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  For my daughter — for being full of imagination.
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  PROLOGUE

  
  







Mia’s life is an endless loop — work, home, sleep.

A single mother drowning in bills, exhaustion, and loneliness, she stopped believing in magic a long time ago. Until one night, when a mysterious stranger appears at her door — a man with secrets, charm, and an otherworldly presence.

As he weaves himself into her quiet world, strange things begin to happen. Flowers bloom overnight. Dreams feel too real. And Mia finds herself torn between fear and a feeling she thought she’d forgotten — love.

But who is he really? And what happens when the truth about his past — and hers — is revealed?
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  The Routine

  
  




The alarm rang at 4:45 a.m. — sharp, unkind, and familiar.

Mia’s hand slid from beneath the blanket, silencing it before it could wake the children. For a moment, she stayed there in the dark, listening to the soft rhythm of her breath and the quiet tick of the clock.

It was always like this. The stillness before the storm of another day.

The little house was cold that morning, a faint draft slipping through the cracked window by her bed. She sat up slowly, rubbing her temples as the dull ache of sleeplessness pulsed behind her eyes. Her shift at the bakery started at six, and as manager, she needed to be there before everyone else — to unlock the doors, check deliveries, prep dough, and smile through the chaos that would follow.

She brushed her red curly hair into a messy bun, pulled on her flour-stained apron, and went to wake the kids.

“Liam, sweetheart,” she whispered, gently shaking her eight-year-old’s shoulder. The boy stirred, his blonde curls sticking up in every direction. “It’s morning, love. Time to get ready for school.”

He mumbled something she didn’t quite catch and pulled the blanket tighter. It would take a few more minutes — it always did. Liam’s mornings were slow, tangled, full of invisible battles she couldn’t always see. His ADHD made every step — brushing teeth, eating breakfast, tying shoelaces — feel like climbing a hill barefoot. And his dyslexia meant that after school, when other parents were relaxing, Mia was sitting with him at the kitchen table, sounding out words, tracing letters, celebrating small victories.

“Come on, bud,” she said gently. “You can do this.”

Down the hall, a soft giggle drifted from the smaller bedroom. Six-year-old Emma was already awake, her stuffed bunny tucked under one arm, her bright hazel eyes full of questions about the sky, the moon, the things she dreamed.
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