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First and foremost, I give all thanks and honor to the Creator—for the gift of imagination, the ability to express, and the courage to tell stories that reflect truth, beauty, and resilience.

I want to thank my grandmother who was my biggest fan. “Mum you read all of my books even the naughty ones and enjoyed each story. Thank you for all your support and I hope that are looking over us from heaven, I love you and happy heavenly birthday.

To my family and loved ones—thank you for your unwavering support, your patience, and your belief in me, even when I struggled to believe in myself. Your love has carried me through every page.

This book is for the dreamers, the survivors, and the voices too often silenced. May you find strength, hope, and freedom in these words.
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Before the Rose Bloomed

Serena pressed her forehead against her son’s soft curls and brushed her lips over the crown of his head. “I’m so sorry, baby.” Her voice trembled.

The taxi hummed in slow, crawling traffic. Rain spattered against the window. The driver glanced at her through the rearview mirror. “Ma’am, is everything all right?”

Tears shone in Serena’s eyes. She shook her head, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m... a hot mess.”

He bit back a chuckle and tapped the wheel with one finger. “Name’s Ade. Since we’re going nowhere fast, feel free to unburden yourself.”

Serena closed her eyes and inhaled. The sour smell of city air mixed with baby powder in the cab. “I love him, but these thoughts keep attacking me...” She exhaled, watching a droplet of rain race down the glass. “He was engaged—wedding plans, rings, the whole thing—then he found me after I vanished. I wonder... am I being selfish? To him, I must have died... or he thinks I just ran off. But I never left him. I’ve always loved him... even now.”

Ade steered with calm confidence. “Why would he think you left?”

Serena’s hand tightened around her son’s tiny fist. “Because I was kidnapped for over a year. They drugged me so often I forgot my own child. They told me I was promised to someone else. By the time I escaped, I’d lost all memory of him.” She gently rubbed the boy’s back. “My husband—he’s a good man. He deserves the truth, but is it fair I ruined his life? And... the man who held me captive... I hate him, yet part of me wonders if, had I stayed one more month, I never would’ve left with my rescuer. Does that make me awful?”

“No,” Ade said firmly. “You’re a victim of greed and cruelty, not someone who chose this. Listen—I know a couple who might help. My aunt and uncle, Amara and Dr. Carl Washington. Retired nurse and holistic healer. They’ve set up a private practice in their flat. Let me take you there.”

Serena nodded, hope flickering in her expression. Ade turned off the main road onto a narrow side street. He parked under a flickering streetlamp in front of a brick building crowned with ivy. Together, they climbed three flights of stairs, and Ade punched in 3-9-2-5. The heavy door clicked open.

Amara, silver curls pinned back with a carved wood comb, swung the door wide before they’d knocked. She swept Serena into a warm embrace that fluttered a half-forgotten memory of a mother’s touch across Serena’s heart—only to have it slip away the next instant.

“Aunty,” Ade called gently, stepping into the small entryway. “This is Serena Rose.”

“Welcome, my dear,” Amara said, guiding Serena by the hand into a cozy sitting room stacked with potted herbs and bottled tinctures. “You’re safe here.”

Ade rested a steadying hand on Serena’s shoulder. “I wish I could stay, but I’m due back on the road. Promise me you’ll let your husband speak his heart.”

Serena lowered her gaze. “Thank you, Ade. I will never forget your kindness.”

He smiled, squeezed her shoulder, then slipped out into the hallway. “Take care of each other.” The door closed softly behind him.

A tall man in wire-rimmed glasses emerged from a back room. His eyes, clear and assessing, drifted over Serena—settling on the faint pallor beneath her skin. He tilted his head, as if noting the steady tick of a hidden clock.

Meanwhile, in the driver’s seat, Ade glanced down at his phone. A breaking news alert: American CEO’s wife and child missing, last seen at the Rose Luxe Hotel—Name: Serena Rose. He slipped the device into his back pocket.

“My job was to bring her here,” he murmured to the empty cab. “Your job, Mr. Rose, is to find her.”
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Visions and Warnings

Night had always been Melinda Casey’s favorite confidante. She dismissed the loud, bustling gathering. In her study near the garden, she felt secrets all around: the dark space outside, the melting candles, and the smell of burning cloves. She had shuttered every light save for the halo of flame ringed around the scrying table. In the center, an antique mirror waited, round as the full moon, framed by raw mahogany that groaned with age.

Her hands—calloused, strong, always so certain in daylight—were clumsy in the candlelight. She noticed her fingers flexing, thumb touching the bead on her pinky from her grandmother’s rosary, and cursed herself in a Trinidadian accent.

Focus. No room for nerves tonight. The spirits you’d draw in would eat you for breakfast, and not even leave the plate behind.

She centered the mirror, then fussed with the tiny stand so its angle would catch her face and the flicker of every flame. The surface reflected, doubled, distorted. Melinda’s reflection looked ghostly and tired. Her hair, once the color of brilliant cassia, was now gray under her floral headscarf, and her jaw was set like she’d seen in old family photos. Folks described her as built to confront darkness. She’d earned that tonight.

From the bookshelf, she lifted the battered black notebook, the one with the red yarn still knotted around it from when she was a girl. The recipe presented itself. No one said whose. She opted for her own, biting the inside of her cheek and spitting once into the ceramic bowl. She swirled the mixture, watching it slip between her fingers, then poured a dribble across the mirror’s edge. It beaded and ran, reflecting the candlelight like shooting stars.

She pressed her palms flat against the wood and closed her eyes.

“Show me,” her voice lower than a whisper, each word sinking into the wax and the wood. “Show me where the girl is; show me what is coming. Strip away the fool’s mask. Let me see truth, not hope.”

The language used wasn’t English. Smoke extinguished a candle, and the chamber reacted. The mirror’s surface went slick as black oil. Melinda kept her breathing steady, ignoring the way her hands wanted to tremble.

At first: nothing. The typical static, alteration, her reflected gaze—harsher. Then—

A flash, a shudder in her stomach.

The vision snapped into place as if a screen had dropped over her senses. An aircraft, private, Gulfstream, floated through celestial space, vividly azure, perhaps painted. Polished, the jet sliced the air with a nonchalance born of obscene money. Inside the craft, Serena sat with Sebastian curled against her shoulder, his small brown hand gripping her wrist. Kodiak occupied the seat opposite them, eyes closed, listening to music only he could hear.

They all looked tired. Not just jetlag—Melinda recognized trauma, even through the fog of spirit sight. Serena’s gaze darted to every movement, her fingers never still. Kodiak massaged his temple as if something inside it threatened to burst through his skull. Even Sebastian’s eyelids drooped, and every so often, his body shivered with a small, silent cry.

Then, the air outside the jet shimmered. Melinda’s heart stuttered; she leaned closer, her forehead brushing the glass.

A bird. No—something that had borrowed the shape of a bird, then doubled and tripled it in size and malice. Its initial appearance suggested a marabou stork; however, its beak hooked too severely, the wings were too expansive, every feather displaying unnatural white tips. Its eyes were lit from within, not red but that shade of pink you got if you cut a heart open and let it pulse in sunlight. Instead of flapping, the wings pulsed, expanding and compressing, squeezing air itself.

It gained on the plane with horrific speed. Its wingbeats formed a cloud trail that quickly became a brewing thunderhead. Melinda could feel the sudden static, the metallic prickle up her forearms. A flash of lightning arced from the bird’s wingtips to the underbelly of the jet. The scene trembled, then showed the cockpit with warning lights on, the pilot fighting the controls, and radio voices cut off by noise.

Inside, the Rose family clung to each other. Kodiak’s hand gripped Serena’s knee so tight it would leave a bruise. Sebastian, eyes open now and shining, didn’t scream; he reached instead for his mother’s face, as if even as a toddler he knew she needed anchoring.

Clouds were carved into ribbons by the bird’s wings, creating a tunnel of storm. The noise was colossal, not heard but felt, rattling Melinda’s teeth in her jaw. The plane bucked and spun; the lights flickered. Melinda recoiled, flinching from the violent blare of alarms, feeling as if it was within her space.

She forced herself to watch.

In the next moment, the starboard engine erupted in blue fire. The jet lurched, nose-down, into the roiling darkness below. Serena wrenched Sebastian’s head to her chest, shielding him with her whole body. Kodiak was out of his seat, half-falling, half-throwing himself across the aisle to cover them both. The vision careened: the windscreen filled with the monstrous bird’s face, beak open in a smile that was neither animal nor human.

The plane struck the sea.

Time stretched into a single endless second. Metal sheared and tore, white-hot and screaming. The windows imploded. Water punched into the fuselage, swallowing all sound, all color, until only black remained.

Melinda’s hands flew from the mirror’s edge, knocking over the salt bowl. It shattered on the hardwood, grains scattering. She gasped, inhaling smoke and wax and the coppery aftertaste of her own terror.

Her pulse refused to settle. Though the chamber stung with chill, her forehead dripped perspiration, prompting her to wipe it. She stared in the mirror, expecting the vision to return, to offer a coda or a reprieve.

Instead, the black surface gazed back, dead and empty.

“No,” Melinda spoke under her breath. “No, no, no.” She clawed for the notebook, flipping pages until she found the next ritual. The paper tore at the edges, but she didn’t care. This vision, this warning, suggested that the future hinged on her utterances.

She reached for another candle, fumbled with it twice before lighting it. The flame leapt, greedy and bright. Melinda steadied her hands, forced the air back into her lungs, and began again.

Her grandmother had always said: You see a thing, you see it for a reason. You see it because you are supposed to stop it.

In her mind’s eye, she saw the Rose family on that plane, and knew she would do anything—anything at all—to make sure that vision never became memory.

But the world tonight had more to say.

The scrying mirror rippled, the blackness alive with an oily pulse. Melinda’s hands hovered above it, uncertain whether to embrace or exorcise what came next. The air within this space grew thick, each candle sputtered, mimicking an enormous creature’s intake.

Clarity returned to the glass. The jet and ocean were gone. In its place: a chamber, sunk deep underground, where no sunlight or city noise could trespass. The stone walls, once white, showed dampness, bruised by condensation throughout multiple periods. An iron bed, desk, and cabinets stood in the room on the unswept, polished cement floor. The room lacked windows. A camera with a red light blinked from the ceiling.

Chad Owens sat hunched at the desk, a man unmade. Despite his perfect looks, like sculpted cheekbones and golden hair. Something more profound than tiredness was wearing him down. He trembled, and not just from cold. His skin had the ashy hue of the dead. Sweat stood in beads along his upper lip, and every so often he pressed a shaking fist to his temple as if to punch the pain back in.

He ran both palms through his hair, then stood, wavering as if gravity increased within. From the wall, he took a tiny key—no bigger than Melinda’s thumbnail—and crossed to one cabinet. The lock clicked open with a high, infantile whine.

Inside: a small refrigerator, humming. Chad’s hand darted in and out, clutching a glass vial no larger than a shot glass. Thin, elegant script inscribed the letter S after the foil capped it. Rose. Illuminated milk rested in the fridge; Melinda’s horror grew.

Chad clutched the vial, valuing it as gold. For a moment, he just stood there, head bowed, breath coming in little pants. He tore the foil, then drank. Each swallow was a tremor, a desperate attempt to keep the liquid down.

The effect was immediate. Color flooded back into his skin, erasing the gray with uncanny speed. The tremor in his hands vanished; his shoulders rolled back, stretching the white cotton shirt across his chest. Even his eyes, which moments ago were dull and dilated, brightened to an icy, predatory blue.

Melinda’s knuckles whitened around the edge of her table. She could feel the magic in it. Whatever dark inheritance Chad had been born with. He was feeding on Serena, feeding on her life like a parasite, and the power it gave him was visible even through the mirror’s spell.

Chad finished the vial. His breathing steadied, became purposeful. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand, then placed the empty container into a lead-lined waste bin, closing it with ritual precision. He observed the lock, engrossed, and afterward returned toward the desk where he sat, limbs together, posture rigid. The man was transformed, every inch the predator again, every trace of weakness smoothed away by the obscene magic of what he’d consumed.

Melinda was sweating now. She fought the urge to recoil, to shut the ritual down. Instead, she bore witness.

Chad opened a drawer, removing a thin stack of photographs. He flipped through the photos, stopping at one of Serena. Serena, not the renowned athlete, clutched newborn Sebastian, clad in a hospital gown and hairnet. Melinda felt a raw longing on his face then, which shattered her. The picture vanished, the familiar chill replacing it as he slid the picture back and shut the drawer.

He leaned back, hands pressed to his own chest, eyes half-lidded as if savoring an aftertaste. Melinda realized, with a bolt of clarity, that this wasn’t sustenance. This was an addiction. Ritual. The boy was a junkie, and Serena’s milk was his drug of choice.

The mirror clouded, the image of Chad growing indistinct at the edges. He sensed the eyes; for a moment, Melinda felt his gaze connect with hers, despite its impossibility. Then the blackness surged, swallowing him, and the scrying glass reflected only her own, horrified face.

Melinda let out a breath that tasted of mint and candle smoke. Her hands fell to her lap, limp and useless. It took every scrap of discipline to keep from upending the mirror and smashing it on the floor. Instead, she rocked forward, pressing her forehead to her knees, letting the sweat chill on her skin.

This was no ordinary darkness, she thought. This was a hunger born from hate, and if she didn’t stop it, it would devour everything.
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A deeper look

There would be no sleep, not tonight, not until the stink of that vision had been burned out of her mind.

Melinda Casey’s library was the one room in the house she had never learned to tame. Even the study, with its calculated chaos of spells and secrets, had rules; the library was pure entropy. Old books were next to worn science books, some too delicate to touch without a soft pad, while others were fresh and still had the smell of new printing and glue . Tonight, Melinda didn’t care about the mess or the damage. She pulled books three and four at a time, stacking them in unsteady piles on the scarred oak desk.

She started with the old ones first—the ones that had belonged to her grandmother, then her mother, and now her. Heavy, hand-stitched, with covers so soft from age they felt like dried skin. She thumbed through a red-leather volume, eyes scanning lines of crabbed Latin and Yoruba that shimmered under the lamplight. Every third page held a diagram, the human body rendered in thick black ink, lines radiating from the heart and gut like sunbeams. Beside each drawing: notes in the margins, tiny as pinpricks, many of them in her own hand, annotated over years of restless nights.

Casey read about how mothers in certain magical families could pass on life force, not just through food, but through their milk. Melinda’s lips moved mutedly, forming the words: “the source of first energy, binding child to mother, and mother to the divine source.” She dog-eared the page, then slammed the book shut, sending a flurry of dust into the air.

Next came the modern stuff: PDFs printed double-sided, highlighter marks in four colors, tabs sticking out at ugly angles. Casey picked up the article “Hormonal Imbalances in Lactating Women: Anomalous Electromagnetic Readings.” She read the article twice, pointing at each line. The numbers were insane. The researcher lost their job, and the journal removed the article. However, the data showed that some new mothers had high levels of bioelectricity that could mess with medical equipment.

She scribbled on a yellow post-it: BREAST MILK = ENERGY CONDUCTOR.

She worked fast, moving back and forth between centuries. The desk was soon a battlefield, covered in conflicting testimony and overlapping diagrams. She ignored the ache in her back, the slow throb in her wrists. None of that mattered. What mattered was the thing she’d seen, and how to stop it.

A breakthrough came just after midnight, as a chart tucked into the back of a book on South African witchcraft. The table compared magical lineages, listing known traits: affinity for wind, resistance to disease, ability to call storms. A single, almost overlooked column mentioned a tendency toward addictions in men with a witch mother and a human father. Melinda’s heart skipped. She presumed Victoria was Chad’s mother, though whispers claimed his father was inhuman. However, she also heard that Chad had no mother and his father was an Impundulu.

She followed the footnote to a case study—translated from Xhosa, early 1900s—about a boy who could summon fire but lost the ability without his mother’s presence. The elders, baffled, tried to starve it out of him. It didn’t work. Instead, the boy wasted away, then returned one night and drained his mother to a husk.

Melinda clapped a hand to her mouth, stifling a noise she couldn’t name. She underlined the phrase: “No ordinary hunger. A curse and a need.” She read it three more times, the words burning into her brain.

Back to the scientific journals. She searched for information on “milk addiction” but found nothing useful, except for a strange discovery: an old, obscure study from Belgium about babies thriving on breast milk instead of formula. The children grew strong, too strong; some showed abnormal healing, even memory recall from infancy. The lead scientist had gone missing after the paper was published. Melinda made a note to look into that later.

All the pieces were there. The scrying vision had been no metaphor—Chad Owens depended on Serena’s milk. More: it fueled him, transformed him, made him more dangerous. Without it, he decayed. With it, he became godlike.

She flipped back through her notes, finding the diagram of the magical circuits that ran through mother and child. A question formed, ugly and thrilling: If Chad’s addiction was so total, could it be used to leash him? If Serena cut him off, would he wither away, become mortal, even die?

And what about Sebastian? The boy’s birthright was even more tangled—a spiritual warrior, but underdeveloped. What if the milk was the key to unlocking his potential, the only way to give him a fighting chance?

Melinda’s hands shook as she began assembling her notes into something approaching order. She circled the words “ADDICTION = WEAKNESS,” then underlined them twice, hard enough to tear the page. She made a second note: “SAFEGUARD SEBASTIAN. PROTECT SERENA.” And beneath it, in all caps, “NEVER LET CHAD GET CLOSE.”

She drew a line through her family tree, connecting the Rose lineage to the Owens, then to the Blackwood matriarchy. At every branch, she wrote a single word: HUNGER.

The realization landed with the force of prophecy: The only way to defeat Chad Owens was to starve him—not just of power, but of Serena herself. He was bound to her, not by love or fate, but by pure, sickening need. And if Melinda could sever that connection, or weaponize it, she might just save the Rose family.

She sat back, exhausted, the first hint of dawn leaking through the library’s frosted window. Her desk looked like it had been hit by a hurricane. She didn’t care. For the first time since the vision, she felt something other than dread: hope.

Hope.

Though thin and cold, it clung to life, but hope remained.

***
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FOR MOST PEOPLE, NEWS was just news. For Melinda Casey, it became ammunition—each bullet exacting a price.

She returned to her study with the stack of notes and books balanced against her chest, sweat still drying on her brow from the all-nighter in the library. She set everything down, then spent five minutes just circling the tiny room, hands jammed in her pockets, mind racing. Outside, the winter drizzle slicked the windows. In here, the only storm was the one inside her own skull.

She rehearsed out loud the conversation she’d have with Kodiak Rose.

“Morning, Kodiak. Hope you’ve slept, unlike the rest of us. Listen, so there’s a chance that Chad Owens is feeding off your wife’s breast milk. And if you want your son to make it through the next week, you’re going to have to cut Chad off like a vampire at an AA meeting—”

She winced. That wouldn’t work. Too glib, too personal.

“Serena’s lactation isn’t just nutrition, it’s... it’s life force. Old magic. There’s precedent. The Owens boy is addicted to it. Without it, he’s weaker. With it, he could be unstoppable—”

She stopped again; the words crumbling in her mouth. How would you inform a fractured family that their private domain had become contested ground? That a bodily function had become a curse?

She shuffled to the desk and flipped through the top layer of her notes, this time with a fresh eye: How could she protect the Roses without shaming them? How could she make them perceive it as a strength, not a fault? She underlined three phrases: “Spiritual nourishment,” “Hunger as weakness,” “Bond between mother and child.” She wrote in the margin: MAKE THEM SEE—THIS IS STRENGTH.

Every few minutes, her eyes darted to the far wall, where a battered wall calendar counted down the days to the next full moon. A black X obliterated the upcoming Friday—in forty-eight hours. Every vision she’d ever had said that was when Chad and Victoria would make their move. Maybe on the airstrip, maybe in London proper, maybe somewhere the Rose family least expected.

Not much time.

She picked up her phone, thumbed it on, but couldn’t bring herself to dial. What if she were wrong? What if, in the end, this was just more trauma to heap onto a child who had already seen too much? She set the phone down, paced again, muttering curses in three languages.

Casey forced herself to sit. She gathered the relevant pages and photos, organizing them into a battered manila folder. She included her own annotations, highlighted in neon orange so Kodiak and Serena couldn’t miss the key points. Casey put a handwritten recipe on top, a family heirloom from her grandmother, which described a potion that could hide a warrior’s energy. Perhaps the Rose family desired temporary seclusion, she mused.

She practiced one last time the way she’d say it.

“This isn’t your shame,” she spoke under her breath. “It’s your power. He’s only strong because of you. And you can take it away any time you want.”

Casey slammed the folder shut, her decision made. She would call Kodiak at sunrise. She would tell him everything.

The clock ticked past six. Melinda wiped her hands on her jeans, let out a final breath, and picked up the phone.

Time to turn hope into war.
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A Family Reunited

Kodiak carried his son in his left arm and held Serena’s hand with the other. His heart swelled with joy that she was not dead. His wife was alive, and he was not crazy for believing that she was still alive after all this time. He glanced over at Serena and wondered what could be going through her mind.

“Did I take too long?” His dimples showed as he smiled at Serena.

Her pulse quickened. “I-I...” Feeling embarrassed, she looked down. “I was curious. I tried to escape many times. I felt that if this was another trap, then your reaction would make that clear.”

Kodiak nodded his head, not upset, not hurt, but sad. “I know that this must be hard for you. Here I am, a stranger. Touching you as if I have rights to you, that you did not sign up for. From what you remember.”

Serena looked down at his large hands. His hand was warm, firm, and although he looked the part of a billionaire, his calloused skin told her he was not afraid to put in hard work. “I dreamed about you nightly.” She spoke again, causing him to place his eyes back on her.

“All good dreams, I hope?” Those sexy dimples flashed again.

“I could never see your face, now that I think of it. Had I seen your face, I might have lost my mind.” Serena locked eyes with him.

“Or you could have found it.” He squeezed her hand.

Serena smiled as she nodded.

The elevator made no sound, but Serena could hear its progress in her bones: the rising hush, the lurch behind the sternum as it reached the top floor. She had been braced for grandeur, for security glass and black marble, but the penthouse hallway still surprised her with its clean, moonlit sterility. White walls, wide plank floors, a single framed photo of a mountain range at dusk. It felt like someone else’s life—a catalogue page, an Airbnb, nowhere near the childhood home she couldn’t quite conjure.

When the doors slid open, she was the last to step out. Kodiak had positioned himself and Sebastian in front, as if to absorb the blast. Harold Johnson stood waiting at the far end of the corridor, his body a shape cut from denser, older grief than she’d ever seen. He wore a suit too expensive for comfort, its jacket buttoned with trembling, pointless formality. His gray hair in neat, tight curls, and the set of his jaw was the only thing keeping his face from dissolving. When he saw her, he staggered back, knees buckling. For a second, Serena thought he might collapse.

She wanted to turn away. Instead, she stared—past the suit, past the quiver in his hands—into the eyes that matched her own.

“Dad,” said Kodiak, his voice scraping the silence like sandpaper.

Harold couldn’t speak at first. He took three steps, then stopped, hunched like he’d been gut-punched. He made a noise, low and animal, and pinched the bridge of his nose, knuckles whitening. He tried again. “You found her,” tears welled in his eyes.

Serena kept her arms close, palms pressed flat to her thighs to hide their shaking. Kodiak placed a steady hand on Harold’s shoulder, as if anchoring him, then turned to Serena with a look that was both invitation and apology.

“This is your father, Harold,” he said, his voice laced with love. “He’s been waiting for this day a long time.”

Serena looked from one to the other, her mind blank with the blankness of deep shock. There was no click, no rush of memory, only a sickening guilt that she was the wrong person for this reunion. Her lips parted, but nothing came out.

Harold reached forward, then seemed to catch himself. “Serena,” he said, almost a plea. “Oh my goodness.”

She studied the lines in his face, the way his left eyelid drooped a millimeter more than the right, the long scar along his index finger. She wanted to want him. Instead, she felt the ground tilting, as if the elevator had never stopped moving.

Harold dropped to a knee. “Can I—” His voice fractured. “I don’t want to scare you.”

Kodiak transferred Sebastian into Serena’s arms. The boy clung to her instantly, nuzzling under her chin, and in that moment Serena realized she was using him as a shield. She bent to whisper something—anything—to her son, but he was already dozing off, heavy and warm against her chest.

“Let’s get inside,” said Kodiak, his tone softening. He helped Harold up, supporting him with more tenderness than she’d seen from anyone. They led the way through the entry, Harold dabbing at his eyes with the heel of his hand, trying to compose himself before the rest of the penthouse could judge him.

The kitchen was open-plan, gleaming with brushed steel and pale quartz. For a long, awkward minute, they just stood around the island, no one quite ready to sit. Serena felt the residue of the past two days sticking to her skin: the chemical scent of the hotel, the unfamiliar lotion, the new clothes with their department store starch. She wanted to scrub it all away and start again, but there was no again, only now.

Harold found his voice first. “You look—” He shook his head, as if berating himself. “You look like your mother. She was always the strongest person in the room.”

Serena’s throat locked. There was something about the word mother that set off a chemical reaction, but the details refused to surface. She focused on the countertop, tracing its icy veins with her eyes. “I still don’t remember much.”

Kodiak took Sebastian from her arms. “Spend some time with your dad,” he said, and the look he gave her was loaded with encouragement and guilt. “I will get him ready for bed.”

As he left, Harold took a cautious seat, placing his hands flat on the table as if to steady the world itself. Serena sat across from him, her posture perfect, her face an impassive mask she’d practiced for years.

He tried to speak, but the tears came again, silent and stubborn. “I’m sorry,” he managed. “I swore I’d never lose it in front of you.”

Serena reached for a napkin and pushed it across the table. Her fingers shook so badly that she nearly dropped it. “I don’t remember you,” she said. The words cut through the air, clean and merciless. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember anything.”

Harold nodded, though the pain of it nearly toppled him. “They said... they said that might happen. That it will take some time.”

Serena pressed the napkin to her palms, blotting the sweat and the shame. “I keep thinking it’ll come back, that if I see you or hear you talk—” Her voice died.

“I was so scared I’d never see you again,” he said. “But the thought of you alive somewhere, even if you couldn’t remember me, that’s what kept me going. Every day.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, willing herself to feel something other than terror and resentment. “I don’t know how to be your daughter,” she lowered her head.

Harold reached across the table and took her hands, his grip dry and trembling. “We have time,” he said. “That’s all I ever wanted.”

He held her gaze until she couldn’t bear it, and she looked away, desperate for any distraction. The city shimmered through the glass wall behind him, endless and indifferent. Somewhere in the blur, she heard the sound of a phone vibrating—first as a dull whine in the next room, then louder as Kodiak strode in, phone pressed to his ear and jaw clenched.

He mouthed sorry and ducked back out, but the commotion broke the fragile moment. Harold exhaled shakily, releasing her hands.

They sat in silence for a long beat. Serena ran a fingertip along the scar on Harold’s finger, tracing its length, trying to graft something of his pain onto her own.

Then the phone in the kitchen rang, sharp and insistent. Harold picked it up, snapping instantly into CEO mode.

“Johnson here.” His voice was a different animal now—hard, clipped, the voice of a man who had spent decades chewing up boardrooms for breakfast.

The line on the other end was loud enough for Serena to hear: a deep, nasal voice barking in furious staccato. Harold’s face stiffened. “No,” he said. “I am not signing off on that. The meeting is off-limits until I say otherwise.”

More shouting. Harold’s knuckles tensed. “Listen to me,” he hissed. “If you so much as breathe a word to the press, I will bury you.” He slammed the phone down and forced a smile at Serena, though it looked like it cost him.

She blinked, shivering despite the penthouse heat. “Who was that?” Her voice sounded small, unpracticed.

“Just a business partner,” said Harold, but she could see he was lying. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

She shook her head, the nausea now at full boil. “No, that voice. I’ve heard it before.”

Harold frowned. “That’s Devaries, our main investor. He’s based in the city—he handles all the European stuff.”

Serena pressed her palms to her temples, her body suddenly cold. “He was at the party,” she said. “The engagement party, when they... when Chad Owens tried to—” Her words snagged on the memory, but the sensation was ironclad, unshakeable.

Harold looked as if she had struck him. “What are you talking about?”

She forced herself to remember. “At the party. When Chad told everyone we were engaged. There was a man on the phone in the next room, screaming at someone. He called me Lana.” Her breath stuttered. “It was the same voice.”

Harold’s mouth worked, but no sound came out. He stood abruptly, knocking over his chair, and for a moment looked ten years older. “Are you sure?”

Serena nodded, heart racing. “I’d never forget that voice.”

The two of them stared at each other, the kitchen between them suddenly too wide to cross.

“He’s been funding the search for you,” Harold said, voice hollow. “For years. Said he wanted you back, said he’d pay anything.” He shook his head, once, as if to dislodge the thought. “I didn’t know—”

“He was part of it,” Serena said, and the words stuck to the air like a curse. “He was there.”

For the first time, Harold looked afraid—not for her, but of what she might mean for the company, the world they thought was safe. He reached for her hand again but stopped short, as if he’d only just realized the enormity of the distance between them.

They sat in silence, the city whirring just beyond the glass, until Serena felt her hands begin to tremble again. She pressed them flat to the table, anchoring herself to the moment.

She wasn’t sure if she was someone’s daughter, or just a ghost wearing the memory of a daughter’s face. But for now, it was enough to be seen, and to see in turn.
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Chapter 4
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Beady Eyes of Envy

The blue jay watched from its perch on the window ledge, twenty-nine stories above the city’s permanent hush. Its feathers were patterned, blue, black, and white, so that it looked less like a living thing and more like a cunning machine built to test the limits of patience. The bird had been there for an hour, not moving, save for the occasional minute change of its claws on the cold steel lip. No one inside had noticed it, though the jay’s reflection shimmered in the glass every time the family walked near.

Should there have been any doubts about what lived behind those beady eyes, the slow, deliberate way they tracked Serena would have erased them. He observed every movement, every heave of her chest, and the way she would occasionally glance in his direction as if sensing him.

The penthouse kitchen glowed with artificial warmth. The girl—his girl, whether or not she remembered—sat at the table, head tilted in profile, her hands white-knuckling a paper napkin. Her father stood near, his face puffy from tears, and Kodiak walked around, constantly looking at the door as if something bad was about to happen. But the jay knew better: the only actual wolf in the building was itself.

Serena’s lips parted in a half-smile; the blue jay felt a sensation like a muscle clenching inside its tiny, hollow breast. Her voice, muffled through the glass, vibrated the pane at frequencies the human ear couldn’t parse, but the bird heard every word. Names. Places. The word “Chad” surfacing and vanishing, again and again, like a coin being flipped and caught in secret. At one point, she mentioned “engagement,” and the jay’s wings twitched, a microburst of energy so fast it left a feather trembling in the wind.

From afar, the bird noticed Serena’s furrowed brow, her constantly tense hands, and the subtle signs of a woman confined to a strenuous life. The girl was broken, but not so broken that she couldn’t be put back together—if someone wanted to. If someone had the time and the appetite.

The jay’s vision was tuned for motion. Even the slow blinking of Serena’s eyelashes created a kind of strobe. When Harold reached across the table to squeeze his daughter’s hands, the bird’s gaze snapped to the gesture, narrowing. The bond between parent and child—so pathetic, so resilient—made the blue jay ache with an emotion that was neither envy nor hunger but some alloy of both. It pressed its beak against the glass, testing the surface, leaving a faint mist of condensation behind. They conceded nothing. Good.

The father and daughter sat together, their mutual awkwardness blooming and dying in waves. The jay recognized the pattern: trust, retreat, trust, retreat. It recalled its experience of family, hovering near the nest, and craving the slightest proof of love. The memory was distant, erased by the years of darkness, but not gone. Sometimes at night the feeling returned—soft, urgent, impossible to kill.

Inside, the phone rang. Harold stood and answered; his face sharpened into a predatory look. The jay recognized the shift: the polite facade peeled away, replaced by the cold calculus of a man with something to lose. Harold’s quick, angry phone call ended with him slamming down the phone, and his rage was so strong it even bothered the bird. That the Blue Jay liked. Anger was a language she understood.

Serena and her father spoke in lowered tones, the conversation so charged the air above the table vibrated. The bird leaned closer, tilting its head, listening for its own name, for any sign that the girl was remembering him. There: a fragment, a sound “Lana,” the code-word she’d been assigned in the house. The jay felt its heart speed up, the blood singing in its ears. It could almost taste of her on the wind—her scent, her voice, the memory of her skin.

It worked. She was coming back.

When the girl shivered and pressed her hands flat to the table, the jay mirrored the gesture, spreading its toes wide and anchoring itself to the ledge. It felt satisfying—something close to triumph. The plan was unfolding, every piece falling into place with a precision that made the bird giddy.

Inside, no one saw the observer. No one sensed the gaze that was cataloguing every move, every tic, every moment of weakness. The blue jay waited, immobile and relentless, not out of fear, but out of a discipline born from obsession. Let them have their reunion, their little domestic theater. It would taste all the sweeter.

The girl stood, her father beside her. They walked to the far window, arms brushing. The jay didn’t move. It wanted them to see it, to know it had always been here, watching, waiting for the signal.

But the girl kept her eyes down, lost in thought, and the moment passed. The jay inhaled the city air, thick with exhaust and old rain, and in the slow, deliberate way of all true predators, planned its next move.

It felt genuine, alive, and full of beautiful, breakable things.

***
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AFTER THEY ENJOYED a light dinner, Harold returned to his penthouse across the hall. Sebastian ran around, watching his favorite shows stream on the tablet. He seemed to have no intention of slowing down. Serena helped Kodiak clean up in the kitchen. “He has a lot of energy.” She nodded in the boy’s direction.

“Yeah, mainly it was the nanny that got him to go to bed. I might have given him a bad gene. Sometimes I’ll work past the sun rising on the following day.”

“Really?” Serena felt that this was new to him.

“Well, it started when you went missing.” Kodiak fell silent, not wanting to think of the most painful day of his life.

“I wish I could remember everything so that I could fix it.” Serena folded her arms across her chest.

“Your being here is fixing it.” Kodiak wiped his hands off on a dishtowel. He took her by the shoulder and turned her to face Sebastian. “That little boy hasn’t been this happy since... well, this is the first time I’m seeing him this happy.” He then took his hands off her shoulder and wrapped them around her. “I never wanted you to go to Paris and London. We just had him; we argued over your needing to rest. For a while, I thought maybe you chose to leave, that you were sick of me nagging you. Your career as a fashion model was significant to you, and at first, you weren’t so happy about becoming pregnant.”

He stepped back to dry his hands more, finding them still damp. As Kodiak dried his hands, he saw Serena’s face, which was both brave and vulnerable, with a hint of a longing that wasn’t about food. He tossed the towel aside and, for a moment, neither of them moved. The light in the kitchen went gold and then blue with the shifting clouds outside. Somewhere behind them, a cartoon jingle droned on and on, as if to mark the seconds.

Kodiak reached for her. Serena accepted at once and let herself be drawn closer, their bodies aligning in a way that was both strange and comfortable. Kodiak brushed a stray hair from her cheek, running his thumb along the scar just below her left eye. They were so close she could feel his pulse, steady and immense. For a moment, she considered speaking, but she was overcome by something that stopped her.

He kissed her—not quickly, not hungrily, but with a kind of slow intensity she’d forgotten existed. Serena felt herself thaw, her usual tension dissolving into heat. Her body, devoid of memory and script, still kept the outline and choreography of need. She kept her eyes open, as if to memorize the creases at the sides of his mouth, the hint of stubble growing in along his jaw. She wanted to record all of it in case it slipped away again.

At his touch, the world contracted to the space between their mouths and the place where his hands gripped her waist. She responded, winding her arms around his neck, feeling the practiced strength in his shoulders. Serena, no longer unsure, embraced him, as if daring him. He swept her up, and her feet left the floor. She yelped, not because she was startled but because it felt good to be helpless, just for a second.

He swept her into the living room, kissing her, oblivious to the strangeness of the scene. Serena let herself be swept up in it, the old rules dissolving. She hooked her legs around his waist, shocked at her own boldness, but laughing anyway. Kodiak lowered her to the carpet as if she’d shatter.

The first thing Serena noticed was the hum of the television. The second thing she noticed was Sebastian, who’d been watching them with huge, delighted eyes. At the sight of them tangled together on the floor, he shrieked with glee and launched himself at his father, crash-landing with the force of a small missile.

Kodiak grunted, rolling with the blow. “Ambushed!” he howled, and the boy squealed, climbing onto his back and thumping his tiny fists against Kodiak’s ribs.

Serena laughed so hard she thought she might cry. She scooped Sebastian up, holding him above her head, then brought him down for a ridiculous shower of noisy, smacking kisses. The boy giggled and wriggled, trying to squirm free, but she held tight, savoring the sticky warmth of his skin and the way he smelled of shampoo and sugar.

They became a heap of flailing arms and legs, all three of them rolling over and over on the rug while Kodiak pretended to gasp for breath. “He’s too fast for me,” he croaked. “He’s got the speed gene.”

“You can’t escape!” Sebastian crowed, delighted by his own power. Serena let herself collapse against Kodiak, Sebastian squished between their chests like a sandwich.

For a moment, the only sound was the boy’s breathless laughter. Serena looked over at Kodiak, who had gone soft-eyed and unguarded, the fierce lines of his face replaced by something that looked almost like relief. She pressed her cheek to the top of Sebastian’s head and exhaled.

“I missed this,” Kodiak voiced like a gentle rumble, though she heard it.

Serena didn’t trust herself to answer, so she just nodded, tucking it away for later.

They stayed like that for a while, letting the physicality of their bodies speak for them. Sebastian would wriggle loose and then burrow back in, like a puppy that couldn’t decide whether it wanted freedom or affection. The boy lay sprawled between them, arms outstretched, eyes glazed with contentment.

Serena reached out and took Kodiak’s hand. He laced his fingers through hers, squeezing tight.

They were a family again. Not the perfect kind, not the kind you found in advertisements or holiday cards, but the authentic kind: patched up, uneven, and loyal. Serena closed her eyes, letting the moment imprint itself, a snapshot she could return to when things got hard again, which she knew they would.

But for tonight, the world outside could wait. The blue jay on the ledge, the shadows in her memory, the future none of them could see—none of it mattered now. All that mattered was the warmth of the bodies pressed around her, and the certainty that, for the first time in years, she was where she was supposed to be.

They tried for an hour to wear Sebastian down. They played with him, ran around the penthouse, made a fort with pillows, hid inside, told spooky stories, and laughed. The boy seemed inexhaustible, fueled by some mysterious engine of joy and chaos.

Near midnight, Sebastian fell asleep on the living room floor, clutching a battered stuffed animal in one hand and Kodiak’s shirt in the other. Serena watched him for a long time, tracing the gentle rise and fall of his chest, the fluttering of his eyelids as he dreamed.

Kodiak was sprawled nearby, one arm flung over his face in a gesture of total surrender. He peeked at her from under his elbow, smiling. “I’m out of practice.”

Serena crawled over and curled up beside him, resting her head on his shoulder. “You’re doing fine.”

They remained there, hearing distant city sounds plus their son’s rhythmic breaths. Serena avoided ruminating on the blue jay or those who took her life. Instead, she focused on the shape of her family, the feel of Kodiak’s arm beneath her cheek, the sweet, sweaty scent of Sebastian’s hair.

She didn’t know what tomorrow would bring. She doubted her ability to recall this instance in a week. Tonight, she found happiness in her roles as a wife, mother, and in being herself.

She closed her eyes and let sleep come to her, soft and slow.

It didn’t last long.
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