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ACT I: Echoes of the Past


Chapter 1: Three Petals
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The night was the kind of quiet that felt wrong.

Not peaceful watching.

Layla stood in the nursery, one hand cradling Amari’s warm, tiny body, the other tracing the petal tucked under the baby’s blanket. Deep red, velvet soft, almost pulsing with life. Her chest tightened. The handwriting on the note was careful, deliberate.

One petal for the sins you have hidden.

She slid the paper into the pocket of her robe before Jonathan walked in, forcing a smile that did not reach her eyes. She kissed Amari’s forehead, but in her mind, she was already cataloging everyone who had ever been in this house without her knowing.
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Across town, Lemar lit his third cigarette of the night, the glow briefly illuminating the crumpled white petal between his fingers. His gut told him it was not Layla. It was not Lena. Whoever sent this knew everything. Knew the fire. Knew the blood. He watched the street from his porch, muscles tight, imagining shapes moving in the shadows.

The note was short, almost playful:

One petal for the blood you have spilled.

He did not notice the dark sedan parked just far enough down the block to be invisible in the rain.

[image: ]

Lena found hers in the pocket of a silk coat she hadn’t worn in months. Pale pink. The kind of pink you’d see in a wedding bouquet — not in a grave. She didn’t remember putting it there, but she remembered the feel of a camera’s lens following her down the street earlier that day.

The note read:


One petal for the web you’ve spun.



She refolded it neatly, slipped it into her vanity drawer beside the knife she had not used in over a year.
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Somewhere in Braysville, rain began to fall;light at first, then heavy, hammering the streets like impatient fingers on glass.

1:12 a.m.

The rain had turned to a slow, cold drizzle. Somewhere between Lemar’s street and Lena’s gated neighborhood, a teenage girl in a Braysville High sweatshirt stumbled out of a corner store, clutching a paper bag. She paused under the yellow glow of a flickering streetlight.

A shadow moved behind her.

The camera phone that recorded it would later freeze on her terrified face just before a gloved hand covered her mouth.

4:46 a.m.

Police tape flapped against wet asphalt. Her body lay in the alley behind the corner store, positioned carefully, unnaturally, with a pink rose in her mouth and three differently colored petals spread in a perfect triangle on her chest.

Detectives would identify her as Maya Jennings ,  Amaya’s favorite cousin.

“They say blood runs deep. But roots rot first.”


She was my gift to you to remind you that I’m watching,

and I know who you are. 



Three killers. Three petals.

One new hand moving in the dark.

And none of them knew if the petals were a warning...

or an invitation.
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Chapter 2 “The Stranger in the Mirror”
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The shower’s steam curled around the edges of the mirror, softening her face into something dreamlike, until it didn’t.

Lena paused mid-stroke with her mascara wand, tilting her head. The fog parted just enough to show her lips curved upward in a slow, unfamiliar smile. She wasn’t smiling.

The wand clattered into the sink. When she blinked, the expression was gone, her reflection pristine again.
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Marcus leaned against the doorway, arms folded, eyes scanning her.

“You’ve been out late,” he said, voice casual but weighted. “Business meetings?”

“Something like that.” She reached for her pearl earrings. “You know I work best at night.”

His gaze lingered on her for a moment longer, like he wanted to say more then he walked away.
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On the kitchen TV, the morning news anchor’s voice cut through the smell of fresh coffee:

A young woman was found dead in a Braysville motel early this morning... The body was posed with a pink rose in her mouth and delicate placement of petals, details police are calling ‘signature.’

The camera panned over crime scene tape and blurred images of a lifeless arm draped over motel sheets.

Lena’s fingers dug into the countertop. That was not her work. But it looked exactly like her work.
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In her dressing room later that morning, she found a small envelope tucked into the pocket of her robe, cream paper the edges damp as if it had been somewhere wet. Inside, a yellow petal fell into her palm.

The handwriting this time was more deliberate. Less playful.

Control is a lie you tell yourself.

I know what you’ve done,

and I can do it better.

She closed her eyes. Whoever they were, they weren’t just copying. They were competing.
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Lena staring back into the mirror, the steam curling once again,  but this time, her reflection did not wait for her to blink before smiling.
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Chapter 3 – “Sister of Smoke”
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The smell of antiseptic lingered in Layla’s scrubs as she walked out of the hospital.

Night air curled cool fingers through her hair, carrying the faint scent of something burning not wood, not trash. Something sharper, almost sweet.
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She thought about the news clip replaying in her head. A woman posed in a motel with a pink rose, Lena’s style, but not Lena’s work. Layla didn’t believe in coincidences anymore. Not after everything she and Lemar had done.

As she slid into her car, her phone buzzed. Unknown number. She let it go to voicemail.

By the time she turned onto her block, smoke had thickened in the air. Not enough to see flames, but enough to make her think of the night she and Lemar burned Jonathan’s father’s body.
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Inside her house, Amari was asleep in her crib, little chest rising and falling. Jonathan was in the kitchen, shirt sleeves rolled up, forearms slick from washing bottles.

“You’re late,” he said without looking at her.

“Busy night,” she replied, dropping her keys in the bowl.

He finally looked at her searching her face the way cops do when they’re hunting a lie. Then he smiled.

“You are a good mother, Lay. Don’t ever think I don’t see that.”

She felt the compliment land heavy. Jonathan had no idea how much blood was already on those same hands he praised.
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Across town, Lemar sat in his car outside Cherisse’s apartment. He’d been there an hour, watching the lights turn on and off. Amaya’s shadow passed behind the curtains.

When his phone buzzed, it was a text from Layla:

We need to talk.

He didn’t answer right away. His gut told him Imani was starting to put things together without even realizing it. If she knew too much, her father would not be the only one in danger.
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That night, Layla found another envelope tucked under Amari’s blanket. Her breath stopped cold. She opened it with shaking fingers  a white petal fell into her palm, edges crisp like paper.

Smoke fades. Blood doesn’t!

For the first time in a year, Layla double-checked the locks before she went to bed.
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In the quiet hours, a faint trail of smoke drifts through Amari’s bedroom window... but there’s no fire.
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Chapter 4 – Ashes Between Us
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(Amaya’s POV)

The street in front of Lemar’s house is quiet in that way that makes you feel like somebody’s watching, even when you can’t see them. Streetlights hum overhead, their glow catching the wet sheen of the pavement. My friend’s car pulls away, taillights blinking twice before disappearing around the corner.

I hitch my backpack higher and glance at the row of houses. Same chipped shutters, same cracked sidewalks, but tonight, it feels different.

Lemar’s truck isn’t in the driveway. He said he’d be here. “Just running a quick errand, lil’ bit,” he’d told me over text. “Go on inside.”

The front door’s already unlocked.

Inside, the air is warm but still, the way it gets when a house has been shut tight all day. Lemar’s place is neat, not “mom neat” like at Charisse’s, but the kind of neat that comes from somebody who doesn’t keep much around to begin with. Couch, coffee table, TV stand. A single rug in the middle of the living room that’s probably older than me.

Except for the wall.

The wall is Lemar’s shrine photos of me from the time I was still missing front teeth to the one from last month at the track meet. No frames match, but every single picture is centered like he measured it.

That’s when I notice the flowers.

A tall glass vase sits on the table beneath my most recent photo. Long-stemmed roses, deep crimson, but the thorns are wrong, longer, sharper, like tiny knives along the stems. No card. No ribbon.

I tell myself Lemar’s just dating somebody new, the kind of woman who likes making dramatic gestures. But Lemar’s never been a “flowers on the table” type.

My phone buzzes. Charisse.

“Hey, baby,” she says, too chipper. “You’ll be at my place tomorrow and the next night, right?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“No reason.” A pause. “Just... you know I like having you over. Keep your bag packed, okay?”

I can hear something in her voice not fear exactly, but something close. Like she’s thinking too much while she’s talking to me.

After we hang up, I head to my room to unpack for the night. I unzip the backpack, expecting the usual — notebook, charger, the hoodie I stole from Imani last month.

Instead, there’s an envelope.

Plain white. No stamp, no handwriting. Just sitting there on top like it’s been waiting.

I slide it open.

Inside is a single black rose petal, soft and velvety against my fingertips. And under it — a photograph.

It’s me and Charisse, at the bus stop last Tuesday. She’s talking to me, mid-laugh. I’m looking down at my phone. There’s no one else in the frame, no shadows, no car mirrors catching light.

I didn’t even remember anyone else being there.

The skin between my shoulders prickles.

I’m still staring at the photo when the door clicks. Lemar’s voice calls, low but sharp: “Yo, Amaya?”

I shove the envelope into my hoodie pocket.

He walks in carrying a brown paper bag, smelling faintly of cigarette smoke and motor oil. His eyes sweep the room like he’s taking inventory.

“You eat yet?”

“Yeah. School.”

He sets the bag down on the counter and leans back against it, arms crossed. “Who brought you home?”

“My friend. You know her.”

“You sure?”

I roll my eyes. “Why wouldn’t I be sure?”

He doesn’t answer right away. “Somebody’s been sniffin’ around your mama’s place,” he says finally, voice dropping. “And they’re not lookin’ for me.”

He stares at me like he’s waiting for me to connect some dots I don’t even have yet.

“Everything’s fine,” I say, though my hoodie pocket feels heavy with the envelope.

But I don’t tell him.
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Later that night, at Charisse’s place, I’m halfway through brushing my teeth when I hear it a soft scrape against the carpet outside my room.

When I open the door, the hallway is empty.

But there is something on the floor.

Another envelope.

This one’s a little damp along the edges, like it’s been held too long in someone’s sweaty palm.

Inside is a short, typed note, the words crisp and cold on the paper:

You do not know which house is safer.
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Petal Note #2 (delivered to Lemar earlier that day, unknown to Amaya):

“Every rose has a root, Lemar. Yours are rotting.”
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Chapter 5 The Heirs
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Layla

The house was too quiet without Jonathan’s heavy steps moving from room to room. He said he’d be working late, but “late” had a way of stretching into the kind of nights where the shadows start feeling like they’re holding their breath.

Amari was asleep upstairs, the baby monitor propped on the kitchen counter as Layla folded laundry. The soft hiss of static was oddly comforting, white noise to drown out the hum of the refrigerator. She was halfway through stacking onesies when the sound changed.

It was subtle at first static thinning, then warping, like a throat clearing.

And then, under the hiss, a voice.

Faint. Male.

“Sins of the mother...”

The basket tipped from her lap, tiny socks scattering across the floor. Layla’s chair screeched against the tile as she lunged for the monitor.

“Hello?” She knew how stupid it was, talking to it, but the urge was instinctive.

Silence returned for three long seconds. Then a faint breath, as though someone was leaning close to the mic.

She was running before she heard anything else, laundry forgotten, bare feet thudding against the stairs.

The nursery door was cracked.

She pushed it open, chest tight.

Amari slept soundly, the slow rise and fall of her blanket-wrapped body unbothered by the pounding in Layla’s ears.

It took her a moment to notice it, not in the crib, but on the blanket.

A single, soft white rose petal.

Layla froze. The window was locked. She hadn’t opened it all week. The monitor’s camera was angled toward the crib, red light glowing, but its small screen downstairs hadn’t shown any movement.

A draft brushed her cheek.

She turned toward the door just in time to catch movement a shadow slipping past the edge of the hallway, too quick to catch detail but tall, broad.

“Hey!”

Her voice cracked the stillness. She sprinted after it, feet pounding down the hall. By the time she hit the top of the stairs, the front door latch clicked.

She barreled down, flung it open nothing but the dark front yard, porch light cutting a weak cone into the fog.

The air outside was damp, carrying the faint scent of cigarette smoke.

She stayed there for several breaths, forcing her pulse down.
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Jonathan flashbacks 

The memory came back in fragments now, triggered by the sound of water. He was sitting in his car, engine off, parked near the same creek bed with Amari just to get them both out of the house. The grass had grown taller; the mud swallowed their work years ago.

The shovel hit something solid. Marcus swore under his breath and knelt, brushing wet dirt away. The girl’s face was pale under the moonlight, lips parted as though she was about to speak.

Jonathan looked away. He didn’t want her to be the last thing burned into his eyes tonight.

“Help me,” Marcus said, voice sharp.

Jonathan swallowed hard, gripped the shovel again, and pushed deeper into the soft creekbed mud. Water shimmered in the moonlight, licking at their boots.

“Don’t think about it,” Marcus muttered. “Just dig.”

The sound of the water, the smell of rot, the cold damp air it all pressed in on Jonathan, making him feel like the world had shrunk to this hole and this girl they were hiding.

He risked one more glance. A thin gold bracelet clung to her wrist, loose enough to slide down her hand. Something about it made his stomach twist.

They lowered her in.

Jonathan stepped back, shoving the shovel into the earth again, but Marcus stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

“I’ll finish,” Marcus said, tone flat but eyes somewhere far away. “You go.”

Jonathan hesitated. The air was heavy between them, like Marcus was keeping something back.

“Go,” Marcus repeated, not looking up.

Jonathan left, boots heavy with mud, the sound of shoveling fading behind him.
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Layla

Layla’s mind had moved past fear into a kind of sharp, buzzing alertness. Whoever had been in the house hadn’t taken anything. They’d left something. That was worse.

She sat in the kitchen, the petal on the table in front of her. Not red like the roses from the news stories. White.

Her eyes kept drifting to the monitor. She didn’t like being in the house anymore.

That thought brought another one she hadn’t acted on in months.

The hideout.

Early the next morning before he afternoon shift at the hospital, Layla left Amari with Jonathan since it was his day off and volunteered to take Imani to school since they have been barely speaking or spending time together theses days. Then she went to the old hideout.

Her father had built it out past the train tracks, tucked into the shell of an old toolshed no one went near anymore. It had been her escape as a kid, her place to think. After she moved to Detroit with Jonathan she haven’t been back since.

Now, it felt like the only place she might find answers.
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The door was stubborn, rust clinging to the hinges, but it gave with a hard shove.

Dust swirled in the thin beam of her flashlight. The air was stale, paper, mildew, and something metallic underneath.

She trailed the light across the walls, remembering the old dartboard, the crates her father used as shelves.

In the far corner, under a tarp, sat the small lockbox she’d seen a hundred times but never opened. The lock was snapped, as though someone had already been inside.

Inside were scraps of paper, old receipts, and at the bottom a leather-bound journal.

The first pages were mundane: weather notes, reminders about repairs. Then the handwriting shifted, slanting, almost frantic.

Drawings filled the next pages.

A rose.

A wisp of smoke.

A flame.

Beneath them, in her father’s heavy block letters: THE HEIRS.

Her fingers tightened on the edge of the book.
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Lemar

The feeling had been gnawing at him since morning like someone was watching from just beyond his sightline. It followed him from the corner store to his mother’s porch.

Now, night settling in, the sensation pulled him toward the tree line behind his block.

The woods were dense, summer-thick with leaves, but the air was cooler here, carrying the damp smell of earth and pine. His sneakers whispered over fallen needles.

Halfway in, he saw it.

A crow.

Dead. Wings spread unnaturally wide, its body nailed to the trunk of a pine. Around its neck was a satin ribbon. Pink.

The same pink as the photos of the victims in the news.

He stepped closer, jaw tight, scanning the ground.

Footprints. Deep enough to be fresh, pressed into the soft soil.

He followed them, the rhythm of his breath matching his steps.

The prints wound deeper into the woods and then, halfway through a clearing, they simply stopped.

No scuff marks. No drag lines. Just... gone.

The woods were silent except for the faint rustle of leaves overhead.
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Petal Note #3

Delivered earlier that night, tucked under the windshield wiper of Jonathan’s unmarked car.

Blood blooms best when the roots are shared.
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Chapter 6 “The Eyes in the Trees”
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LAYLA

The hideout still smelled like mildew and cigarettes. The kind of place that held on to secrets long after the people were gone.

Layla stepped over the broken doorframe, careful not to scuff her sneakers on the warped floorboards. Amari was with her mother-in-law tonight since Jonathan called her into town because he felt overwhelmed which also meant Layla could finally come back here without a toddler on her hip. She’d thought about burning this place months ago  the one spot from her past that still felt like it was watching her  but something told her to wait.

She reached the back room where the floor dipped toward an old trunk. It was locked when she first found it. Not anymore. Once again she went for the journal.

Inside: brittle pages, yellowed and curling. Her father’s handwriting looped across them jagged, impatient. Three symbols. A rose. A wisp of smoke. A flame. Underneath, one word in all caps: THE HEIRS.

Her chest tightened. She traced the rose with her fingertip, remembering the petal in Amari’s crib the night before. The whisper in the monitor. She had dismissed it as a prank. Now... she wasn’t so sure.

A creak overhead snapped her head up. The hideout had no upstairs.

She grabbed the journal, shoved it under her jacket, and backed toward the door. Through the busted window, something shifted in the trees, a glint, like eyes catching moonlight. Then gone.

JONATHAN

The note had been sitting on his desk all day.

A folded piece of stationery, cream-colored, no fingerprints. Delivered by some rookie at the front desk, claiming “someone dropped it off.”

Jonathan waited until the bullpen emptied before opening it. Just three lines, written in the same slanted cursive as the Braysville Files case a year ago:

Your hands buried her.

Your brother kept her breathing.


We both know she remember



His jaw locked. The handwriting was unmistakable. But that case was sealed. Buried like her.

His mind slammed back to the creekbed. Mud up to his ankles, the weight of a body between him and Malcolm. The smell of wet leaves and copper. He remembered how he looked at Malcolm and saw something he’d never seen before a man who didn’t want to finish what they started.

And now this letter, taunting him. Not accusing — reminding.

He crumpled it in his fist and shoved it in his pocket.
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