it left me.

Support.

It made me sound like a damaged wall.

“I can’t right now,” she said. “I’m busy.”

“Malicia—”

“Talk later.”

The line died.

There are betrayals that arrive with shouting, broken plates, doors slammed hard enough to crack the frame.

And then there are betrayals like that.

Small.

Efficient.

Final.

I sat in my car with the phone still pressed to my ear, listening to nothing.

That was the moment I lost faith in the system.

By sunset, I would lose faith in God.

And before the night ended, a woman named Angela would rise from the sea and tell me the first lie that saved my life.

Or perhaps it was the first truth.

I am still not sure.

I drove with no destination.

That is not true.

The body always has a destination, even when the mind refuses to name it.

Mine took me south, away from offices, away from the airport, away from men who shook your hand while checking whether your replacement had already signed in.

The island narrowed. Houses thinned. The road became familiar in the way certain roads are familiar only to sadness. I had been there before, years earlier, with friends, with Malicia, with versions of myself I could no longer afford to remember.

By the time the moon rose, I had decided to die.

There is no dramatic music when a man makes such a decision. No thunder. No announcement from heaven. The thought enters softly, almost politely.

This pain could end.

That was all.

A simple sentence.

A clean door.

I parked near a secluded beach in the southern part of Malhe. The sand was pale under the moon, the ocean black beyond it. The full moon hung so low it seemed less like a celestial body than a witness called unwillingly to court.

I walked toward the water.

Each step was strangely calm.

Behind me: debt, humiliation, unemployment, Malicia’s indifference, my mother’s tired eyes, a country run by men who mistook greed for intelligence.

Ahead: silence.

I stood where the waves separated the sea from the sand.

I remember thinking that dying might be like diving into a deep lake on a hot day. A shock. A cold slap. Then surrender. Then nothing.

I stepped into the water.

It rose around my ankles.

My knees.

My waist.

The cold entered me like an accusation.

Above the moon, a cloud moved across the sky, briefly turning the water silver-black. My heart began to race. The body, coward that it is, loves life even when the mind has written its resignation.

I took another step.

Then another.

The water reached my chest.

I inhaled.

A hand touched my cheek.

Soft.

Warm.

Almost loving.

I screamed.

Not because someone was there.

Because some part of me knew her.

“No,” I said.

The word tore out of me, broken and childish.

The water shifted.

A woman stood in front of me.

Her eyes were open, but I could not look into them. I stared instead at her hands, pale in the moonlight, fingers dripping sea.

“Clark?” she whispered.

My name in her mouth sounded like an old secret.

“What were you trying to do?”

I stumbled backward, fell, swallowed salt water, clawed toward shore like an animal that had changed its mind too late.

The woman followed.

By the time I collapsed on the sand, coughing and shaking, she was standing over me with fury in her blue eyes.

“Clark Saiid,” she said, “you spineless twit.”

I blinked.

It is difficult to explain the absurdity of being rescued from death and insulted by a beautiful stranger in the same minute.

“Who are you?” I managed.

She knelt beside me.

For one second, the anger left her face, and beneath it I saw something worse.

Grief.

“My name is Angela,” she said. “And you are not allowed to leave yet.”

“Leave?”

“Die,” she snapped. “Don’t pretend to be stupid. It doesn’t suit you.”

I should have run.

Perhaps I did.

Memory does not return in order. It comes like torn pages thrown from a moving car.

I remember her crying.

I remember her grabbing my arms.

I remember her ordering me to hold her as if she were the one who had nearly drowned.

“You’re supposed to hold me,” she said into my chest.

So I did.

Tentatively at first.

Then tightly.

The moon came out from behind the cloud.

Her hair smelled of salt and something else. Jasmine, perhaps. Or memory. Or madness.

“I don’t want to be alone,” she whispered.

Neither did I.

That was how she found me.

Or how I invented her.

A man who has lost everything must be forgiven for creating the one person who tells him to live.

At least, that is what I believed for a while.

Until Dr. Fernandez started looking for her.

Until the woman in the Pajero handed me the poisoned water.

Until the psychologist swung the little metal ball before my face.

Until Room 001 opened.

Until I learned that Angela had been dead for thirteen years.
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Chapter Two

The Woman from the Water

[image: ]


The morning after I decided not to die, I woke with sand in my hair and blood under my fingernails.

For several seconds, I did not know where I was.

My bedroom ceiling hovered above me, pale and cracked, a familiar country I had visited every day of my life and yet, on that morning, could not place. The fan turned slowly, clicking once every revolution like a patient counting down the remaining seconds of my sanity.

Click.

Click.

Click.

I raised my hand to my face.

Salt.

Skin.

A shallow cut near my cheekbone.

I sat up too quickly, and the room leaned.

The sea came back to me in pieces.

Moonlight.

Cold water.

A hand on my cheek.

A woman’s voice saying my name as if she had been waiting years to use it.

Angela.

The name moved through me with the softness of a prayer and the sharpness of a blade.

I looked down.

My shirt was dry.

That made no sense.

I remembered walking into the ocean fully clothed. I remembered collapsing on the sand, coughing salt from my lungs. I remembered her arms around me. I remembered her crying into my chest and calling me a coward with such tenderness that, for one dangerous moment, I had wanted to live only so she would not be angry.

But my shirt was dry.

My trousers were folded over the chair.

Clean.

My shoes sat beside the door, polished, aligned, obedient.

No sand.

No water.

No proof.

There is a particular kind of fear that comes when the world tidies itself around your madness.

I swung my legs off the bed.

The floor was cold.

From the kitchen came the familiar sounds of my mother: a spoon against a pot, a cupboard closing, the soft clearing of her throat before she spoke to the dog as if he were a man late for work.

“Bob, move from there. You are not a carpet.”

Bob thumped his tail once in protest.

I stood, then stopped.

On my bedside table lay my termination letter.

I had not placed it there.

At least, I did not remember placing it there.

The envelope was open. The paper had been unfolded and smoothed flat, as though someone had read it carefully and decided I deserved to suffer in neatness.

Across the bottom of the page, in handwriting I did not recognize, was a single sentence.
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The flight you missed was not the one that mattered.
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I stared at the words.

The ink was blue.

The handwriting elegant, old-fashioned, feminine.

Angela.

My first instinct was joy.

That should frighten you.

When a strange woman appears from the sea, saves you from suicide, knows your name, disappears into darkness, and somehow writes a message in your bedroom while you sleep, joy should not be the first emotion.

Fear, perhaps.

Alarm.

A reasonable desire to call the police.

But joy came first, warm and humiliating.

Because she was real.

Or because madness had become kind enough to leave evidence.

I touched the paper.

The ink did not smudge.

“Clark?” my mother called from the kitchen. “Are you awake?”

I folded the letter quickly, as if hiding pornography.

“Yes, Mum.”

“Come eat before the tea gets cold.”

In our house, tea was not a beverage. It was a philosophy. Tea meant whatever happened outside these walls, you will sit, you will drink, you will continue. Nations could collapse, lovers could abandon you, airlines could discard you like used boarding passes, but tea would be poured.

I washed my face and looked in the mirror.

The man looking back at me seemed unfinished.

His eyes were too alert. His mouth carried the residue of shame. There was a bruise beginning under his jaw, yellow at the edges, blooming quietly.

I touched it.

Pain answered.

Good.

Pain, at least, did not lie.

When I entered the kitchen, my mother did not look at me immediately. That was her mercy. She had a way of giving a person three or four seconds to assemble a face before she inspected it.

She placed a plate in front of me.

Fish stew.

Rice.

Tea.

The holy trinity of surviving island life.

Only then did she look.

Her eyes paused at the bruise.

“Did you fall?”

I sat.

“Yes.”

“Where?”

I lifted the cup. “Near the beach.”

“At night?”

I drank too quickly and burned my tongue.

“Yes.”

She sat opposite me, folding her hands in front of her. My mother had never been a loud woman. She did not need volume. Silence, in her possession, was a surgical instrument.

“Were you alone?”

I thought of Angela’s wet hair against my chest.

“Yes,” I said.

My mother watched me.

The lie stood between us like a third person.

After a while she nodded, not because she believed me, but because mothers sometimes allow their sons the dignity of choosing which room of the truth they will die in.

“You lost your job,” she said.

It was not a question.

I looked up sharply.

She reached into the pocket of her apron and took out a folded piece of paper.

My termination letter.

Not the one from my room.

Another copy.

For a moment I could not breathe.

“Where did you get that?”

“It was pushed under the front door this morning.”

“When?”

“Before sunrise.”

“Did you see who brought it?”

“No.”

She slid it across the table.

This copy was different.

The official letter was the same: Universal Airlines, corporate language, sorrow without responsibility. But at the bottom, where Angela’s message had appeared on mine, another sentence had been written.

This time the handwriting was blocky.

Masculine.
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Do not meet her again.
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The kitchen went very quiet.

Even Bob stopped breathing at my feet.

My mother looked at the paper, then at me.

“Who is her?”

I did not answer.

“Clark.”

The way she said my name made me six years old again, guilty of breaking something I had not yet learned how to confess.

“I met someone,” I said.

My mother’s expression did not change.

“When?”

“Last night.”

“After you lost your job?”

“Yes.”

“On the beach?”

“Yes.”

“A woman?”

“Yes.”

“What is her name?”

I hesitated.

The name felt private. Sacred, even. As if saying it aloud in daylight might reduce it to something explainable.

“Angela.”

My mother’s face altered.

Not much.

But enough.

It was the slightest tightening around the mouth, the brief dimming of the eyes, the body’s tiny betrayal before the mind can command it back into stillness.

“You know her?” I asked.

“No.”

“You reacted.”

“I reacted because my son met a strange woman on a beach at night and returned home with bruises and letters pushed under the door.”

“You recognized the name.”

“No.”

“Mum.”

Her palm struck the table.

The spoon jumped.

Bob fled.

“Do not interrogate me like I am one of your airline managers.”

The anger shocked both of us.

She looked away first.

Outside, a motorbike passed. Somewhere, a neighbor laughed. The ordinary world continued, vulgar in its indifference.

My mother rose and turned toward the sink.

“When a man is drowning,” she said quietly, “he will hold on to anything. Even a snake.”

“She saved me.”

The words escaped before I could stop them.

My mother went still.

I saw her reflection in the kitchen window. Her eyes closed.

“Saved you from what?”

The question opened beneath me like a grave.

I could have lied again.

I almost did.

But there are lies that protect others, and lies that rot the soul of the person who speaks them. I had already lost my job, my pride, and whatever poor illusion I had mistaken for love. I did not want to lose the one person who had been praying for me long before I knew I needed prayer.

“I went into the water,” I said.

My mother turned around slowly.

“I didn’t want to come back.”

There it was.

The room received the truth and did not collapse.

My mother’s face did.

She crossed the kitchen before I could stand and took my head in both her hands. She did not cry. Crying would have been easier. Instead she held me so tightly that her fingers hurt my temples.

“My child,” she whispered. “My child.”

I closed my eyes.

For a few seconds, I was not twenty-eight, not unemployed, not broken, not the coward Angela had dragged out of the sea.

I was my mother’s son.

That was all.

And it was almost enough.

Almost.

Then the phone rang.

We both looked toward the sitting room.

The sound cut through the house again.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

My mother wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, though no tears had fallen.

“Leave it,” she said.

But I already knew I would not.

Some calls do not ring from outside.

They ring from the part of you that has already decided to open the door.

I walked to the phone.

The number on the screen was unfamiliar.

LOCAL CALLER.

I answered.

“Hello?”

At first, nothing.

Then soft breathing.

Then a woman’s voice.

Not Angela.

This voice was smoother. Older. Perfumed with money.

“Captain Saiid?”

I did not correct her.

“Yes.”

“My name is Mrs. Fernandez.”

I knew the name.

Everyone did.

Dr. Fernandez was the kind of man people called famous when they were afraid to call him ruthless. He owned clinics, chaired committees, funded campaigns, appeared in newspapers beside ministers, priests, and foreign investors. He had the polished manners of a man who could ruin you while asking after your mother’s health.

His wife was known for her beauty.

And for never appearing twice with the same face.

“We’ve met,” she said. “Several times. On your flights.”

I remembered her then: late thirties, expensive sunglasses, lips shaped by doctors, a smile that made men adjust their posture. She had flown with us often. She always smelled of white flowers and cold money.

“Yes,” I said. “I remember.”

“I’m sorry about what happened at Universal.”

My grip tightened on the phone.

News multiplies.

“Thank you.”

“My husband may be able to help.”

In the kitchen doorway, my mother watched me.

“With what?” I asked.

“With employment. With your future.”

“My future was dismissed yesterday.”

A soft laugh.

“Then perhaps it can be rehired today.”

I said nothing.

“Come and see me,” she continued. “There are things you should know.”

“About what?”

A pause.

When she spoke again, the warmth had cooled.

“About the woman you met last night.”

The room tilted.

I turned away from my mother.

“How do you know about her?”

“Clark,” Mrs. Fernandez said, and there was something almost tender in the way she used my name, “you are in danger.”

“From Angela?”

“No.”

“Then from who?”

Another pause.

This time, when she answered, her voice was nearly a whisper.

“From the people who made you see her.”

The line went dead.

I stood there holding the phone long after the call ended.

My mother approached slowly.

“What did she want?”

I placed the receiver down.

“She knows Angela.”

My mother’s face hardened.

“Who called?”

“Mrs. Fernandez.”

The name struck her strangely. Not fear, exactly. Recognition’s darker cousin.

“Stay away from that family,” she said.

“You know them?”

“Everybody knows them.”

“That is not what I asked.”

She looked toward the window.

For the first time in my life, my mother seemed old.

Not elderly.

Old in the secret way people become when the past lifts its head inside them.

“Your father once knew Dr. Fernandez,” she said.

The sentence entered me slowly.

My father was not a subject we discussed. He existed in our house as a framed photograph, a surname, and an absence so complete it had become furniture. I knew he had died when I was young. I knew not to ask too many questions. Children learn the architecture of grief before they learn grammar.

“What do you mean he knew him?”

My mother took the two letters from the table.

The one from Universal.

The one pushed under the door.

She placed them together, side by side, studying the handwriting at the bottom of each.

One feminine.

One masculine.

The flight you missed was not the one that mattered.

Do not meet her again.

Her lips moved silently, as if she were reading a prayer backward.

“Mum.”

She looked at me then.

And in her eyes I saw something worse than fear.

Guilt.

“Before your father died,” she said, “he told me there are men who do not kill the body first.”

I waited.

Her voice dropped.

“They kill the mind. Then they let the body continue walking.”

The fan clicked overhead.

Click.

Click.

Click.

I thought of the sea.

I thought of Angela’s hand on my cheek.

I thought of Mrs. Fernandez saying, the people who made you see her.

Then, outside, a car slowed in front of our house.

My mother and I turned together.

Through the curtain, I saw a white Pajero.

The driver’s window lowered.

For one second, Mrs. Fernandez looked directly at me.

She was more beautiful than I remembered.

And more frightened.

Beside her sat another woman.

Long black hair.

Dark eyes.

A face I had never seen before.

Yet my body reacted before my mind could explain why.

My stomach tightened.

My palms went wet.

Behind my eyes, a small metal ball began to swing.

Left.

Right.

Left.

Right.

The woman with black hair smiled.

Then she lifted one finger to her lips.

Be quiet.

Mrs. Fernandez pressed something against the inside of the windshield.

A folded white paper.

Then the Pajero drove away.

I ran outside before my mother could stop me.

By the time I reached the road, the car had turned the corner.

Only the paper remained, tucked beneath the gate latch.

I unfolded it.

There was no message.

Only a photograph.

Old.

Sun-faded.

A young woman stood on the beach at sunset, smiling at whoever had taken the picture. Her hair was wet. Her eyes were bright. Around her neck hung a silver chain with a small wing pendant.

I knew that face.

Angela.

On the back of the photograph, someone had written three words.
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She drowned twice.
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I read them once.

Then again.

My mother came up behind me and saw the photograph over my shoulder.

The sound she made was not a scream.

It was worse.

It was the sound of a woman recognizing the dead.

Before I could ask her how she knew Angela, my phone vibrated in my pocket.

A message.

UNKNOWN NUMBER.
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Beach. Tonight. One hour after sunset. Come alone. Burn the photograph.
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I looked at the road where the Pajero had disappeared.

Then at the photograph in my hand.

Angela’s smile seemed to change in the sun.

Not much.

Just enough.

As if she knew I would come.

As if I always had.
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