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      Wow! Mind just blown! A complete mindf**k…

      ~GoddessWithanAttitude on Spades

      

      “Literally perfection.”

      ~Read with Aimee on My Heart Still Beats

      

      “Helen Hardt is a master at making you fall for the bad boy.”

      ~Words We Love By on Savage Sin 

      

      “Hardt spins erotic gold…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “22 Best Erotic Novels to Read”

      ~Marie Claire Magazine on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Intensely erotic and wildly emotional…”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Christian, Gideon, and now…Braden Black.”

      ~Books, Wine, and Besties on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “This red-hot tale will have readers fanning themselves.”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Blush

      

      “Scintillating…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Bloom

      

      “Helen's intelligent writing style and skills have made this story a must-read.”

      ~FireSerene Reads on Bloom

      

      “It's hot, it's intense, and the plot starts off thick and had me completely spellbound from page one.”

      ~The Sassy Nerd Blog on Rebel

      

      “This book was fantastic! It was steamy, funny, romantic, and just about any other emotion you can think of…”

      ~Steamy Book Mama on Lily and the Duke

      

      “Craving is the jaw-dropping book you need to read!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Craving

      

      "Completely raw and addictive."

      ~#1 New York Times bestselling author Meredith Wild on Craving

      

      “Helen Hardt has some kind of skill I don’t have the words to describe. Her writing is addictive. She sucked in my mind and I just don’t want to read anything but her right now!”

      ~OMGReads Blog

      

      “Helen Hardt…is a master story teller.”

      ~Small Town Book Nerd

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In gratitude for all my good fortune.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          VINNIE

        

      

    

    
      The ballroom is buzzing with chatter, laughter, and the clinking of champagne glasses. Crystal chandeliers hang from the ceiling, casting sparkles over the elegantly dressed attendees. I stand near the entrance, greeting guests and keeping a watchful eye on the room. This event is crucial for the family’s public image—and for my own plans.

      I scan the crowd, pausing here and there on familiar faces. Politicians, businessmen, socialites—all here to support a good cause. The Raven’s Wings Foundation is a noble effort, dedicated to funding blood cancer research and treatment. It’s a legitimate cause, which makes my presence here all the more important.

      Then I see her.

      Raven Bellamy. The founder of the foundation, my sister’s sister-in-law, and the woman who’s captured my attention—my love—more than I can allow myself to admit. She’s standing near the stage, talking to a small group of admirers. Her short dark hair, barely grown out after her battle with cancer, catches the light and frames her face in a way that’s both striking and delicate.

      She’s beautiful. Not in the conventional, long-haired, magazine-cover way, but in a way that speaks of strength and resilience. Her dark eyes shine with a light that’s hard to ignore, her smile genuine as she speaks to her supporters. There’s something about her, something raw and real, that pulls me in.

      Has pulled me in since the first time I laid eyes on her over a month ago, when her head was covered in dark peach fuzz. My heart beats faster in her presence, and my groin tightens. I can hardly breathe as images of devouring those full pink lips invade my mind. They were the softest and sweetest lips I’ve ever kissed.

      I draw in a breath and walk toward her, the need to be close to her nearly overwhelming me.

      I should stay away. I promised to stay away.

      But damn…

      I weave through the crowd and nod at people I mostly don’t recognize. After all, I’ve only been back in this country a couple months. When I reach her, she’s just finished her conversation and turns to face me.

      “Vinnie,” she says, her voice warm and inviting, as if what transpired between us never happened. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      “Raven.” God, her lips. They glisten with a silvery effervescence. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Congratulations on the event.”

      “Thank you,” she says, her gaze locking onto mine. “It means a lot to have your support.”

      For a moment, we stand there, the noise of the ballroom fading into the background. I’m struck by the depth in her eyes, the unspoken stories they hold. She’s been through hell and back—part of it due to me—yet she stands here, a pillar of strength.

      Does she remember what we shared?

      What we said to each other?

      Is her heart breaking like mine is in this moment—this moment when we must pretend to be mere acquaintances?

      “I have to admit,” I say, leaning in slightly, “I’m impressed by what you’ve accomplished. The foundation, your journey… It’s inspiring.”

      Her smile widens, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “That means a lot coming from you.”

      Does it?

      Or is this part of the show?

      Before I can respond, an amplified voice interrupts us.

      “May I have your attention please.”

      I look toward the front of the ballroom where a man stands at the podium. Raven’s father, Austin Bellamy, dressed like the Texas rancher he is. At first glance, his black tuxedo and crisp white shirt seem like normal cocktail attire, but the bolo tie with the turquoise gemstone slide shows his roots.

      “Thank you all for coming this evening to our gala in support of my daughter’s new foundation, Raven’s Wings. We won’t take up a lot of your time, but it’s only proper that the founder herself say a few words. Come on up here, sweetheart.”

      Raven waves to me and makes her way through the crowd to step up to the microphone. The room falls silent, all eyes on her.

      “Good evening, everyone,” she begins, her voice clear and strong. “Thank you all for being here tonight and for supporting the Raven’s Wings Foundation for the research and treatment of blood cancers. This foundation is incredibly personal to me, and I’d like to share a bit of my story with you.” She pauses and scans the room. “A few years ago, I was diagnosed with leukemia. It was the most terrifying moment of my life. The uncertainty, the pain, the endless treatments—it was a battle I wasn’t sure I could win. At first, I was overwhelmed by fear and despair. The thought of losing my life, of leaving my loved ones behind, haunted me day and night.”

      The audience is silent, hanging on her every word.

      “I remember the nights spent in the hospital, staring at the ceiling, wondering if I would ever see another sunrise. Each day was a struggle, not just physically but emotionally and mentally. The treatments were brutal. There were days I couldn’t get out of bed, days I wanted to give up. But through it all, I found strength in the love and support of my family. They were my rock, my reason to keep fighting.”

      She takes a deep breath, her eyes glistening with emotion.

      “My brother Falcon was my greatest support. When the doctors said the traditional treatments for my type of leukemia had failed and that I needed a bone marrow transplant, he was the only match out of three brothers and a twin sister. Without a second thought, he stepped up and gave me the ultimate gift.”

      Without a second thought? Raven’s need got him an early release from prison, though I understand why Raven isn’t mentioning that fact. Everyone here knows anyway.

      “His bone marrow saved my life. His selfless act cured me, and I stand here today, cancer-free, because of him. Falcon, thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

      Across the room, I see Falcon Bellamy stand up and nod at his sister. He looks good in a tux, but it’s so odd seeing him in anything other than ranch wear. My own sister, Savannah, is beaming next to him in a midnight-blue gown.

      The audience applauds, some wiping away tears.

      “But our journey didn’t end there,” she continues, her voice gaining strength. “Surviving cancer gave me a new purpose. I knew I had to give back, to help others facing the same battle. That’s why I founded the Raven’s Wings Foundation. Our mission is to fund research and provide treatment for blood cancers, to give hope to those who need it most.”

      She pauses, looking around the room, her gaze firm and determined.

      “I want to share a moment that changed my perspective during my treatment. The night after the transplant, I should have been ecstatic, but I was feeling particularly low. I was tired of the pain, the uncertainty. I felt like I was losing myself. My brother Falcon sat beside me, held my hand, and told me that it was okay to be scared, that it was okay to feel weak. He reminded me that being strong doesn’t mean never feeling fear or pain—it means pushing through despite those feelings. It was in that moment that I realized strength isn’t about never falling. It’s about getting back up every time you do.”

      I can almost hear the words in Falcon’s voice. He was speaking about his time behind bars. According to Savannah—now Falcon’s fiancée—he learned that survival on the inside depended on internal as well as external strength.

      The room is silent. I look around at the awed faces. Everyone seems captivated by Raven’s words.

      “This foundation is not just about finding a cure. It’s about supporting patients and their families, about providing hope and strength to those in the darkest moments of their lives. Tonight, your generosity will help us continue this vital work. Together, we can make a difference. Together, we can give hope to those who need it most.”

      She steps back from the microphone and the room erupts in applause. As she makes her way down from the stage, she catches my eye and smiles.

      As the applause dies down, I know two things for certain.

      One—I’ve given up Raven Bellamy for her own good, but I’ll never love another.

      And two⁠—

      I will kill a man tonight to protect her.
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      A month earlier…

      Being healthy feels awesome.

      Seriously awesome.

      I sit on the back deck outside my parents’ ranch house. It’s early, but this is nothing new. I was born on a ranch, and ranchers get up before the sun. But I haven’t been getting up before the sun since I got sick. I’ve slept a lot of my time away. Now that I’m cancer-free—so far at least—and my body is returning to normal, I love getting up early.

      Was the sky always this blue?

      I took so much for granted, like the color of the Texas sky. It’s not simply blue. It’s a brilliant blue—the kind of blue that makes you stop and stare. It’s like I’m seeing it for the first time. The colors around me are more vivid, more intense. The green of the trees, the bursts of color from flowers—they all seem to pop in a way I never noticed before.

      The air feels different too. It’s fresh and crisp, filling my lungs with each deep breath I take. Another thing I used to take for granted—the simple act of breathing without effort, without pain. Now, every inhale is a gift, a reminder of how precious and fragile life truly is. A gentle and soothing breeze brushes against my skin, and I can’t help but close my eyes and savor the sensation.

      I think about how far I’ve come, how I’ve fought through the darkest days and nights. Those endless treatments, the uncertainty, the fear—they’re behind me now. I’ve emerged on the other side, stronger and more appreciative of the little things. Like how the sun feels warmer, more comforting, as it bathes me in its golden light. Or how the sound of my brothers talking among themselves is reassuring rather than driving me insane because they’re leaving me out once again.

      Their voices are low, coming from inside the kitchen.

      Do they know I’m out here?

      I rise to say good morning when their words filter out to me. I drop my jaw.

      “We’ve got to stop Dad,” my brother Hawk says. “This can’t happen.”

      “Yeah?” Falcon’s voice. “Tell me how, and I’m on it. Fuck it all. After all these years…”

      “Please fix this.” The voice belongs to my youngest brother, Eagle, and his tone is anxious, full of fear. “I thought this was over. You promised me you’d fix it, Falcon.”

      “Jesus Christ, Eagle.” This from Hawk again. “He already did time for a crime he didn’t commit. What the fuck else do you want?”

      “Easy,” Falcon, my older brother says. “What’s done is done. We can’t change any of it. All we can do is make sure no one digs on that land. At least not until we can fix everything.”

      “And how the hell do you expect us to do that?” Hawk demands. “The excavation is Dad’s call, not ours.”

      “I’m on it,” Falcon says. “Don’t worry. No one’s going to be digging there anytime soon.”

      My heart is racing. What are they talking about? Falcon went to prison for⁠—

      I nearly jump out of my chair and run inside the kitchen.

      All three of my brothers go silent.

      “Yeah, I heard you,” I say.

      “What are you doing up, Raven?” Falcon asks. “You should be in bed. Resting.”

      “I’ve spent the last two years in bed, Fal.” I cross my arms. “I’m done staying in bed. I got up early because I felt good. Fucking good. But now, I overhear my three brothers talking about⁠—”

      “Raven.” Falcon’s voice is stern. He’s the only one of my brothers who’s older than I am. But he’s only a year older, and we’re all adults here.

      “Falcon,” I say back to him. “Don’t pull that big brother crap on me. You may have saved my life with your bone marrow, but⁠—”

      “Christ, Ray.” He rubs his forehead. “I won’t ever hold that over your head. I was happy to do it. I’m so glad I could do it. What we were talking about—it’s…nothing.”

      “Not from what I heard,” I say.

      Eagle’s eyes are bloodshot. My baby brother. I want to go to him, take him in my arms. Hold him and read him a story like I used to when we were kids.

      Eagle is no longer a kid. He’s twenty-five years old. But looking at him now—with Falcon and Hawk both glaring at him—I could swear he’s still that wide-eyed little boy.

      Falcon clears his throat. “Raven, what the three of us were talking about doesn’t concern you. You have one thing to concentrate on right now and that’s healing your body.”

      “Your bone marrow is doing a pretty good job of that for me,” I say.

      “Ray…”

      I shake my head. “Don’t try to protect me, Falcon. I’m getting my strength back day by day. It grows a little with each passing sunrise, along with my hair. So spit it out, all of you. What the hell is going on here?”

      “Let it lie,” Hawk says. “Please, Raven.”

      “Please,” Falcon echoes.

      I look into my older brother’s dark eyes. He saw more than any young man should during his time in prison. He’s become hardened. His eyes are more deep-set, the dimples on his cheeks now creases. He’s only thirty—still a young man. But incarceration ages you, and my brother is no exception.

      He’s also my Achilles heel. His bone marrow saved my life.

      If he’s going to ask me to look the other way, I can do it. I can do it for the person who saved me.

      “Please,” Falcon says again. “I could never live with myself if something happened to you. If you didn’t allow yourself the time to fully heal.”

      “I don’t want to worry about you guys,” I say.

      Falcon nods. “You never have to worry about me, Ray. If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s how to take care of myself.”

      “Do you?” I tilt my head.

      He raises an eyebrow. “You think I got through prison on my good looks alone?”

      Falcon can always make me smile. He’s the one who sat at my bedside after the transplant when I was feeling so sick and weak. He told me how to be strong, how to face every adversity, even when fear was threatening to eat me alive. He’s the one who taught me that courage isn’t the lack of fear. It’s facing your fear, because something else is far greater than the fear. Do I believe he can take care of himself? Of course I do.

      “What about Hawk and Eagle?”

      Eagle says nothing.

      But Hawk is never one to keep quiet. He’s the first person to call out any kind of injustice. He hates unfairness of any kind. “Everything’s fine, Ray. Please trust us on that.”

      Hawk doesn’t lie.

      So I choose.

      I choose to trust my brothers.

      I choose to look the other way.

      At least for now.
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      The weight of the world presses down on my shoulders as I sit in my grandfather’s office in an Austin skyscraper. It’s different from his study at his home, where the room is heavy with the scent of leather and old books and the walls are lined with the faces of my ancestors, their stern eyes watching me, judging me. I can almost hear their whispers, feel their expectations.

      This office is sleek and modern. Polished glass walls overlook an expanse of cityscape, the hum of Austin's daily grind a white noise that filters through the silence. The floor is made of polished white marble, and a handful of abstract art deco paintings adorn the inner walls. The furniture is minimalist. A small table and chairs next to a small wet bar, and a mahogany desk crowning the room, the only nod toward tradition in an otherwise futuristic space. Across from the desk are two red plush wingback chairs.

      I can't feel the judgmental gazes of my ancestors here. There are no prodding eyes carved into age-old oil portraits, no oppressive atmosphere of legacy. There are a handful of framed portraits of the family—though my father is noticeably absent from all of them—on the desk, but they face my grandfather, not me. The only face I see is the stoic one in front of me.

      The face of the man I’ve come to know as evil incarnate.

      This isn’t the life I wanted. I escaped it for over a decade, lost a brother and nearly a sister in the process. Watched my father go to prison for murdering Miles McAllister, the son of a rival family here in Texas.

      And now?

      This is the life I’ve been handed.

      The life I came back to.

      Willingly.

      I had my reasons.

      Mario Bianchi sits behind his desk, his gaze stern as he glares at me. He’s a hard man, ruthless and feared by many, including the McAllister family.

      “I’m happy you’ve returned, Vincent,” he says. “I know you’ll make me proud of you.”

      Right. I know my grandfather better than to take his words at face value. I fled to Europe after he showed me his true colors the year I turned eighteen. For him to be proud of me? To trust me?

      I’m going to have to prove myself.

      And it won’t be pretty.

      I glance over my grandfather’s head and out the window at the city of Austin sprawling below, alive with its own pulse. I used to dream of a different life, one far away from the shadow of this family business. I left the country to make it happen, but I learned only that I am what my family made me.

      Those dreams seem like distant memories now, replaced by the stark reality of what I must do.

      My mother and sister are everything to me. Savannah is engaged to Falcon Bellamy, the son of a billionaire Texas rancher. Falcon’s an ex-con, and he’s strong and resilient. I watched him stay alert after several of my grandfather’s henchmen pummeled the shit out of him. Miles McAllister, who wanted—no, that’s not the right word. Was being forced—to marry Savannah, had a gun pointed to Falcon’s head when my father, Vincent Gallo Senior, shot Miles before he could take Falcon out.

      But Falcon was ready to go. He’d do anything for Savannah. That’s how I know she’s protected.

      My mother, on the other hand…

      With Dad now incarcerated, she’s my responsibility. And she’s a mess. She blames Savannah for everything, but she’ll see reason eventually. She’s an intelligent woman.

      I stand, showing Grandfather my full height. I’m several inches taller than he is and a lot more muscular. Plus he’s in his eighties.

      “I’m willing to do what needs to be done,” I say, burning my gaze into his, “but let’s stop beating around the bush. I know what you expect of me. And if you think you’re going to shove anything up my ass like you did when I was a kid, think again. I’ll do what has to be done, but I won’t be abused.”

      Grandfather shakes his head with a chuckle. “You think I was abusing you? You think I did anything to you that wasn’t done to me?”

      “Then you’re a victim as much as I am,” I say. “I won’t run this family that way. I won’t abuse people into obedience. People will do my bidding because they respect me. Not because I hurt them.”

      Grandfather narrows his eyes. “So if I tell you that you have to violate an up-and-coming young man in the family, you will refuse?”

      “I will absolutely refuse, Grandfather.” I grit my teeth. “You want me to be back. I’m back. The first son of your only child. I’m here to do my duty, but if you expect me to run this family when you’re gone, I’m going to do it my way.”

      Grandfather scowls. “Don’t be an idiot, Vincent. You think you can command respect without having your men fear you?”

      “I don’t have to fucking rape them to get them to fear me.”

      He slams his hands on his desk, scattering several documents to the floor. “Why don’t you ask your brother-in-law, Falcon Bellamy, about how many prisoners he fucked while he was in the slammer?”

      I draw a breath and count to ten. I know my brother-in-law. I know he didn’t do anything like that. In fact, he protected his men from it. He ruled his cell block the same way I’ll rule this family. Through strength. Perceived strength.

      “Say what you want about Falcon,” I say. “I know the truth.”

      “You don’t think he got his rocks off with any of those pretty boys?” A small grin cracks under his stony stare. “Surely you’re not that ignorant.”

      “I’m not ignorant,” I say. “Let me tell you this, Grandfather. The next time you violate anyone—and I mean anyone—I’ll fucking murder you in your sleep.”

      He laughs then—a deep guttural laugh. “Damn, Vinnie. You might just have what it takes after all.”

      He has no fucking idea. “Just get on with it. Tell me what I have to do to prove myself so you’ll step down. Who do I have to off?”

      He laughs again. “You think it’s that simple?”

      “Tell me, then.” I slowly sink into one of the chairs across his desk. “I admit I’ve been away for a long time. Tell me what I have to do to gain your trust and take over. As long as it doesn’t entail shoving anything up anyone’s ass, I’ll do it.”

      “What if I tell you to kill someone?’

      This time I laugh. How naïve does he think I am? Of course he’s going to tell me to kill someone. I expected that. All I need to know is who. A fucking name.

      “Something funny?” he asks.

      “You are. Who do you think you’re talking to, old man? I may have been gone for over a decade, but I know how this shit works.”

      “Call it shit again, and I’ll give it back to your father.”

      “You think he can run a family from prison?”

      “He doesn’t need to stay in prison. I can have him out by tomorrow if I want to.”

      I have no doubt that he’s telling the truth. My father killed Miles McAllister to save Falcon for Savannah. I never knew the depth of love my father had for his children until I saw him do that. Too bad he couldn’t have offed Mario here and saved Michael and me as well.

      I hate thinking about Michael, or Mikey, as Sav and I used to call him. He was a kind and gentle soul, and I blame myself for his death. I was a kid of eighteen when I got the fuck out of here. I didn’t think about my younger brother, didn’t think about the fact that he was next in line.

      Didn’t think about what Grandfather would do to him. The same thing he did to me.

      I fled.

      And during all that time, there wasn’t a minute that went by that my guilt didn’t consume me.

      “Don’t insult my intelligence,” I say. “You’re just as glad to have my father in prison. He was a placeholder, and you and I both know it. I’m back now. I’m the true heir to this damned throne of yours, so tell me what I need to do. Quit beating around the bush. I want to get on with it.”

      “How much do you love your sister?” he asks.

      “More than you’ll ever know.”

      “You underestimate me, Vincent.” He takes a deep breath in, tenting his fingers. “You think that because of what I do, I have no love for my family. That’s simply not true.”

      “Raping me with a billy club was your way of showing love?” I scoff.

      He doesn’t react. “Yes, in my way.”

      “Bullshit.” I get back on my feet. “You were exerting power over me. Showing me violence.”

      Grandfather shrugs. “That’s what makes you strong.”

      “I disagree. Look at Mikey.”

      He frowns. “He was weak.”

      “He was what you made him. You forced him into a marriage he didn’t want. Just like you’re forcing me.” I feel nausea curling up my throat, but I force it down. “My only consolation is that my intended is only eleven years old, so at least I don’t have to marry her this second.”

      “True. You’ve got seven years to sow your wild oats, Vincent.” He gazes out the window onto the bustling streets of Austin. “Unless you sowed them all out of the country.”

      “I sowed plenty,” I say. “Once I’m married, I will be faithful to my wife.”

      Grandfather scoffs again. “No one is ever faithful to his wife.”

      “I’m sure you weren’t.”

      “Of course I wasn’t. Neither was your esteemed father.”

      He may be right. I don’t know. My mother and father’s marriage was arranged. He may well have been unfaithful to her. But one thing I do know. Despite the fact that he allowed Grandfather to violate me and probably Mikey, and despite the fact that he was going to force Savannah into marriage to Miles McAllister, he does love his children. All three of us. Of that I’m certain.

      “I don’t give a shit whether my father was faithful or not. Just tell me who I have to kill. Let’s get it over with.”

      Grandfather nods. He gathers a few documents off his desk and stacks them neatly. “I’ve given this some thought,” he says. “And I have unfinished business with your brother-in-law, Falcon Bellamy.”

      I shake my head. “Oh, no. I will not kill my sister’s future husband. This isn’t a damned movie and I’m not Michael Corleone.”

      “I want to see Savannah happy as much as you do. I know you don’t believe this, but I love all of my grandchildren.” He picks up a framed photo from the corner of his desk and studies it. “No one was sadder to see Michael die.”

      I resist rolling my eyes. “If not Falcon, then who?”

      “Someone that will hurt him. One of his siblings, I think.” He puts the photo down and strokes his chin. “Perhaps the one he just saved from her cancer. Raven Bellamy.”
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      I need a project.

      I have an idea of what I would like it to be. I would love my brothers’ involvement, but they’re clearly occupied with something else. Something they won’t discuss with me.

      So I decide to call my sister, Robin.

      Robin and I are twins—fraternal, not identical—but we do look similar. Of course, it’s easier to tell us apart now because she has gorgeous long dark hair.

      And I don’t.

      Robin lives on the Bellamy land. She and I both have our own places, but I’ve been staying at the main house with Mom and Dad since I’ve been home for my recovery. I’m hoping it’s only a few more days before I can move back to my own place.

      Robin is a veterinarian, and she works here on the ranch. It’s a weekday and she’s no doubt busy, but I decide to call her anyway.

      “Hey, sis,” she says when she answers the phone.

      “Hey, Robbie. I need your help.”

      “Sure. What do you need?”

      “I need a project. I think I’d like to give back to the cancer community.”

      “Hold on a minute, Ray. You’re still technically part of the cancer community. You need your rest. Falcon’s bone marrow may have saved your life, but you’re still in recovery. Have you forgotten that you left the hospital against medical advice?”

      “It wasn’t exactly against medical advice. They saw that the bone marrow was working, but they wanted me to stay there for observation. I was sick and tired of that fucking hospital bed, Robin. So I came home. And since I’ve been home, I’ve continued to thrive.”

      “Except for those few days when you contracted a virus and Mom and Dad had to run you back to the hospital.”

      “And it turned out to be only a virus. I’m fine. I’m healing.” As I say this I realize my voice is raised. I take a deep breath and attempt to reel it back in. “I’m just so sick of hospitals.”

      “I understand that.”

      I can’t help rolling my eyes. Robin says she understands. They all do. But in truth, none of them understand. They haven’t lived it.

      I won’t say that to my sister though. She means well. Plus, I called to get her help.

      “Don’t worry. Mom is watching me like a hawk. And Falcon hardly leaves my side, despite the fact that he’s newly engaged and should be at his own place with his fiancée. I’m fine. I need something to occupy my brain since Mom and Dad won’t let me do any work around the ranch.”

      “All right. What did you have in mind?”

      “I’d like to start a nonprofit organization. Something to benefit the research of blood cancers.”

      “Okay. That’s a noble calling, Ray, but I can’t help you with that. If it doesn’t involve healing animals, I’m not your girl. I don’t know anything about that kind of stuff.”

      “I don’t either. We’ll both be starting from scratch. I’ll use my trust fund to set it up.”

      “Okay. I’ll be happy to kick in as well. I think it’s a great cause. But other than financially, I’m not sure how I can benefit you.”

      “I just need your support, Robin. I’m home with nothing else to do, so I can do the research. But I want to know you’re behind me. You’re my twin. I want you to be my partner in this.”

      Silence for a moment, until⁠—

      “I’m really touched, Ray. Truly.”

      “Who else would I ask?”

      Robin doesn’t answer. I can see why she’s confused. She was always more like a brother than a sister to me. She matched the boys on everything they did around the ranch, while I was a little softer and gentler. Oh, I learned my way around the ranch. I can ride a horse with the best of them. But I’m happier at home, hanging out with Mom, learning to cook and make a home the way she does.

      “I just want you involved, Robin. I’m hoping it’ll bring us closer. One thing I learned when I was sick is that I don’t ever want to take you or my brothers for granted again.”

      “You never did that.”

      But Robin is wrong. I lived my own life, separate from my sister and brothers. I chose a life different from what they chose. I was ready to leave the ranch behind. But no longer. Here is where I belong, and I want to get closer to my sister. After all, we shared the same space for nine months.

      “Thanks for saying that,” I tell my sister. “I appreciate it.”

      “I think you’re being too hard on yourself, Raven.”

      Again, my sister means well, but she doesn’t get it. When you survive cancer, you see the world differently. You appreciate every little thing, all the nuances. That includes the members of your own family. I appreciate them in a way that they probably don’t appreciate me. Not to say that they aren’t all thrilled that I’m still with them. I get that. I totally do. But they’re not the ones who almost bit the big one. That’s me. Now that I’m here and I have a high chance of living to a ripe old age, I want to spend time with my family. Truly get to know them. And as much as I love my brothers, I need to start with my twin sister.

      “I’m not trying to be hard on myself,” I say. “But I feel a need to do this. And I want you involved.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can for
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