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  Prologue

  
  




Everything was too bright.

The light above me buzzed and flickered, stinging my eyes like needles. My hands trembled where they rested on the cold metal bed, the paper beneath me crinkling as I clenched it in my fists. The scent of antiseptic clung to my nose, sharp and bitter. I wanted to move, to speak, to scream—but I couldn’t. My mouth was dry, lips parted, but nothing came out.

A muffled voice. “Heart rate spiking. BP dropping—”

Another voice, urgent and low. “It’s reacting… Something’s wrong with the sample. That’s not normal.”

Sample? I blinked, but everything was blurry. My eyes rolled back.

The pain hit first. Not sharp. No. It was a burning, crawling ache that started at my core and spread like wildfire through my veins. Like lava pouring into my bones.

I heard my own voice screaming before I realized it was mine.

“She’s seizing!”

“Get the sedative—now!”

There were shadows around me. Shapes moving. Cold hands pressing against my arms, my chest. Something jabbed into my IV. I heard the beep-beep-beep of machines going wild.

But I couldn’t focus. My head was spinning, floating, breaking apart.

Then it happened.

A flash.

The lights dimmed. Or maybe they just disappeared.

I wasn’t on the table anymore.

I was… somewhere else.

The ground under my bare feet was wet, soft. Grass, maybe. A full moon loomed above, glowing deep red like it was bleeding into the sky. Stars blinked like watching eyes.

“Mommy,” a voice whispered.

I turned.

A child stood in the field, maybe five years old. Small. Pale skin. Golden-silver eyes that glowed in the dark.

“Who… who are you?” I asked. My voice sounded distant, like it wasn’t mine.

The child smiled. A sad smile.

“You know me.”

Then the sky cracked open.

Light spilled through like fire.

I reached for the child. The field around us started burning.

“No—wait!”

My hand never touched them. They vanished in the flames.

And I fell. Hard. Back into my body.




***




I gasped.

My chest heaved. Air hit my lungs like ice. The lights returned. The room returned.

But everything was different.

I heard glass shatter. Someone shouted, “Back! Everyone back!”

“What the hell is going on?”

A nurse screamed. I saw her stumble away, eyes wide in terror.

The doctor at my bedside didn’t move. He just stared.

At me.

No—at my stomach.

I followed his gaze.

There was a faint golden glow beneath my skin. Right where they’d inseminated me.

The glow pulsed.

And then—

Heat exploded inside me.

Not pain. Not like before.

It was… power.

My spine arched off the table as the heat surged through me. My fingers curled. My teeth clenched.

I could hear it in my blood. A rhythm. Like a second heartbeat.

Then—stillness.

Complete, eerie stillness.

The machines were silent. The monitors dead.

The lights flickered and went dark.

And in the silence, I heard it.

A whisper.

Not from outside.

From inside me.

“Protect me.”

My eyes flew open.

And I screamed.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Lena’s POV




I always thought the worst pain came from losing a loved one. Turns out, it’s watching them betray you while standing in the kitchen you built together.

“Michael?” I blinked twice, just to be sure the wine glass in my hand wasn’t making me hallucinate.

The thump. The giggle. Her voice.

Jael. My best friend.

No. My ex-best friend.

He didn’t even flinch when I stepped inside. Just pulled the sheet up over their sweaty bodies like it was normal. Like this was a Tuesday.

I stood there, frozen, mouth open like some kind of glitching robot. The glass slipped from my hand and shattered against the tile. Perfect. Just like my life.

“Lena, wait—”

“Don’t.” My voice came out thin, stretched like old paper. I looked at Jael. She couldn’t meet my eyes. Her mascara was smeared down one cheek. She looked like guilt. He looked like regret.

I didn’t need either.

“You did this in our bed. My bed.”

Michael tried to get up. I turned around and walked. I didn’t slam the door. Didn’t scream. Just picked up my keys off the hook and walked out like my soul wasn’t bleeding out through the bottom of my feet.

The tears came three blocks away, sitting in my car, hands shaking so hard I couldn’t get the damn key into the ignition. I pressed my forehead to the steering wheel and let the sobs take me. My makeup melted down my face in rivers.

I thought I was done crying. I wasn’t.

Hours passed. I didn’t go to a friend’s place—because she was the friend. I didn’t call my sister—because I didn’t want the pity. Instead, I drove to a hotel. Checked in with red eyes and mascara tracks. The guy at the counter didn’t ask. I liked him for that.

Room 302 smelled like bleach and hopelessness.

I dropped my phone on the bed, sat down next to it, and stared at the wall. What now? Cry more? Throw up? Break something?

No. I wanted a baby.

That thought snapped through my head like lightning. It didn’t belong in this moment. Or maybe it did.

I’d spent three years with a man who said he loved me. Said we’d have kids. Then it was “not yet,” then “I’m not ready,” and then it was Jael in my bed.

I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. Picked up my phone. Googled the clinic.

“Harbor Ridge Fertility Center.”

I’d bookmarked it a year ago. A ‘just in case’ fantasy I never thought I’d need.

They had a 24/7 online consultation system. I clicked.

A chat bubble popped up. “Hi! Ready to start your journey to parenthood? Let’s talk.”

I typed: “I want to schedule insemination.”

A pause.

“Of course! Would you like to come in for a consultation tomorrow or proceed as a walk-in emergency appointment?”

“Tomorrow morning. First available.”

Done.

I curled up in the stiff hotel bed and stared at the ceiling.

I wasn’t doing this to heal. Or to get revenge. Or to fill a hole.

I wanted this.

I was going to be a mother.




***




The next morning was gray. Rain tapped against the windshield like impatient fingers. I hadn’t slept. Didn’t even shower. I pulled my hoodie tight around my face and walked into the clinic with tired eyes and clenched fists.

The woman at the front desk smiled like I wasn’t falling apart.

“Lena Carter?”

I nodded.

“Dr. Marquez will see you in a moment. Please, have a seat.”

The waiting room smelled like lavender and new paint. Too clean. Too bright. It made me feel like a stain.

Dr. Marquez was young. Pretty. Looked like someone who had never cried in a hotel bed.

“Ms. Carter. I understand you’re looking to proceed with IUI?”

“Yes.”

“We usually recommend a preliminary exam and genetic consultation, but if you’re ready and we’ve confirmed your health records—”

“I’m ready.”

She paused. Then smiled softly.

“All right. I’ll have Nurse Jenna prep you for intake.”

Fifteen minutes later, I was in a gown, staring at a ceiling full of fake clouds and wishing I could float away.

Nurse Jenna had kind eyes. She moved gently, explaining everything in soft tones.

“This is the vial selected for your donor profile. Anonymous. Healthy. Strong genetic markers.”

“Okay.”

I didn’t care about strong jawlines or Ivy League degrees. I just wanted a baby. Something that would be mine. That no one could betray or take away.

She left the room. I closed my eyes. Breathed.

A strange humming filled the air.

It was probably just nerves. But something in my chest twisted like a knot of fire and ice. My skin prickled.

The room felt… heavy.

Like something had changed.

But I didn’t open my eyes.

I didn’t know that somewhere, across the city, a man had just received an alert.

In another ward of the clinic—one not open to the public—a different vial was missing.

And the child growing inside me would change everything.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Lena’s POV


I shouldn’t have come here alone.

But I had no one else.

My fingers were trembling as I signed the final form. The pen clicked loudly in the silent waiting room, like it was mocking how unsure I felt.

“Miss Carter?” A soft voice called my name.

I looked up. A nurse in pale blue scrubs stood in the hallway. She looked maybe twenty-five, blonde ponytail too tight, skin too pale, lips chewed raw like she’d been biting them all morning.

I forced a smile and stood. “That’s me.”

She nodded. “Right this way.”

I followed her through a pristine hallway that smelled like lavender and bleach. I hated that smell. Like something was trying too hard to be calm. Too sterile. Too… fake.

“Have you done this before?” I asked quietly.

The nurse didn’t look at me. “It’s a very simple procedure. You’ll be in and out.”

That wasn’t what I meant.

We reached a frosted-glass door. She scanned her badge and pushed it open.

“Prep room’s just in here. The doctor will be with you shortly.”

The moment I stepped inside, the air felt different. Heavier. The room was dim, lit only by the soft glow of one overhead panel. Machines hummed softly around me—screens, tubes, monitors. It didn’t look like the brochure.

I hesitated by the bed.

“Is something wrong?” she asked, and her voice cracked.

I turned. Her hands were shaking. She was holding a small metal tray, but her fingers were white-knuckled around it like it might fly away if she let go.

“There was a… mix-up,” she said suddenly.

My heart dropped.

“What?”

Her eyes flicked to the door, then to a camera in the corner of the ceiling. “Nothing,” she said quickly. “Everything’s fine.”

No it’s not.

She placed the tray on the counter with a clatter and practically ran out the door. It hissed shut behind her.

What the hell?

I sat on the edge of the bed, my arms wrapped around myself. Cold. The paper gown clung to my back. My toes curled against the chilly floor.

Minutes passed. Then more.

Still no doctor.

Still no answers.

I closed my eyes and leaned back, trying to breathe slowly. You’re doing this for you, Lena. This is your choice. Your body. Your baby. It doesn’t matter what Michael did. You don’t need anyone else.

A soft knock.

I jumped.

The door opened, and a tall man stepped inside. Mid-forties, hair salt-and-pepper, calm brown eyes behind his glasses. He looked more like a professor than a doctor.

“Miss Carter. I’m Dr. Kellam. Sorry for the wait.”

He smiled gently and washed his hands at the sink.

“Are you ready?” he asked, putting on gloves.

I nodded because if I spoke, I might scream.

He moved with calm precision, checking screens, adjusting tubes. “Just a simple insemination. We’ll use ultrasound guidance. You might feel pressure, maybe some cramping.”

I nodded again.

He pressed a few buttons. A large monitor flickered to life beside the bed, showing a hazy view of my lower abdomen.

“Your vitals are strong. Everything looks perfect.”

Perfect.

He picked up a vial. It shimmered under the fluorescent light, a thick gold band wrapped around the label.

For a split second, his brows drew together.

Then he blinked and smiled again. “All set.”

I lay back.

The machine clicked.

Pressure bloomed deep in my belly, not painful, just… strange.

Like something ancient was waking up.

The monitor beeped once.

Then again.

I looked up.

Dr. Kellam froze.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

The screen went white for a second. A faint pulse shimmered across it—like light through water, rippling outward in soft waves.

He stepped back.

A low sound hummed through the room. Not mechanical. Not from the machines.

It was… alive.

My stomach clenched. A warmth spread through my hips and chest and arms—tingling, prickling like static.

The lights flickered.

Dr. Kellam grabbed the side of the bed.

“What’s going on?!” I shouted.

He didn’t answer.

Another pulse, stronger this time. A golden glow shot across the screen, then vanished like it had never been there.

My heart thudded.

Then silence.

He turned slowly, mouth slightly open, eyes too wide. “You… shouldn’t be reacting like this,” he muttered.

I sat up, clutching the edge of the blanket. “What do you mean? What did you just
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