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  Content Warning


This is a work of fiction. While the story and characters are a product of the author's imagination, this book contains material that might prove to be violent, sexually explicit, or religiously controversial to certain readers. The author has approached these topics with care and respect, aiming to shed light on complex human experiences. However, individual reactions may vary, and reader discretion is advised. 
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Dedicated to Mindy

Not all of my books include dedications. This one does. 
Ever Mine is dedicated to a Booktoker 
who surprised me one night. 
Writing & publishing books is fun. 
Yet it is also one of the toughest experiences in life. 
It's easy to lose focus why you started in the first place. 
Mindy reminded me of the why. 
I write to make to make someone happy. 
Appearantly, I made her happy. So did she. 
Thank you, Mindy. 
@mindybooktok
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Dante: "Are you fantasizing about me, Mindy?"







  
  Foreword


Istarted writing Ever Thine  in April 2025. Why am I telling you this when you're about to dive into Volume II, Ever Mine? Because both books share a significant history. Ever Thine introduces you to the Carlotti Empire, a Mafia organization that operates both legally and illegally. Its illicit activities are masterfully concealed within a legitimate business. Dante, a tough Mafia boss, runs a funeral service, a venture that aligns disturbingly well with his character. 
It’s a strange twist of fate that writing about such a business could become a self-fulfilling prophecy, something I still ponder. My father's health took a sudden turn for the worse in the summer of 2025, and he passed away in September. All of a sudden, Dante's funeral business wasn't just fiction. It became my stark reality. I wasn't observing Dante interacting with a client. I was facing someone eerily similar. It was unsettling. Yet, in a strange way, Dante became a poignant reminder of my father. 
In October 2025, not long after the funeral, I began writing Ever Mine. I never anticipated sharing Isabella’s profound grief, but I did. My connection to Dante and Isabella deepened far beyond what I'd initially imagined. I'm eager to conclude their story in Volume 3, Ever Ours. While real life doesn't always offer neat, happy endings, Dante and Isabella deserve one. Their journey might take a darker turn before reaching that happy conclusion. 
In Ever Thine, I introduced you to fictional trademarks, driven by my need for better safe than sorry. You don't mess around with trademarks unless you are married to someone like Max. You might ask why other authors use real trademarks in their stories. Partly because they rely on the fair use clause, partly because the trademark owners may like the story and are okay with it. And maybe, just maybe, because they got lucky. 
Over the process of writing Dante's and Isabella's story, I grew very fond of the fictional trademarks. It's actually fun generating names that often mock the real ones. A story that comes with trigger warnings needs some mockery to shed some light on the pitch-black darkness. 
Ever Mine features different made-up trademarks than *Ever Thine*. I've included a list to clarify what you are about to dive into:
Racerati Maestrale – a luxurious sport sedan
Pellari – a sports car
Autus 900 – a luxurious limousine
Viazza – small car bearing the name of a prominent Italian automobile maker
Vari boat – iconic Italian mahogany boat
YSounds – media store app on a high-end fictional smartphone
Facial Moment – app for video calls
Hawk Eye – military helmet with thermal camera, night- and X-ray vision
MC714 – a battle rifle
Pullitt MILL – sniper rifle
Robertson UN 13 – a rifle
Klugg 54 – crossover pistol
Gunfoglio – a 9 mm pistol






  
  Music


Music enhances life and serves as a creative catalyst. When writing >>EVER MINE<<, just as with Volume I >>EVER THINE<<, I couldn’t bring a single line to life without exploring the world of music. The first book of the series was inspired by a song that had been number one on the charts. But it is not always a song from the charts that serves as the catalyst for creative writing. This is why you'll find songs in this book and on the unofficial Book track playlist that are literally classic tunes. Songs that haven't lost their beauty over time. This applies in particular to artists such as 
	Röyksopp

	Paul Van Dyk

	Groove Armada

	Disclosure

	Franky Avalon

	Underworld



Of course, there is a playlist on SoundCloud dedicated to this volume of the series. If you want to join Isabella exploring the world of music, just visit:
www.soundcloud.com/norabellehart






  
  Ever Mine


They say time heals all wounds. 
Apparently, time doesn’t know the Mafia.
Isabella is back in Italy, her home, at least according to her passport. 
But her heart sees it differently. 
Since Dante died, nothing feels like home to her anymore. 
All that remains are memories, quiet, painful, and far too vivid. 
Still, Isabella doesn’t give up.
Maybe she wants to prove to him she’s a strong woman. 
Maybe a part of her still hopes.
Isabella dares to start over. 
With flour on her hands, sugar on her skin, and a dream in her heart, she opens her own café. 
A place full of warmth, full of life, maybe even full of love.
For a brief, almost suspiciously peaceful moment, it feels like a new life. 
Like hope. Like a dream.
Until the Mafia drops by on a whim. 
Without an invitation. Without manners. And definitely without any intention of buying cake.
In one fell swoop, they take from Isabella the last thing she has left of Dante. 
Her life becomes a soap opera, only without a happy ending.
Until the day the haunting begins, things happen. 
Eerie things. Inexplicable things. 
Is she imagining things, or is she losing her mind?
It seems legends never die. 
They wait. They watch. And sometimes… they come back.






  
  Francesca

Jackpot!


Fabio cuts through the absurd restraints he put on my hands and feet just for show. Then he lets me go, turns around, and stomps off with the flashlight in his hand. 
“Fabio!” I'm yelling after him. 
Behind me, another dull rumble sounds. The ground beneath my feet is shaking. The next blow is so deafening and violent that it knocks me off my feet. My ears are ringing. Shaken, I'm clinging to the floor, searching for something to hold on to.
“Damn it, Franny,” I hear Fabio's voice, as if he were trying to speak to me through several layers of cotton wool. Suddenly, he’s back at my side and helps me to my feet.
“My sister is here” is the first thing that comes to my mind.
Fabio just looks at me but doesn’t answer. 
“You knew my sister was here,” I half accuse him, but I get no reaction. 
Months have passed, leaving me without hope of ever seeing my big sister again. And then what? I just joined Fabio at the most absurd underground meeting, only to learn that my older sister had left Italy to find me. But instead of finding me, she seems to have landed right in the underworld’s web.
“Did I get it right that this guy is Isabella’s husband?” I just want to know now.
Fabio takes a deep breath and looks at me, frustrated. “Francesca, just because I like you a lot doesn’t mean you are allowed to get the upper hand. It doesn’t change your status as my captive or the fate I have in store for you.”
I don't know how I managed to wrap Fabio Gollione around my little finger, but so far I’ve been spared the fate of many other women down here. Instead of rotting in a dark cell, he shoved me into one on purpose for the phone call. In reality, I got a comfortable room in his house. Sharing meals with him in his dining room isn’t a hard fate. All in all, I live a nearly normal life, except for the electronic device on my ankle that dictates where I am allowed to go. I tried several times to escape before I learned a very painful lesson. Each time I stepped over an invisible barrier, the device punished me with an electric shock.
The first time wasn’t that bad, but the last time was. It left a nasty burn around my ankle. I ended up in Fabio's bed because of an infected wound and a high fever. That’s when I met an angel, or at least I thought she was an angel during my fever dreams. In reality, I met the woman Fabio had fallen for. It gave me a clue about the man who holds me captive. He isn’t the monster he’s trying to convince everyone he is.
At least as long as I don’t think about why I’m with him. I’m a trophy. Those were Fabio’s exact words. A trophy waiting for the highest bidder.
“I know,” I nod, agreeing with his statement. 
Despite his soft side, Fabio Gollione is a hothead who wants to be taken seriously. Agreeing with him is one thing. Not giving up on myself is a whole different story. 
“I just hoped for an honest answer. It would mean the world to me.” I'm looking him briefly in the eyes before turning away and walking back to the exit.
I hear him sigh in frustration right behind me.
“Was.”
That single word makes me freeze in my tracks.
“Was?”
“He was her husband.”
“What does that mean…”
“For Christ’s sake, did you even notice what just happened on the other side of the bunker's door? I literally blew the guy up,” he shouts, glaring at me.
I flinch. Within a couple of minutes, I’ve learned more than I have in the past four months. My sister lives nearby and seems to have gotten married. I don’t want to do the man an injustice. He looked outrageously handsome, yet his looks screamed danger. I wonder whether Bella became his wife of her own free will. Will she be relieved when he’s no longer alive, or will she miss him terribly? What just happened was an execution without warning.
It’s not the first time I’ve had an idea about what Fabio is capable of. However, until now, it’s always been stories I’ve overheard by chance. This is the first life-changing experience where I’ve seen him in action.
“You must really hate him,” I'm blurting out.
He shakes his head and laughs sarcastically, “Far from it.”
“If you don’t hate him, then why did you kill him?”
Fabio looks at me as if I’m not quite right in the head. If it’s not personal, it must be about money. In his case, a lot of money. Fabio Gollione doesn’t love people, with one exception: his angel. Fabio loves money.
“You were paid to do it.”
“Jackpot, Franny.”






  
  Isabella

Time is not a magic bullet. It's just time.


As it turns out, booking a ticket to Europe isn’t that easy. In the end, the only option I am offered is a first-class flight to London. From there I have to take a connecting flight to Milan. The price for this travel option sounds astronomical. Though I do have a vast pile of cash with me, paying for the flights with it turns out to be anything but usual. The whole hierarchy of bosses is contacted until I finally get the go-ahead to put the fifteen grand in cash on the table. My flight will leave in three hours. 
My next problem awaits at the security checkpoint. I’m eyed skeptically by the security guards. The bruise on my face raises suspicion. Just as Maria predicted, the first thing I’m asked is whether I’m okay. But it is only the start of an inquisition into the background of my injuries. I stick to the lies I’ve come up with during the ride to the airport. An unfortunate accident during the blizzard. With a pitying glance and a slightly unconvinced smile, I’m finally allowed to proceed to the gates.
My first stop is the duty-free area, where I buy some makeup to cover my blemishes as best I can. I can’t match the makeup artist’s artistry from my wedding, but at least I look decent. The time until departure drags on forever, but finally boarding begins.
Flying is anything but one of my favorite pastimes. In fact, I’m very afraid of it. That makes me all the more grateful there was only one seat left in first class. What awaits me here is a taste of another world. Dante’s world, I think with a pang of dread. But all the space and luxury distract me a little from what’s actually going on. A glass of champagne quickly appears beside me, and I’m so nervous I almost down it in one gulp. Another glass of champagne magically appears. I look around. Privacy is a top priority here. Anyone who doesn’t want to be seen simply retreats into their own little cabin. At eye level to my left sits an attractive man in a suit. I'd say he's about fifty. 
He notices my gaze and winks at me. “Your first time?”
I bob my head slightly.
“Enjoy it while you can. You get used to it pretty quickly,” he says, offering me an understanding smile.
He’s probably right, though I wonder whether flying, especially in first class, will ever be an option for me again. Nervously, I take a sip from my second glass of champagne.
“Fear of flying?” I hear the question from my left.
“More than that,” I say with a giggle. The alcohol is starting to take effect.
He smiles and reaches across the console between us, extending his hand. “I’m John.”
“Isabella,” I shake his hand.
“You have an accent. Where are you from?” John asks me.
“Italy.”
“Really?” His face lights up as he continues in perfect Italian, “I’m on my way to Italy. Lake Como, to be exact.”
“Your Italian is perfect. What brings you to Lake Como?” I reply, both surprised and delighted. 
“Love,” he replies with a laugh, “I sold my law firm and am moving to Menaggio to be with the love of my life, Giorgia.”
“You’re a lawyer?”
“Yes. Who would have thought I’d be starting all over again in Italy?”
“As a lawyer?”
“Yes,” he laughs. “It’s hard to believe, but even outside the States, there’s a need for lawyers specializing in American law.”
The plane starts to jolt. It’s heading toward the runway, and my panic slowly kicks in.
“What did you bring to the States, business or vacation?” John asks me. 
“Got married,” the words slip out.
“Must be quite the man of the year, since you are already on the run,” he says with a low chuckle.
“Sort of,” I reply with a smile, but my sadness catches up with me.
“Are you okay?” he asks me, concerned. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to pry.”
“No. No, I’m fine. To be honest, our conversation is at least taking my mind off things a bit.”
John nods knowingly. “Did you know that airplanes are among the safest modes of transportation?”
Laughing, I reply, “That’s probably meant to reassure me.”
“If not a fact, then what?” John replies with a smile.
The plane races down the runway, and I grip the armrests tightly. Seconds later, we take off. I gasp for air. It feels like I’m damned to live through the final chapter of my marriage and my relationship with Dante. The grief that has been quietly building inside me washes over me with full force. I start sobbing uncontrollably.
A warm hand rests reassuringly on my arm. “Don’t worry, we’re in the air. It’s unlikely anything will go wrong now.”
“That’s not it,” I manage to say.
“What’s bothering you? Maybe I can help, or at least help calm you down.”
I roughly wipe the tears from my cheeks and look at John.
“My husband just died. I probably had the shortest marriage on the planet. All I got with Dante was a single day of marriage,” I blurt out. 
I don’t know why I’m telling him all of this. The last thing I need right now is pity. But John doesn’t look at me with pity. He looks at me with understanding.
“It’s hardest right after it happens,” he says, nodding. “When my Liza died, I felt she was waiting for me around every corner. But in the end, it was just my mind trying to ignore reality. Grief brings many emotions, tears, and even rage. Let it flow. All of it will help you through the hard times, Isabella. Don’t let anyone tell you how long it should take to grieve. Grief is different for everyone. The only thing I can promise you is that life will go on.”
“I’m afraid I’ll forget Dante,” I sob.
He squeezes my arm encouragingly. “That’s very unlikely.”
“What makes you so sure of that?”
“My firsthand experience,” he replies with a smile. “Why don’t you tell me a little about your Dante?”
My right hand reaches for the locket. I take off the necklace, open the heart-shaped medallion, and hand it to John.
He puts on his glasses and looks at the small photo. A moment later, I watch him swallow. 
John jerks his head up and looks at me. “That’s your husband?”
“Yes. Why? Is something wrong?” For a moment, I regret showing him the picture.
John closes the locket and hands the necklace back to me. 
Then a smile appears on his face. “You must be a pretty strong woman to have married a man like Dante Carlotti.”
“You knew Dante?” I reply, surprised.
“Briefly,” he replies, bowing his head.
A warm feeling washes over me. “How?”
“He handled my Liza’s funeral. It was probably just a coincidence. On the day I walked into his funeral home, he was apparently just there for a quick visit to his New York branch. He didn’t like how the staff there was treating me, so he taught them a lesson in how it should be done properly. A very charming, clever guy,” he winks at me.
John looks around at the other passengers before continuing in a low voice, “After I met him, it dawned on me that he was the man my famous colleague represented in several media court cases. You know what I mean…” 
His gaze darts nervously around. My lips form the word MAFIA in silence, and John nods.
“Do you refer to Max van Bloom as your colleague?” I ask.
“Yes, that’s him! He is brilliant, an absolute top-notch lawyer. I really admire him,” he replies, visibly impressed.
It sometimes seems the world really is a small place.






  
  Isabella

The moment hope turns to surprise. 


3 months later


Ican hardly believe how quickly time has flown. I just met John on the plane, and suddenly I’m busy with the final preparations for my little café’s grand opening. Without John and his girlfriend, Giorgia, or the rest of the bounty money, I would hardly have made it this far. But since I’ve been back in Italy, I’ve had the feeling, for the first time in a while, that my life could be turning for the better. 
John and I talked for hours on that flight. It felt as if we had known each other for years. Every time I think back to how we’d almost finished a complete business plan by the time we landed in Milan, a smile tugs at my lips. Although I can’t say for sure, it feels as though it’s always been my dream to own a small pastry shop with a café. 
While John and his Italian sweetheart, Giorgia, put me up at their place for the first two weeks, the opportunity to secure a suitable space for my business literally fell into my lap. The small house in the town of Menaggio offered an empty storefront with a small apartment above it. From that point on, events unfolded quickly.
John was a great help with all the paperwork and contracts. I have no clue how he persuaded them, but the bank accepted the remaining eighty thousand dollars in cash and granted me a loan for the equipment and furnishings for my apartment and the café. Since that moment, I’ve been busy preparing everything for the opening in two days. My gaze falls on the lettering on the window.

Café Dante


A sense of melancholy washes over me, only to be replaced a moment later by another memory. John had gone to great lengths to obtain the necessary documents from the United States so I could apply to the authorities to change my name. The moment I held my new passport in my hands, bearing the name 

Isabella Carlotti 


was the most joyful and, at the same time, the saddest moment of the last three months. Every morning I wake up thinking that Dante would be proud of what I'm about to build from scratch. To my surprise, John didn’t want to bill me for all his help. He asked for an unusual favor in return, one that looked more like he was doing me another favor than the other way around. John asked me to hire Giorgia at the café and to guarantee her free meals for life. It turned out I couldn’t have wished for more, because having Giorgia by my side is a major factor in my success. Without her, my days would be more than twelve hours long once the café opened.
The unexpected side effect of the two of them entering my life was free English lessons. Over the past three months, my language skills have improved so much that I can chat fluently with both of them in English. Now I not only understand the songs Dante left me, but I can also sing along word for word.
That way, Dante lives on in me through his favorite songs. His taste in music has completely rubbed off on me, to the point that I often lie in bed at night and listen my way through the world of dance, trance, and house. Listening to countless tracks makes me feel as if Dante is sitting right next to me. 
My thoughts return to the here and now. The first delivery of goods is scheduled for today. As soon as the bakery is stocked with flour, sugar, fats, and other baking supplies, nothing will stop me. I run light-footed down the stairs from my apartment. Moving from one door to the next, I stand in the nearly finished café and let it all sink in. 
The bedroom under the roof of a huge American mansion, where I woke up over three months ago, inspired me. The walls are painted a cheerful lemon yellow, and the slender, velvet-upholstered armchairs in a darker green create a harmonious contrast. The color combination reminds me of Tuscany. A smile spreads across my face. I’ve long since gotten used to having only fresh memories. I can’t say whether I’ve ever seen Tuscany. The feeling that I have remains. 
Behind me, the door opens, and the little bell above it lets out a cheerful jingle into the air.
“Ciao, Bella.” Giorgia bursts in, her irrepressible cheerfulness in tow. 
“Ciao, Giorgia.” I am surprised to see her here today.
“I don’t want to bother you for long, Bella, but I was wondering if you could help me.”
“Whenever I can.”
“I had a minor mishap. Could you help me with a tampon?”
“Sure, just a sec.”
A moment later, I rush back up the stairs to my apartment's bathroom. I rip open the doors of the small cabinet under the sink, but it stares back at me, gaping and empty. Confused, I move the cleaning supplies and toiletries back and forth, but a pack of tampons doesn’t turn up. 
When was my last period, anyway? In slow motion, I stand up and look in the mirror. Plump, rosy cheeks, along with shiny eyes and hair, stare back at me. There has been no bleeding in the past few months. You’re having my baby, I hear Dante’s voice in my head. My heart races. I don’t need a tampon for Giorgia. I need a pregnancy test.
“Bella?” I hear Giorgia’s voice from my front door.
“Coming.”
How long have I been standing in the bathroom? I grab my purse and rush out.
“Sorry,” I start as I run down the stairs toward Giorgia, “I thought I still had some, but I seem to have used them all up recently. Let me quickly get some new ones.” 
As if stung by a wasp, I run into the little pharmacy around the corner. As an alibi, I buy a pack of tampons for Giorgia and three pregnancy tests for myself. I’m in luck. The pharmacist packs everything into a small paper bag and hands it to me over the counter with a wink.
A few minutes later, I’m back and hand Giorgia the box of tampons. She gives me a mischievous smile.
“Looks like you bought an entire supply for both of us.”
“What?” I'm looking at her, confused.
“Tampons?” she presses.
“Oh, right! Uh, yeah, yeah. You can never have enough of those around the house,” I reply, trying to play it cool.
I’m lucky that Giorgia lets it go and heads back out. A glance at the clock tells me I still have half an hour before the delivery arrives. That’s enough time to take the tests. In the end, I take all three. Better safe than sorry. As it turns out, I didn’t need to. All the tests show the same results. 
Positive. I’m pregnant.






  
  Isabella

Boldness is rarely a virtue


3 days later


Although the three tests were conclusive, I went to see the doctor two days ago just to be on the safe side. But he, too, had nothing but congratulations for me. I was sent home with a ton of information on pregnancy and appointment dates for checkups. Since then, I haven’t been able to wipe the smile off my face. I’m left with more than a faint memory of Dante. I push aside any thoughts that life as a single mother will be tough. My joy outweighs everything. 
On top of that, today is the big day, the café’s opening. I’ve been up since 3 a.m. Sleep was out of the question. I’m too excited. My hand glides to the smartphone on my nightstand. Seconds later, a song plays on repeat, one that couldn’t better express both my happy memories of Dante and my joy.

>>Samm Henshaw - The world is mine<<



In the end, it’s hard to say which of us is singing louder. Samm or me. I wish every day would start like this. Shortly after four, I make my way to the kitchen at the back of my café. There’s a lot to do before hopefully the first guests arrive at eight o’clock. At this early hour, I’m the only one on the streets of Menaggio. But I like the idea of being up and about before the rest of the world starts buzzing. The impression that I am the one who can sweeten everyone’s start to the day with little treats warms my heart. 
After locking the café’s door securely behind me, I'm making my way to the back of the bakehouse. For the next hour, dough follows dough, cake pan after cake pan, and soon the first pastries come out of the oven. Out of the blue, a loud knock sounds. I freeze in the middle of my work. The clock reads 5:40 a.m. That’s way too early for breakfast guests. I peek cautiously around the corner. A well-dressed young man is standing right in front of the café’s door, smiling and gesturing for me to open up. I shake my head and call out that we’re still closed. He makes a pleading gesture, and finally I give in. 
Against my inner voice’s warnings, I unlock the door, and he immediately starts bubbling.
“Excuse me, I didn’t mean to disturb you, but this is an emergency,” he assures me, while my gaze drifts over his well-tailored suit and highly polished shoes.
He steps toward me, and I flinch, surprised. With a single stride, he pushes me back into the café. Another stocky man materializes out of nowhere and follows him in. The smiles vanish from all our faces. 
“Isabella Carlotti,” says the man in the suit, his tone mocking, as he looks around the café. 
“And you are?”
He tilts his head and looks at me. His companion approaches me and stops behind my back. As soon as I take a step to the side, he follows me until he’s had enough. He grabs my arms and holds me firmly in place. 
“Feisty one,” the man in the suit draws my attention back to him. 
He looks at his fingernails and goes on as if bored to death, “All that effort over the past months. The beautiful dream of sweet happiness. It would be a shame if it ended in an instant, wouldn’t it?”
His hand cups my chin, and a cold sweat breaks out on my forehead. “So pretty. So talented. So defenseless.”
I swallow. It suddenly dawns on me what this is about.
“I see we understand each other,” the man says in a soft voice, running his nose along my neck as if he were entitled to touch me so intimately. “Hmm… sweet… and far too pretty for ugly memories.”
With a sudden jerk, he straightens and glances at the man holding me in place. The man wraps an arm around me and covers my mouth with one of his large, clumsy hands. 
“Look, Isabella, how easy it was to lure you into this situation. Imagine what worse things I may have in store for you…,” the man in the suit lets his index finger glide over my covered body, from my throat along my sternum, down the valley between my breasts, across my stomach, and to my lower belly. Then he stops abruptly and pulls his hand back. 
“Rape, violence. There are so many perverts out there. A successful, pretty woman like you needs protection, doesn’t she?”
He looks at me expectantly. But all I can think about is how to get rid of the guy behind me and his sweaty hand clamped over my mouth. Just now, of all times, it comes to life. His grip tightens as he forces my head back. “Eduardo asked you a question. You surely don’t want to wake his bad side and answer him politely, do you?”
A moan escapes me involuntarily when he accidentally covers my nostrils, and I can’t breathe.
“Isabella, Isabella. Tssstssstsss…,” Eduardo, the man in the suit, feigns disappointment. “I explained it to you so simply. Do I really have to repeat myself?”
I try to shake my head, but with the vice-like grip I am in, my movement looks more like a nod.
“Ah… too bad,” Eduardo murmurs. Out of nowhere, his large fist lands three punches to my lower belly. 
The pain is unbearable, and I hear myself screaming into the guy's hands behind me. 
“Oh dear. Poor Bella,” Eduardo coos, letting his gaze drift down my body.
I feel something wet running down the inside of my thighs. The wetness grows with each passing second. Did I wet myself out of shock?
Unexpectedly, two muffled gunshots echo through the open door.
Eduardo nods, and the guy behind me lets me go.
“Be ready for payment this Friday, Isabella,” Eduardo calls out to me, and then they both disappear out the door.
My legs give out, and I sink into a pool of wetness. In disbelief, I look down at myself. I’m sitting in a pool of blood. 
“Crap!” I hear a man curse from the doorway. 
My gaze shifts from my blood-smeared hands to the door. There stands a wiry man in work clothes, holding a machine gun, taking in the scene.
“Stay put, okay?” he says in a calm voice. “I’ll be right back.”
My gaze returns to my hands and clothes, which are growing more soaked in blood. More muffled gunshots sound from outside. Then silence falls. My vision grows hazy. In the distance, I hear a car, then quick footsteps. The wiry man is back and lifts me up carefully. Then night falls.






  
  Dante

Is there a light at the end of the tunnel? I hope so...


3 months after the explosion


“Dante…” It’s just a whisper. „Dante?!” The voice sounds more impatient and grows louder. 
“Dante, if you can hear me, please squeeze my hand tightly.”
A harsh retort flashes through my mind: 'I don’t squeeze the hand of anyone I don’t know or only hear but can’t see.’ My eyes open a crack, then close again with a pained groan. It’s way too bright out here. Someone squeezes my hand. 
“It’ll be okay. We’ll try again in a moment.”
'Come again?’ I'm carefully opening my eyes again. 
This time is easier than before. My eyes are slowly adjusting to the brightness, but everything still looks blurry.
“Well, hello there,” a cheerful voice says. “Welcome back.”
My gaze follows the voice and makes out a young woman in wide green clothes. I furrow my brow. Should I know this woman?
She smiles at me. “I’m Gina Montgomery, your attending physician.”
“A doctor?” I hear a croak. 
She turns halfway around and speaks rapidly to someone else. The words rush through my head, only fragments sticking with me. 
“….Speech center seems halfway intact… Reflexes… Monitoring…”
Jesus, what happened to me? I feel like a fully loaded truck has run me over. 
“Bella?” I hear myself ask in a hoarse voice.
Dr. Montgomery turns back to me and smiles. “Oh, thanks for the compliment.” She winks at me. “But my name is Gina.”
“I heard that.”
“What exactly did you hear?”
Is she testing my hearing? I’m incredibly thirsty. 
“You just introduced yourself. You’re my doctor, and your name is Gina Montgomery.”
“Wow,” she beams from ear to ear. “Dante, you make me so proud.”
“Because I can remember your name?” Speaking feels incredibly difficult for me. 
Gina Montgomery laughs. Her laughter is contagious, and my lips curl into a smile.
“No, you make me proud because my colleagues had given up on you, but in the end, I was right. Statistically, there was only a twenty-seven percent chance you’d wake up again, not to mention the risk of severe damage.”
“Hmm,” my tongue struggles to move from my dry mouth and moistens my lips.
“Are you thirsty?”
“Gina, to be honest, I could drink an entire lake.”
She reaches for a cup with a straw. Shortly after, the bed begins to move. It’s a strange feeling, but I shift into a semi-sitting position and suddenly see more than just Gina’s face and the ceiling above me.
“Oh fuck,” I blurt as my gaze sweeps down over the bed. 
It’s embarrassing enough that I’m lying here in a hospital gown. But the sight before me isn’t for the faint of heart. My left leg looks like it’s been through a massacre. Tubes and cables snake everywhere, in and out of my body. My head starts pounding. 
“Here you go. Just tiny sips, Dante!” Gina holds the straw to my lips.
My hand reaches for the cup, and her eyes go wide as saucers. I skip the small sips she ordered. With a greedy gulp, I'm emptying half the cup of water. 
Better. 
Much better.
Dr. Montgomery grabs a stool and sits down next to me on the bed. “You are truly amazing.”
I have to stifle a laugh. “Thanks. You’re not bad-looking yourself, but I’m already married.” 
She crosses her arms over her chest and tilts her head. “Dante, what else do you recall?”
“My life,” I reply sarcastically.
“The next few days are going to be interesting. If your condition remains this way, you’re a living miracle.”
“I’d prefer if you'd perform a miracle over there,” I say, pointing to my left leg. I take another deep sip of water, then press further. “Why exactly am I a miracle?”
“You were admitted with a severe traumatic brain injury. We had to leave your skull open for a time to reduce pressure on your brain. In my entire career, I’ve never seen a patient wake up suddenly and be as alert as you are now. I sincerely hope that’s not a bad sign.”
“Why would it be? I’m finally myself again. That’s a good sign, right?”
“Absolutely,” she beams at me. “But I’m being realistic. Sometimes that’s a precursor to a relapse or a worsening of the condition. It’s like the body’s last-ditch effort, so to speak.”
I snort indignantly. “Surely not.”
“Dante, it's likely you'll experience long-term effects from an injury like this.”
“What effects? Aside from my leg, which looks like Frankenstein’s.”
“Personality changes.”
“Nope, I’m still the same old me.”
Gina Montgomery suppresses a smile. “Your memory may be impaired.”
“I still know you just introduced yourself as Dr. Gina Montgomery. You are definitely not my wife because she looks very different and her name is Isabella.”
“Okay, let’s go through it anyway. Memory lapses, persistent vegetative state, depression, headaches, and epilepsy.”
“Got it. Thanks for the heads-up, but none of that, definitely.”
“We’ll see.”
“We will,” I reply confidently, certain none of that will come true.
“What do you remember? Besides your wife, I mean. Any idea why you're here?”
“Nothing good,” I growl.
“Specifically?”
“Specifically, I have only one question. How is Igor doing?”
“He’s fine. He’s sitting outside your room, keeping an eye on who comes and goes in and out.”
She gets up from the stool, walks to the door, and turns around once more. “Dante, just so we’re clear, I’m a doctor. I’m bound by confidentiality. When I ask you something, it’s not so I can call someone later. It’s me, your doctor, checking on your health. Think about that.”
“I will,” I say, my mind elsewhere. 
I have no intention of getting my doctor into trouble. She doesn't know what it means to have information about people like me. 
“Igor? He’s awake and wants to see you,” I hear Gina say as she opens the door.
Seconds later, Igor pokes his head through the door.
“Boss,” a broad grin spreads across his face.
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