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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
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            PROLOGUE

          

          VINNIE

        

      

    

    
      I have a feeling that the Bellamy ranch shrouds more secrets than perhaps even Austin Bellamy himself knows.

      “I believe Falcon is a good man,” I say.

      “I do as well. Otherwise I wouldn’t have saved his ass.”

      “What about his brothers?”

      Dad shrugs. “I wasn’t able to find out too much about them before I had to go to prison. The older one, Hawk, seems good. But I sense that the younger one is a bit of a loose cannon.”

      My father has no idea.

      “I’ll look into all of them,” I say. “I’ll make sure Savannah is safe.”

      He gives a weak smile. “I know you will, Vinnie.”

      “I should’ve been here, Dad.” I run my hands through my hair, sighing. “If I had been, Mikey would still be alive.”

      “I’ll never stop mourning your brother,” he says. “Just as I’ll never stop mourning your mother.” He looks at me, a small glimmer of light in his eyes. “But I have you, and I have Savannah. I trust Falcon to keep Savannah safe. And you know what I need you to do.”

      “I’ll do it, Dad. You have my word.”

      I drop him off at the prison, and when I get back to my mother’s home—now my home—my grandfather is waiting for me at the front door.

      “I have nothing to say to you.” I brush past him, opening the door.

      “Check your email,” he says. “You’re back on that flight to Colombia. Leaving tonight.”

      “Send someone else.” I take a step inside the house.

      “Nope. I’m sending you.” He grabs my arm. “You want to be my second-in-command? That’s who I need on this mission. You’d be there now if your mother hadn’t had that heart attack.”

      I grit my teeth. “Don’t even talk about my mother.”

      He frowns, laying a hand over his heart. “You think this isn’t killing me? She was my child.”

      “Yes. Your only child.”

      His lips twitch.

      And I cock my head.

      “My mother was trying to tell me something before she died. Something about you. Something about my father.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “You mean you haven’t guessed?”

      I whip my arm out of his grasp. “Stop playing games with me, old man. If there’s something I need to know about my father, you need to tell me.”

      “All you need to know about Vincent Gallo Senior is that he’s a weakling.” Grandfather scowls.

      “Weak men don’t kill a man to save their daughter from marriage to a degenerate.”

      He says nothing.

      “So don’t ever tell me my father’s a weak man again.”

      “To the contrary,” he says, “your father is the strongest man I know.”

      “But you just said⁠—”

      My flesh goes cold as ice.

      Oh my God.

      What my mother was trying to tell me…

      What my grandfather just said…

      I feel my blood draining from my face.

      There’s a reason I look so much like my mother, so much like my grandfather.

      And my father doesn’t know. He doesn’t know.

      And all mafia brides are supposed to be virgins…

      Nausea grips me, but I resist the urge to double over and retch.

      “You fucking bastard,” I grit out.

      A wicked grin crawls across his wrinkled face. “Now, Vincent,” he sneers. “Is that any way to speak to your father?”

      I grab his shoulders violently. “You raped your own daughter?”

      “And that surprises you?”

      “Wasn’t she supposed to be a virgin?”

      He shrugs. “She was. Until about a month before her wedding. I waited until I knew she was ovulating.” His grin widens. “I suppose one could say I invoked the right of prima nocta.”

      My stomach is twisting into a pretzel. “And you knew… You knew she was pregnant…”

      “Yes, I lucked out.” He smirks. “Your grandmother couldn’t give me any more children, but I knew I wasn’t the problem. I had to make sure my line continued.”

      “My father…”

      He clasps his hands together, frowning. “Do you know how difficult it’s been, Vincent? Letting you take his name?”

      “Oh my God…”

      “So you see⁠—”

      I cut him off. “You knew I was your son this whole time. You still raped me with that billy club.”

      He raises a finger. “As my father did to me.”

      Vomit threatens to erupt from my throat. “This is over, old man. It’s over now.”

      I reach for my gun, and out of nowhere, two goons who work for the family leap into action. They must have let themselves in before I got home. They charge forward like twin shadows. The first goon lunges at me, slapping the gun out of my hand. It skids across the marble floor, stopping under a side table.

      I duck as the second goon swings a fist at my head, and counterattack with an uppercut to his jaw. The man staggers back, but before I can get back to my gun, the first goon grabs me from behind in a bear hug, lifting me off the ground.

      I grit my teeth and slam my head backward into the goon's face. I can hear the crunch of his nose breaking. He drops me, and I pivot on my heel and throw an elbow into the man’s throat for good measure. He gags in response.

      The second goon recovers and charges like a bull, tackling me into the staircase. The impact sends a painful jolt up my spine, but I wrap my legs around the goon’s waist and flip him into the other one. They both crash to the floor, and I slam my fist into the goon’s temple once, twice—until he goes limp.

      My grandfather—correction, my father—remains calm, almost amused, as I stand, panting. He slowly brings his hands together in mock applause.

      “Impressive, Vinnie. Now tell me, son, what’s your next move?”

      I wipe a smear of blood from my lip and dart to the side table, diving for my gun, but my father steps forward, drawing his own weapon just as I get mine. We’re faced off, our guns aimed at each other’s chests. The room falls into a tense silence.

      The man who sired me smirks.

      “You won’t do it. You don’t have it in you.”

      I tighten my finger on the trigger. “I killed Puzo.”

      “Indirectly.” He crinkles his forehead. “I’m not so sure you have the balls to get your own hands dirty.”

      “I have nothing left to lose, old man.”

      I fire the gun. The bullet slams into my father’s chest, and he stumbles back, a stunned expression crossing his face. He looks down, his hand clutching his suit jacket.

      But then I notice.

      No blood.

      I go to him, rip open his shirt.

      Sure enough, a bulletproof vest.

      He lets out a cold, dark chuckle. “I’m afraid you’ll find this old man still has a few tricks up his sleeve.” He stares daggers into me from the floor. “I own you, Vincent. Your name should be Mario Bianchi, Junior. But I’ll let you keep his name. Consider it a gift from the man who fathered you.” He looks down at his vest, chuckling lightly. “And I won’t punish you for this. In fact, I’m proud of you. I would’ve probably done the same thing in your shoes, which is why I was prepared.”

      Rage.

      Pure rage. The kind that blurs your vision and roars in your ears, demanding action, any action, just to release the fury burning inside. It’s the kind that makes your hands shake, your body tense, and your thoughts spiral out of control, searching for something—anything—to destroy.

      But I hold it in.

      I hold it fucking in.

      I will never concede.

      But at this point, I have to let my grandfather think that I am.

      “All right, Grandfather.”

      He clears his throat, glaring at me.

      I draw in a breath. “Father,” I say. “I’ll be on that plane tonight.”

      “Good,” he says. “Your life begins tonight, Vincent. You will see what awaits you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            RAVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Several hours earlier…

      The service for Vinnie and Savannah’s mother is over. Jared, my bodyguard, and I walk out of the church. We awkwardly dogleg to avoid the receiving line. I don’t want to look at Vinnie. I’m only here because my brother is engaged to the daughter of the deceased.

      As we reach the parking lot, I hear a buzz from my purse.

      I reach in, but it’s not my normal phone that vibrated.

      It’s the burner.

      I’ve been carrying it around with me just in case the Uber driver—or whoever is on the other end—needs to get in touch with me.

      Jared’s eyebrows rise when I pull it out. “What did they say?”

      I pull up the text. Three simple words send my heart into violent tremors.

      You’re in danger.

      “What does it say?” Jared asks again, this time with more of an edge to his voice.

      I hand him the phone.

      His eyes widen. “Who sent this?”

      I gulp. “I don’t know. I’ve had this phone since I took that Uber ride home from Austin. When the driver pulled over, scared the hell out of me, and told me I needed to invite Vinnie over for dinner that Friday night.”

      “So this is his phone?”

      “It’s the phone he gave me.”

      Jared snatches the phone out of my hand. “I need to take this. See if we can trace the phone number.”

      “It’s a burner phone,” I say.

      “Yeah, most likely. But I have to do my job, Raven.” He examines the phone’s screen. “If you’re in danger, as this text indicates that you are, then I⁠—”

      “You need to protect me,” I finish for him. “Yes, I know the drill.”

      He frowns. “You need to take this more seriously.”

      “Believe me, Jared, I take it very seriously. I just…” I shake my head. “I just attended a funeral for a woman. A woman who seemed to be in perfect health only days ago when I saw her and ate dinner at her house. A woman who meant the world to Vinnie and Savannah. Before that, my brother and Leif found surveillance equipment in my home. My home, Jared. And yes, I know that’s why you’re here. Why I need you to be here. Why I need a freaking bodyguard.” I sit down on the curb, rubbing at the sides of my face. “My life for the past several years has been surreal. Nightmarish, truly. I was sick, wondering if I’d even live. But I’m alive, Jared. I’m alive, and I feel good. At least I should feel good. I kicked cancer’s ass, and I fell in love. But I don’t feel good. I feel bad. Someone’s watching me. The man I love is in danger. Belinda, his eleven-year-old bride-to-be, is in danger. I can’t help either one of them.”

      Jared sits down next to me. “Raven…”

      “For the love of God, let me finish.” I snap back to my feet, pace the sidewalk. “I’m supposed to be on top of the fucking world, Jared. I beat cancer! And I fell in love! I try to watch the sunrise every morning, the sunset every evening. I stop to smell the roses, and I take every minute as it comes, appreciating it. At least that’s what I’m supposed to be doing. And now, everything has changed again. I don’t have to worry about my white blood cells killing me. Instead, I have a whole new threat for my life, this time from people I don’t even know. Because of the man I love. Because of my brothers and what they did eight years ago.”

      “I don’t think the two are related, Raven.”

      “Does it even matter? I kicked cancer!” I clench my hands into fists. “I don’t want to be in danger anymore. I’ve had enough of it.”

      Jared doesn’t say anything. He simply looks at me, his dark eyes full of…

      “Pity?” I say to him. “Do not look at me with pity, Jared. I saw enough of that while I was lying in a hospital bed.”

      “Do you want to go to the burial?” he asks.

      “Nice pivot,” I say dryly.

      “It’s a valid question. You’re not a family member, though I suppose you’ll be an in-law once your brother is married. Usually only family members attend a burial.”

      “I suppose I should be there…for Falcon,” I say softly.

      What I mean to say is that I want to be there for Vinnie. But he’s made it clear in no uncertain terms that he wants nothing to do with me.

      So why does my heart still cling to him?

      “All right,” Jared says. “I can drive you to the cemetery. Or I can check if there’s a funeral procession.”

      But then I think things through. Vinnie wouldn’t want me there. Regardless of how I feel about him in this moment, I know one thing for sure. He wants me safe.

      Would it be dangerous for me to go to the burial? Is that what the text is supposed to mean?

      “I changed my mind,” I say to Jared. “Let’s just go home.”

      “All right. And I’ll look into the text message. See if I can figure out where it came from.”

      I simply nod and let him lead me to our vehicle.

      And I wonder…

      I wonder why the universe allowed me to live, showed me this truly amazing love, only to take it away.

      How is that fair?

      When I was lying in bed, so sick I almost wished for death, I thought about life. About what is fair and what is foul. About how we don’t really have a choice in the matter.

      It’s so true.

      Caroline Gallo seemed perfectly healthy to me. Of course I don’t know what her medical records showed.

      But a heart attack?

      I know they’re more common in women than people tend to realize, but that doesn’t make them normal. Especially for a woman in her fifties who is in otherwise good health.

      Then again… I always took care of myself too. I have very few vices other than Orange Crush. It’s full of sugar and preservatives and I should really give it up, but my illness taught me to enjoy the little things in life.

      Yes, it all comes back to my illness. There are two periods in my life. Before cancer and after it.

      And in the before-cancer days, I took care of myself. Exercised, ate well for the most part.

      And still I got sick.

      I have to give it to cancer. It doesn’t discriminate.

      It doesn’t play fair.

      Life doesn’t play fair.

      I had to accept that when I was sick. I had to accept that I got the raw end of some deal even though I didn’t deserve it.

      Hell, does anyone ever deserve cancer?

      Of course not. No one does. I wouldn’t wish what I experienced on my worst enemies.

      A list of people that seems to grow with each passing day…

      Now that I kicked cancer’s ass, thanks to my brother’s bone marrow, don’t I have the right to live the rest of my life in peace? To enjoy every sunrise and sunset? Without being in danger?

      I fucking deserve all of that.

      I deserve a lot of things.

      But I suppose fate will decide what I actually get.

      And there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.
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      Your life begins tonight, Vincent. You will see what awaits you.

      My grandfather’s—my father’s—words race through my mind.

      This whole thing makes me nauseated in a way I never knew possible. My mother. My poor mother. The deathbed confession she was trying to give me.

      The man who raised me, who I love, isn’t my biological father. He doesn’t even know that.

      My grandfather, my mother’s father, is also my father.

      How fucking twisted is this?

      I should have stayed in Europe.

      I can’t call Mario Bianchi Grandfather anymore. And I’m sure as hell not calling him Father.

      He’ll just be Mario.

      Mario. Mario, who’s a rapist. Who committed incest. Who’s taken countless lives.

      At least my mother was eighteen.

      God, did I truly just have that thought?

      I’m actually grateful my grandfather isn’t a pedophile? Just a man who raped his own daughter?

      Thank God for small favors. But not fucking small enough.

      Mario has something in common with his new business partner. I’m pretty sure Declan McAllister is an incestuous rapist and a pedophile.

      How the hell am I going to protect Belinda when I have to go to Colombia tonight?

      I have no one. My mother’s dead, my father’s in prison. Michael is dead, and I can’t ask Savannah to step back into my world. Thanks to my father’s—the man who I consider my father—machinations, she does not owe any more debt to the family.

      There’s no one to help me. Mario certainly won’t.

      There’s no one to help me but me.

      And I can’t do anything from Colombia.

      Damn.

      Then of course there’s Raven. My beautiful, sweet Raven. I love her so much it hurts. It literally twists my insides out.

      I don’t believe her father would ever harm her. I believe he loves his children.

      But he’s not the man she thinks he is. I don’t know for sure, but he may have had a hand in sending Falcon to prison. I don’t think it’s what he wanted, but he may not have had a choice in the matter.

      There’s something so warped about all of this. Diego Vega’s involvement with my family, with the Bellamy family.

      Vega’s dead, so I can’t find anything out about him. I’ve scoured the dark web for information about him. He, or his people, scrubbed it clean.

      The two minions with him that day, according to Falcon and his brothers, were never heard from again. They were most likely stopped at the border and either taken prisoner or killed.

      And now I have to go to Colombia for a month.

      Raven will be safer if I’m out of the country. That’s reason enough to go.

      What the hell did Mario mean when he said my life begins tonight?

      Does anyone else know the true circumstances of my birth? Anyone besides Mario and my mother?

      Because if any of our enemies do…

      It puts a big red target on my back.

      To take out Bianchi’s son? That’s a big fucking deal.

      I was already his true heir. If they know that I’m a direct product of his loins, it’s all over for me.

      God… It’s all making so much sense now.

      No wonder he let me stay in Europe so long.

      In his own distorted way, Mario loves me. Was protecting me.

      Elmo, my bodyguard, is traveling with me to Colombia. He sits next to me at the gate, ready to board the chartered plane.

      I buried my mother only hours ago, and Mario wants me on this plane.

      A month.

      So much can happen in a month.

      I just have to make sure that Raven stays safe. She’s my first priority. And unfortunately, Mario knows this.

      She’s my weakness.

      But she’s also my strength.

      If I can bring down this family, then Raven and I can be together. Make a life of our own.

      I’ll do what I need to do in Colombia.

      I fire up my iPad and read the notes about the people I’ll be meeting—those involved in the piece of the trade that Giacomo Puzo was negotiating.

      A lance strikes my heart. Not that I felt anything for Puzo, but he had a family. Two little girls. I may not have struck the blow that killed him, but I am ultimately responsible.

      Sure, he was corrupt. The world is a better place without him. But who am I to play God?

      Who is Mario to play God?

      But putting a stop to him will save so many more lives in the long run. Puzo was a necessary casualty.

      These thoughts plague me as I board the plane and take my seat. Elmo, next to me, is silent, his gaze cast outside the window.

      The engines roar to life and I clutch the iPad tighter. The names and faces on its screen are the Colombia Cartel heads, local law enforcement, politicians—everyone has their slice in this pie. I’m about to jump headfirst into a viper’s nest with nothing but my wits to protect me.

      One thing is clear though. Being Mario Bianchi’s heir gives me an advantage. A dangerous one, indeed. The fascination and fear that his name commands might be the only things keeping me alive in Colombia.

      I lean back in my seat and let the outside world blur into nothingness. I am alone with my thoughts, an island amidst a sea of chaos. I imagine Raven’s face, her soft smile and the way her eyes light up when she laughs. The thought of her gives me the strength to push through this ordeal.

      As the plane ascends through clouds, though, I find myself thinking about the meetings awaiting me. Though I am armed with knowledge about these people, it’s impossible to predict their intentions or anticipate their actions.

      Will they respect me because I’m Mario Bianchi’s heir? Or will they see me as a threat? A young buck trying to infringe upon their territory? Or worse, will they see me as an opportunity? A means of using my lineage against me?

      I open my eyes as we hit cruising altitude. Outside the window is pure darkness. It almost looks serene and peaceful, a stark contrast to the war brewing inside me.

      I have to stay focused. I can’t afford to let my mind wander too much. I have a part to play, a role that I can’t jeopardize with emotions or distractions. Which means…I’ve got to truly leave Raven behind me.

      I start going through the files on my iPad again. Faces and names swirl before me, each attached to an extensive list of sins. Extortion, human trafficking, drug smuggling—just another day in the life of these people. My job is to convince these terrible people that I’m one of them, that their secrets are safe with me.

      The plane jolts slightly and Elmo looks at me. His eyes are dark and unreadable as they always are, but I note an edge of worry in them. I give him a nod, hoping to reassure him, before turning my attention back to the iPad.

      I read the names again. There’s Jacinto Agudelo, the cartel kingpin known for his ruthless business tactics and a penchant for torture. His eyes in the photo are cold, calculating. I’ll be staying at his mansion in Bogotá, and my business will be mainly with him.

      Next is Hernando Reyes, a corrupt politician whose greed knows no bounds. And then there’s Isabella Valentini, a fiery redhead who lives in New York and works with a trio known as “the Unholy Trinity,” but who is apparently in Bogotá to negotiate for a Manhattan family.

      The list goes on…

      Until I see a face that makes me squint. A gaunt, very old woman, with whisps of snow-white hair. Deep wrinkles in her face, but still a shadow of beauty in her weathered features.

      She’s not nearly as well put-together as the people in the other photos here.

      No name is attached to her photo.

      Does this old woman have something to do with why I’m going to Colombia? I can’t imagine they have much use for a woman of her advanced age. Hell, they don’t have much use for women of any age.

      Maybe she’s a witness or something. Or the widow of a fallen don.

      I shake my head to clear it. This woman is ancillary at best. The other names are well known in the cartel, the men Puzo was trying to recruit to his side.

      Puzo’s no longer an issue, thanks to me.

      The purpose of this trip is to get these people to make a deal with Mario.

      But why…?

      How…?

      Why is this woman’s picture in here?

      I stare at the document, blinking as if that might make her position in all this clearer.

      My mind is a whirlwind of questions with no immediate answers. Even Elmo’s usually reassuring presence does nothing to subdue my growing unease. There’s a reason this woman’s photo is in here, but I can’t for the life of me figure out why. Maybe it’ll be made clear once I arrive in Colombia.

      My gut tells me there’s more to the story.

      There’s always more to the story.

      As I stare at this old woman, Raven’s face flickers in my mind again. I’m not sure why. I mean, I’m constantly thinking about her, but why should this old woman trigger the thought?

      Something in her eyes, maybe?

      Raven has beautiful eyes. So beautiful that you can get lost in them. I swear to God, the first time I saw her, her eyes took me in so much that I barely noticed she had no hair. And her smile is a beacon in the storm that is brewing around me.

      I must protect her at all costs.

      Which means leaving her in my past.
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      Vinnie’s face.

      His handsome face, olive complexion, perfect jawline, rugged black stubble…

      He comes toward me.

      Kisses me.

      But then…

      His face morphs into nothingness as I’m lying in a hospital bed, tethered to machines that beep in a steady rhythm.

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      The sound chases away the image of his face, and I’m left staring at sterile hospital walls. My skin is cold, pale—too pale. I shiver. The thin blanket covering me does nothing to ward off the chill that seems to seep into my very bones.

      Someone knocks at the door but I can’t answer it, can’t muster the strength to do anything but keep my eyes fixed on the muted television screen across the room. The door creaks open, casting a shadow over my bed.

      It’s him again. Vinnie.

      I want to reach out, to call out to him, but just as suddenly as he appeared, he vanishes into thin air.

      Across from me, the heart monitor flatlines.

      My heart drops.

      Another face emerges.

      A child’s face.

      Belinda.

      And the flatline.

      Always the flatline.

      “No,” I manage to croak out with what little energy I have left. “No…not yet.”

      But then another sound blends in with the unwelcome silence—a shrill ringing that slices through the dull hum of the machines like a knife through butter. It’s my phone, tucked away in the pocket of my robe hanging off the chair next to my bed.

      The ringing doesn’t stop. It continues relentlessly, each chime reverberating in my head like a resounding echo in an empty cavern. I summon all my strength to sit up and retrieve the phone, every muscle screaming with effort as I extend an arm and grasp it.

      I press, press, press the button. Bring it to my ear.

      But the ringing…

      It doesn’t stop.

      Doesn’t stop.

      It continues, a sharp, jarring contrast to the now silent heart monitor. I try to say something, but no words come out, as if the cold of the room has frozen my vocal cords. My head swims as I fight against a rising tide of nausea and inexplicable fear.

      “Hello?” It’s more of a croak than a word, barely audible over the relentless chiming.

      No response on the other end.

      Silence.

      Silence so sudden it’s jarring.

      The ringing stops. For a moment, all I can hear are my own ragged breaths echoing in the sterile silence of the hospital room.

      Just as I am about to hang up, I hear it. A whisper on the other end of the line—so soft, so faint that I almost miss it.

      “Raven…”

      I grip the phone tighter. “Who’s there?”

      Again, the soft whisper.

      “Raven…”

      It sounds familiar, somewhere deep within my memory, a voice long forgotten. A female voice, shrouded in the mists of time and pain.

      “Who are you?” I demand, trying to find strength in my voice.

      The room feels colder, more hostile.

      The silence stretches on, leaving me hanging by a thread. My heart pounds like a drum, each beat echoing the ticking clock on the wall above me.

      Finally, the voice speaks again. “Remember…”

      Then nothing.

      Only silence.

      I keep the phone pressed against my ear for what feels like forever, straining to catch any other whisper that might come through. But it’s useless.

      All I hear is the silence and my own labored breathing.

      Remember…

      The word echoes in my head like a silent scream. Remember what? What does the voice want from me? My mind races through several possibilities, but nothing seems to fit. The past is a muddle of fragmented memories, treatment sessions, and painful goodbyes. Sifting through it feels like walking through a maze with no exit in sight.

      My head throbs as if my brain is trying to physically push out the memories lodged deep within me. I wince, pressing my free hand to my forehead as if that may somehow alleviate the pain.

      Flashes of faces flicker before my eyes—my parents, my siblings, friends, doctors, Vinnie—but none of them match up with the voice on the phone. I squint at each image, trying to force a connection, a semblance of recognition, but I come up empty each time.

      The room darkens around me, shadows creeping over the stark hospital walls as night falls. The cold seeps in deeper.

      I’m alone.

      Utterly alone.

      I open my mouth to call for a nurse…

      But my voice. It’s gone.

      The machines make no more sound.

      I look around the sterile room.

      Everything is in black and white.

      I’m not here.

      I’m not here.

      I’m not here…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I jolt upward in bed, the dream still fresh in my mind.

      My heart is pounding like it wants to escape my chest, each beat a thunderous echo in the still darkness of the room. Beads of cold sweat trickle down my forehead and drop onto the sheets. I am alone, and for a moment, I struggle to remember where I am.

      Reality slowly sinks into me.

      I am not in a hospital. I am home, safe and warm under piles of blankets in my own bed. The rhythmic ticking of the clock on my bedside table lulls me back, bringing with it a sort of comfort.

      “The dream…” I murmur to myself as I rub my hand over my fuzzy head.

      I shake off the remnants of fear that gripped me so tightly just moments ago.

      That voice.

      That haunting whisper telling me to remember.

      To remember what?

      I reach out blindly in the dark for a glass of water sitting on the bedside table. The condensation makes it slippery. I bring it to my lips, the water cool and refreshing as it trickles down my parched throat.

      It’s not the first time I’ve had this dream. I had versions of it a lot during my cancer treatment. I always assumed it was a side-effect of the chemo.

      The dream is always so vivid.

      Too vivid.

      The sterile walls of a hospital room, the relentless ringing of a phone, the lack of color at the end…

      And Vinnie.

      Vinnie’s face that disappeared in front of me and sent me hurtling back into that hospital bed.

      That’s new. Of course, I didn’t know him when I had the dream during my treatment.

      And that familiar feminine voice… The voice that told me to remember. That’s new, too.

      I close my eyes tightly to dispel the images, but they refuse to be erased. The ticking of my clock grows louder in my ears, each tick-tock a reminder of the dream’s dreadful heart monitor.

      I draw in a shaky breath. Echoes of that soft whisper still linger in my mind, circling around like a mournful ghost.

      “Remember…”

      Frustration wells up inside me. I yearn for clarity, for closure, but all I am left with is an unquenchable thirst for answers.

      With a sigh, I settle back against the pillows and stare at the ceiling. The pale moonlight streaming through the window paints eerie shadows on it, turning its smoothness into a canvas of my nightmare. The silhouette of my own face is reflected across the room, and for a moment, I am transported back to that hospital bed and surrounded by sterile walls, deafening silence, and suffocating loneliness.

      Remember…

      What the hell am I supposed to remember? What could those fragmented and horrific images mean?

      “It’s just a dream,” I say out loud to myself. “Go back to sleep. You’re safe here. Jared is in the next room.”

      It was just a fucking dream.
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