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For every family carrying secrets they thought would protect the people they loved.

For the daughters who learned how to survive before they learned how to trust.

For the sons trying to become men while fighting battles nobody can see.

And for the ones who were born different...
who spent their whole lives pretending to be normal.
This one is for you.

— S.P. Lee
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It only hides it long enough for destiny to come collect.”
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Months later.

Peace finally exists.

The siblings joke together during a cookout while music plays outside.

For the first time in years, the family feels normal.

Then Malik notices a young little girl staring at him from across the street.

She whispers:
“You’re not the only family who survived.”
In her hand...
is a glowing silver pocket watch.
Fade out.

END.
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CHAPTER 1 

THE THINGS WE DON’T SAY
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Rain slapped against the windows hard enough to sound like fists.

The old house on Mayfield Avenue groaned every time thunder rolled across Houston, the pipes rattling deep inside the walls like the home itself was nervous about something coming.

Amelia stood at the kitchen sink staring into the darkness outside.

Not blinking.

Not moving.

Just watching.

The digital clock on the microwave flashed:

11:11 PM.

She swallowed.

Then looked away.

Quickly.

Too quickly.

“Ma,” Malik called from the living room, “you been standing there for like ten whole minutes.”

Amelia forced herself to move.

Forced herself to breathe.

“You worried about the storm?” Zuri asked.

Amelia grabbed a dish towel, drying already dry hands.

“I’m fine.”

That was her answer for everything.

I’m fine.

Even when her hands shook.
Even when she checked the locks three times.
Even when she jumped anytime unknown numbers called the house.
The kitchen smelled like garlic butter, fried catfish, and candle smoke. Music hummed softly from the old speaker near the refrigerator, slow R&B from another decade.

For a moment, they almost looked like a normal family.

Almost.

Zuri sat on the counter scrolling on her phone, one leg swinging lazily. At sixteen, she carried herself like somebody older. Protective eyes. Sharp mouth. Pretty enough people stared too long.

Nia sat at the table drawing in a spiral notebook, her curls piled high on her head. Quiet didn’t mean harmless where Nia was concerned.

And Malik (14), hoodie half-zipped, restless energy always bouncing through him, lay upside down across the couch with a basketball spinning slowly on his finger.

Thunder cracked.

The lights flickered.

Malik froze.

The basketball slipped from his hand.

The lights steadied again.

Nobody said anything.

But Amelia noticed.

She always noticed.

“You got homework?” she asked.

“I finished.”

“Check again.”

Malik groaned dramatically.

“You say that every night.”

“And every night you suddenly ‘forgot’ something.”

“I’m gifted, not forgetful.”

Zuri snorted.

“Nah. You definitely forgetful.”

“I know you not talking with them grades in chemistry.”

“Oh my God,” Zuri muttered.

Nia laughed quietly into her notebook.

Amelia watched them.

Listened to them.

Memorized them.

That was the part nobody understood.

Every laugh felt temporary to her.

Every normal moment felt borrowed.

Her phone buzzed against the counter.

Unknown Number.

Her stomach tightened instantly.

The room suddenly felt colder.

“Ma?” Nia asked softly.

Amelia grabbed the phone before anybody else could see.

Declined it.

Three seconds later it rang again.

Unknown Number.

Thunder growled outside.

Malik sat up now.

“You not gonna answer?”

Amelia stared at the screen.

The call stopped.

Then a voicemail notification appeared.

Her chest tightened.

She already knew.

Before even pressing play.

She knew.

The voice that filled the kitchen was smooth, elegant, and poisonous.

“Amelia, sweetheart...”

Amelia closed her eyes.

“Lord,” she whispered.

The children exchanged confused looks.

“I’ll be arriving tomorrow evening,” the woman continued. “Tell my grandchildren their grandmother misses them.”

Static crackled.

Then:

“And Amelia?
You can’t hide blood forever.”
The voicemail ended.

Silence swallowed the kitchen.

Outside, lightning split the sky so bright it turned the windows white.

“Grandma Lorraine?” Zuri asked.

Amelia slowly placed the phone down.

Her hands trembled.

Tiny tremors.

But enough.

“She coming here?” Malik asked.

Nobody missed the panic behind Amelia’s eyes.

Nia lowered her pencil.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Lie.

Amelia turned too fast, opening cabinets she didn’t need.

“I just forgot she was planning a visit.”

Another lie.

Zuri narrowed her eyes.

“You hate when Grandma comes.”

“I do not.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Watch your tone.”

“And watch yours,” Zuri snapped back.

The room tightened immediately.

Amelia hated when Zuri did that.

That look.

That fire.

Because it reminded her too much of somebody else.

“Go finish cleaning your room,” Amelia said.

“My room already clean.”

“Then clean it again.”

Zuri slid off the counter hard.

“This house always weird when her name come up.”

“Zuri.”

“No, seriously. Nobody talks about Dad. Nobody talks about Grandma. You act like everything normal when it’s not.”

“Enough.”

“No. I’m tired of secrets.”

The lights flickered again.

Harder this time.

Malik looked down at his hands.

The air around him buzzed faintly.

Amelia noticed.

Fear flashed across her face.

Real fear.

Not anger.

Fear.

Then suddenly every light in the kitchen exploded.

POP.

Glass shattered.

Nia screamed.

Darkness swallowed the room.

Rain hammered the roof.

The only illumination came from lightning outside.

Everybody breathed hard.

Nobody moved.

Malik’s chest rose fast.

“I didn’t.”

Amelia grabbed his face immediately.

Her voice dropped low.

Intense.

“Listen to me.”

He blinked.

“What?”

“If anything strange ever happens around you, let me know.”

Her fingers tightened.

“You tell nobody.”

Thunder shook the house.

“Ma, you scaring me.”

Amelia stared into her son’s eyes like she was searching for something.

Or dreading it.

Then she let him go.

Too fast.

The lights suddenly came back on.

Every bulb restored.

Like nothing happened.

Nobody spoke.

Nia slowly looked toward the microwave clock.

11:11 PM.

Still.

Not moving.

Zuri frowned.

“That clock broken?”

Amelia’s blood turned cold.

Because she had seen this before.

Years ago.

Before the fire.

Before the death.

Before everything shattered.

A knock hit the front door.

Three slow knocks.

Everybody jumped.

Amelia stared toward the hallway.

Nobody should’ve been outside in that storm.

Another knock.

Malik stood.

“I got it.”

“No!”

The word exploded from Amelia so violently the entire room froze.

She swallowed hard.

Too late.

The children were staring now.

Confused.
Concerned.
Suspicious.
Amelia walked slowly toward the front door.

Every step felt heavy.

The storm outside screamed against the house.

She looked through the peephole.

And stopped breathing.

A man stood beneath the rain in a black coat.

Tall.
Still.
Shadowed.
But familiar.

Painfully familiar.

Lightning flashed.

And for one impossible second...

The man disappeared.

Then reappeared closer.

Amelia stumbled backward.

The children rushed toward her.

“Who is it?” Zuri asked.

Amelia couldn’t answer.

Because outside that door stood a ghost.

Or a man who should’ve been one.

And deep down...

she already knew.

The past had finally come back for them.
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CHAPTER 2

INVISIBLE BOY
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Malik barely slept.

Every time thunder rolled through the city, he opened his eyes expecting to see that man still standing outside the house.

But by the time Amelia finally looked again last night

Nobody had been there.

No footprints.
No car.
Nothing.
Still, the tension stayed inside the house like smoke.

Heavy.

Uncomfortable.

The next morning felt fake.

Like everybody was pretending not to remember.

Amelia moved around the kitchen making pancakes while gospel music played softly from her phone, but her eyes kept drifting toward the windows.

Checking.

Watching.

Waiting.

“You burn those on purpose?” Zuri asked, eyeing the pancakes.

Amelia cut her a look.

“You still breathing, ain’t you?”

“That’s not an answer.”

Nia giggled into her orange juice.

Malik sat quiet at the table, hoodie pulled over his head despite the warmth in the house.

His mind stayed on last night.

The lights exploding.
The frozen clock.
That man.
And the way his mother looked terrified when she grabbed him.

Not shocked.

Terrified.

“You good?” Nia asked softly.

Malik nodded too fast.

“Yeah.”

Lie.

Amelia turned from the stove.

“All three of y’all coming straight home after school today.”

Zuri sighed immediately.

“Ma”

“No detours. No hanging around.”

“We got lives.”

“And I’m trying to make sure y’all keep them.”

The words slipped out before she could stop them.

Silence hit the kitchen.

Amelia looked away first.

“Just come home,” she muttered.

Malik exchanged a glance with Zuri.

Something was wrong with their mother.

Not regular wrong.

Something deeper.

Something old.

Roosevelt High buzzed with noise, sneakers squeaking across tile floors while students flooded the hallways like rivers splitting in every direction.

Malik hated crowded mornings.

Too loud.
Too many people.
Too many eyes.
He shoved headphones over his ears even though no music played.

His best friend, Devon, jogged up beside him near the lockers.

“You disappear after practice yesterday?”

Malik blinked.

“What?”

“Coach was looking for you.”

“Oh. Nah. I left early.”

Devon frowned.

“Nobody saw you leave.”

A strange feeling crawled up Malik’s spine.

“You probably missed me.”

“Nah,” Devon said slowly. “I swear it’s like you vanished.”

Malik forced a laugh.

“Dramatic.”

But his stomach tightened.

Because for half a second yesterday

he remembered something strange.

Standing in the hallway.
Blinking.
Then suddenly being outside near the buses with no memory of walking there.
Like time skipped.

Or he did.

“You coming to Jordan party Friday?” Devon asked.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe means no when broke people say it.”

“Man shut up.”

They laughed, but Malik’s chest still felt tight.

As he reached his locker, the hallway lights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

Students barely noticed.

But Malik did.

A sharp buzzing filled his ears.

His fingers tingled.

The air around him suddenly felt...

wrong.

Like static.

Like pressure.

He slammed his locker shut hard.

The buzzing stopped instantly.

“You good?” Devon asked again.

“Yeah.”

Lie.

Again.

By lunch, rain clouds had swallowed the sky outside.

The cafeteria smelled like pizza grease, fries, and cheap sanitizer.

Malik sat with Devon and a few other friends while scrolling mindlessly through his phone.

But he couldn’t focus.

He kept feeling watched.

Every time he looked up

nothing.

Then he noticed her.

An older woman sitting alone near the back faculty section.

Elegant gray curls.
Purple coat.
Sharp eyes.
Grandma Lorraine.

Malik nearly dropped his phone.

“What the hell?”

She smiled at him from across the cafeteria.

Slowly.

Like she already knew something he didn’t.

Then she raised one finger.

Come here.

Malik froze.

“Nope,” he whispered.

Devon looked up.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

When Malik looked back again

she was gone.

Completely gone.

His heart pounded hard now.

There was no way she should’ve been at school.

No way.

The lunch bell rang loudly.

Students stood all around him.

Noise exploded through the cafeteria again.

But Malik suddenly felt detached from all of it.

Like the room was moving too fast.

Like everybody else existed slightly ahead of him.

He pushed through the crowd trying to breathe normally.

Trying not to panic.

Then somebody slammed into his shoulder hard.

A senior named Trell.

Big.
Aggressive.
Always looking for attention.
“Watch where you going,” Trell snapped.

“You ran into me.”

“And?”

Malik tried walking away.

Trell grabbed his hoodie.

“You talking slick now?”

People started turning toward them.

Of course.

Malik hated attention.

“Let go,” Malik muttered.

Trell shoved him.

Hard.

Something snapped inside Malik instantly.

Not anger.

Fear.

Pure fear.

The buzzing returned.

Louder.

The hallway lights dimmed.

Then

everything disappeared.

Not the hallway.

Malik.

One second he stood there.

The next

nothing.

Gasps exploded around him.

Trell stumbled backward.

“What the?”

Devon’s eyes widened.

“Malik?!”

Malik looked down at himself.

Or tried to.

His body was gone.

Completely invisible.

His breathing became the only proof he existed.

Panic crashed through him.

“No no no no.”

Students screamed.

Somebody dropped their phone.

Trell spun around wildly.

“Yo, where he go?!”

Malik backed away fast.

Nobody could see him.

Nobody.

A girl walked directly through the space where he had been standing seconds earlier.

Malik’s chest tightened harder.

He couldn’t breathe.

Couldn’t think.

The buzzing became unbearable.

Then suddenly

he reappeared.

Right in front of everybody.

The hallway exploded into chaos.

“Oh HELL nah!”

“Did y’all see that?!”

“What was that?!”

Malik stared around wildly.

Every face looked terrified.

Even Devon.

Especially Devon.

Malik ran.

Fast.

Ignoring people yelling behind him.

Ignoring teachers shouting.

Ignoring reality itself.

He burst through the gym doors breathing hard.

Empty.

Good.

He grabbed the edge of the bleachers trying not to throw up.

“What is happening to me?”

“You’re finally becoming who you were born to be.”

Malik spun around instantly.

Grandma Lorraine stood near center court.

Perfectly calm.

Like she belonged there.

Like she’d been waiting.

“You.”

“You should breathe slower,” she said gently. “Fear makes the transition unstable.”

“What transition?!”

Lorraine smiled.

“Oh, baby.”

She stepped closer.

“You really don’t know?”

Malik backed away immediately.

“You stay away from me.”

Her expression darkened slightly.

“That woman kept you ignorant on purpose.”

“That woman is my mother.”

A pause.

Tiny.

Almost invisible.

Then Lorraine smiled again.

“No,” she said softly.

“She isn’t.”

The world stopped.

Malik stared at her.

“What?”

But Lorraine simply adjusted her gloves.

“You should come home after school today,” she said. “Things are about to change for this family.”

Before Malik could speak again

the gym lights flickered.

And Lorraine vanished.

Gone.

Like smoke blown apart by wind.

Malik stood frozen in the empty gym while thunder growled outside.

His hands shook violently.

Not because of the powers.

Not because of disappearing.

But because of those four words now echoing endlessly inside his head. She isn’t.
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CHAPTER 3

GRANDMA ARRIVES SMILING
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By the time Malik got home, the sky looked bruised.

Dark purple clouds stretched low over Houston while wind bent the trees along Mayfield Avenue like something invisible was pushing against the city itself.

His bike tires skidded against wet pavement as he pulled into the driveway.

The house looked normal.

Too normal.

Like it was pretending.

Music floated faintly through the open kitchen window, old Anita Baker, soft and warm but Malik’s stomach still twisted the second he stepped onto the porch.

Because he knew.

Something inside that house had changed.

And whatever it was...

it had already started.

He pushed the front door open slowly.

Immediately, the smell hit him.

Brown sugar.
Vanilla.
Sweet potato pie.
Grandma Lorraine always baked when she arrived.

Like sugar could disguise poison.

“Malik?” Amelia called from the kitchen.

Her voice sounded strained.

Too cheerful.

He dropped his backpack by the stairs and stepped further inside.

That was when he saw her.

Grandma Lorraine sat at the dining table dressed in deep plum silk, legs crossed elegantly, diamond rings glittering beneath the chandelier light.

Beautiful.

That was the dangerous part.

Lorraine King didn’t look evil.

She looked expensive.

Like old money and church perfume.

Like somebody people trusted immediately.

Her silver curls framed smooth dark skin untouched by age, and her smile widened slowly the second she saw him.

“There my grandson go.”

Malik stopped moving.

Something cold slid down his spine.

Amelia stood near the stove stirring greens too aggressively.

Zuri leaned against the counter with her arms folded.

And Nia sat unusually quiet beside the window.

Nobody looked comfortable.

“Hey,” Malik muttered carefully.

Lorraine opened her arms.

“Come hug me.”

Every instinct inside him screamed no.

But Amelia’s eyes lifted sharply.

Warning him.

So Malik forced himself forward.

The second Lorraine hugged him

the room shifted.

Just for a second.

A sharp ringing exploded in his ears.

And suddenly

images flashed behind his eyes.

Fire.

Screaming.

A giant clock spinning backward.

Blood running across tile floors.

Malik jerked away instantly.

Lorraine’s smile never moved.

But her eyes sharpened.

Interesting.

“You okay?” Amelia asked too quickly.

“Yeah.”

Lie.

Again.

Lorraine reached up, touching Malik’s cheek gently.

“You look just like your father.”

The entire kitchen froze.

Nobody breathed.

Amelia dropped the spoon she was holding.

CLANG.

Zuri straightened immediately.

“What?”

Lorraine blinked innocently.

“What? The boy got his daddy’s eyes.”

Amelia’s face hardened instantly.

“Don’t start.”

Lorraine sighed dramatically.

“I was giving the child a compliment.”

“We don’t talk about him.”

The air changed after those words.

Heavier.

Dangerous.

Malik frowned.

“Why not?”

Amelia grabbed the fallen spoon from the floor.

“Wash up for dinner.”

“Ma”

“Now.”

Her tone ended the conversation.

But not the tension.

Malik walked upstairs slowly, feeling Lorraine’s eyes follow him the entire way.

Dinner felt like sitting inside a thunder cloud.

Everybody kept pretending things were normal while absolutely nobody acted normal.

Forks scraped plates.

Rain tapped windows.

And Lorraine smiled through all of it like she enjoyed discomfort.

“So,” she said sweetly, “how school been?”

“Fine,” Nia answered quietly.

“And basketball?” Lorraine asked Zuri.

“It’s basketball.”

Lorraine chuckled softly.

“Still got that attitude.”

Zuri stared directly back at her.

“Still asking questions you don’t really care about?”

Amelia inhaled sharply.

“Zuri.”

“What?” she muttered.

Lorraine only smiled wider.

“Oh, she definitely part of this family.”

Malik pushed food around his plate silently.

His mind stayed stuck on earlier.

You look just like your father.

And worse

She isn’t.

The words kept scratching at his brain.

Finally, he looked up.

“What was my dad like?”

The room died instantly.

Even the rain outside seemed quieter.

Amelia’s jaw tightened.

Lorraine dabbed her lips slowly with a napkin.

“Elijah was extraordinary.”

Amelia slammed her fork down.

“That’s enough.”

“Children deserve truth.”

“They deserve peace.”

Lorraine tilted her head.

“You think lying gives them peace?”

Amelia stood abruptly.

“I said enough.”

The lights flickered overhead.

Malik noticed immediately.

So did Lorraine.

But Amelia missed it completely.

Or pretended to.

Zuri narrowed her eyes at Malik.

“Yo! y’all see that, right?”

“Storm messing with electricity,” Amelia snapped.

But Malik knew better now.

Because the lights only flickered when something inside him shifted.

Something emotional.

Something powerful.

Lorraine leaned back calmly.

“You ever feel different from other people, Malik?”

Amelia pointed toward the living room.

“Kids, go finish homework.”

“We literally just sat down,” Zuri said.

“Now.”

The sharpness in Amelia’s voice made everybody move.

Except Lorraine.

She watched the children carefully as they left the kitchen.

Like a scientist studying experiments.

Malik paused near the hallway.

He could still hear them talking.

Or arguing.

“You promised me,” Amelia hissed.

“I promised to protect this bloodline.”

“You’re terrifying them.”

“They should be terrified.”

A long silence followed.

Then Lorraine’s voice lowered.

“He’s already shifting, isn’t he?”

Malik’s heart stopped.

Amelia said nothing.

And somehow that answer felt worse.

Later that night, Malik sat on his bedroom floor staring at his hands.

Waiting.

Nothing happened.

No invisibility.
No flickering.
Nothing.
Maybe he imagined all of it.

Maybe stress was making him crazy.

A soft knock hit his door.

Nia stepped inside wearing oversized pajamas and fuzzy socks.

“You okay?”

“Everybody keep asking me that.”

“Because you look like you seen a ghost.”

Malik laughed weakly.

“Maybe I did.”

Nia sat beside him quietly.

For a moment neither spoke.

Then she whispered:

“You ever feel like this family hiding something huge?”

Malik looked at her slowly.

“All the time.”

Nia twisted her fingers together nervously.

“I don’t like Grandma.”

“You barely know her.”

“Yes I do.”

Something about her tone made Malik look closer.

Nia wasn’t joking.

She looked genuinely afraid.

“She looks at us weird,” Nia whispered. “Like she know stuff.”

Malik swallowed hard.

“She told me something crazy today.”

“What?”

He hesitated.

Then shook his head.

“Never mind.”

Before Nia could press further

the hallway floor creaked outside.

Both of them froze.

Slow footsteps passed Malik’s bedroom.

Then continued downstairs.

Toward the basement.

Nia frowned.

“We don’t even use the basement.”

Malik stood slowly.

Another creak echoed below.

Then silence.

The siblings exchanged a look.

Curiosity won instantly.

They slipped into the hallway barefoot, moving carefully toward the staircase.

The house felt different at night.

Older.

The storm outside made shadows move strangely along the walls while thunder vibrated through the floorboards beneath their feet.

They reached the basement door.

Slightly open.

A dim purple glow spilled through the crack.

Malik’s chest tightened.

“That’s not normal,” Nia whispered.

Definitely not normal.

Slowly, Malik pushed the door open further.

The basement stairs disappeared into darkness below.

But near the bottom stood Grandma Lorraine.

Wide awake.

Perfectly still.

Holding an antique silver pocket watch glowing deep violet in her palm.

The ticking echoed unnaturally loud through the basement.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Then Lorraine spoke softly

not to them.

To the watch.

“They’re waking up faster than expected.”

Malik’s blood turned cold.

The watch suddenly snapped shut.

Lorraine’s head turned slowly upward.

Directly toward them.

She smiled.

Not sweet this time.

Not grandmotherly.

Hungry.

“Well,” she said softly into the darkness.

“Looks like the children finally started listening.”
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