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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

    

  


  
    
      For Auggie [image: red heart]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          HAWK

        

      

    

    
      Eagle nods once, heavy, as the sedative crawls up his veins. “Outside your door,” he whispers. “The night I…went down.” His lashes flutter. “Somebody didn’t want me telling you what I found out about Dad…”

      Everything inside me goes still. “What about Dad?”

      “Dad and…” His tongue trips. “D—D—D…” The syllables stumble, break apart. His eyes roll, slow as tide. He tries again. “D⁠—”

      The last consonant dies on his lips. His mouth softens. The sedative wins.

      I turn to the nurse. “Is he okay?”

      The nurse is already smoothing the line, already changing the monitor range. “He’s fine,” she says. “He needs sleep. His body’s been through a lot. He’ll likely be out the rest of the night.” She lifts her gaze to mine. “You can come back in the morning.”

      “Yeah,” I say, though morning feels a lifetime away. “I’ll do that.”

      Falcon watches me from the door.

      “I’ve got something to attend to,” I tell him.

      “Reyes.”

      I nod.

      The hallway feels too bright.

      I take the elevator down, grab my car from the valet.

      The night outside feels wrong, air thick and wet. I drive with my knuckles raw from earlier, the bandage already spotted through.

      The drive is slow and dark, but I finally make it.

      The old barn crouches on the edge of our land. No lights. No sounds but crickets.

      I kill the engine and listen. Nothing. Good. I want quiet.

      Gravel crunches under my boots. The barn door gives with a long, complaining groan.

      My eyes adjust quickly.

      The chair.

      My skin crawls with tiny invisible feet.

      What the fuck?

      The chair waits where I left it.

      Empty.

      For a second my brain refuses to believe what my eyes are seeing. The shape is wrong. That’s all. Reyes is slumped. Head down. I step closer.

      The rope is cut. The rag I used to gag him in a heap on the ground.

      I go cold and hot at once.

      “Reyes,” I say into the dark.

      Silence answers.

      I cross to the stool where I left the plate. The fork sits on top and the plate is licked clean. He ate every bite.

      Something glints at the base of the post. I crouch. A sliver of metal.

      Fuck. It’s half a hacksaw blade. Where the hell did he get that?

      I follow the scrape marks to the side door. Outside, weeds bend in two lines to the service path. Not footsteps. Knees. He crawled, or someone dragged him. The tracks vanish in the gravel.

      My skin prickles.

      I scan the rafters. The beams.

      Nothing.

      Motherfucker.

      I pull my phone out of my pocket. No bars. I step toward the big doors. One bar. Then none.

      He was tied. He was gagged. He was mine. And now he’s air.

      Eagle’s voice punches through my head, slurred and stubborn. Outside your door. Didn’t want me telling you what I found about Dad… D-D-D…

      Dad and what. Dad and who. Dad and D.

      The barn tilts.

      If Reyes is out, he’s either running or hunting. Maybe both. If he’s running, he goes home, grabs the diary, burns the pictures, resets the board before I can move. If he’s hunting⁠—

      No.

      I replay every knot I tied. Every check. Every lock. There’s a gap I didn’t see. There has to be.

      I walk the perimeter again, slow this time, eyes on small things. I inhale.

      Something hits me.

      Motor oil?

      No. Almost like soap, but stronger.

      Fuck.

      Cheap aftershave.

      The same ghost Eagle muttered about through meds. Aftershave in a garage somewhere. A smell that doesn’t belong to my barn or to Reyes.

      He didn’t get out alone.

      My mouth goes dry.

      My phone vibrates. I yank it out. One bar now.

      A new text from a number I don’t recognize.

      It’s a photo. Grainy. It’s the barn. Two figures. One slumped, one upright. A third shape in the foreground—just the hint of a shoulder. Whoever took it is almost in the frame.

      Under it is a message.

      Nice knots, Bellamy. Try harder.

      My pulse goes flat. I lift my head into the dark and grin without humor.

      “You want to play?” I say to the ghost of cheap aftershave riding the night air. “Okay.”

      A second buzz. Another photo pops up. Close-up this time. Reyes’s wrist, chafed and bleeding, hand giving the camera a lazy thumbs-up. On his ring finger, a smear of something darker than dirt.

      And then a third—a shot of a safe keypad. Not mine. Not his. Looks like a stock image. Just numbers lit in cold blue. The code fields blank. The caption under it:

      Tick-tock.

      The screen goes black.

      I stand in the doorway of the barn, fists opening and closing, knuckles burning under old blood and new.

      Eagle’s last stuttered syllable scrapes through me again. D—D—D⁠—

      Dad and who?

      Reyes is gone.

      Then I see them.

      More texts.

      From Daniela, sent hours ago.

      Belinda is missing. DHS revoked her temporary protected status.

      This quickly? What the fuck?

      My breath catches in my throat.

      I stopped being the good son. I embraced chaos, did what felt right in the moment.

      Pandora’s box has been opened, and that same chaos has now cursed everything I touch.

      In my head, lines form. Connections. Somehow this is all connected. But how?

      I have to get to Daniela. Have to protect her.

      I call her.

      Fuck.

      Voicemail.

      “I’m coming, baby,” I say into the phone. “I’m on my way.”

      I hop into my truck, gun the engine, and screech over the gravel toward the dirt road.
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      I arrive at Vinnie and Raven’s place, slam on my breaks, and run inside without knocking.

      Vinnie and Raven are both on their phones, and Daniela…

      My gorgeous Daniela…

      Is nowhere in sight.

      “Dani!” I yell.

      “Shh!” Raven gestures to me, still talking to God-knows-who on the phone.

      Daniela races down the stairs, but by the look on her face, she’s not exactly thrilled to see me.

      How can I blame her? I’ve been ignoring her texts.

      How did I trap myself in a hole so deep? This isn’t me. This isn’t Hawk Bellamy, the family fixer.

      “God, Dani.” I yank her to me.

      I want to kiss her, tell her how much I love her, but Raven and Vinnie are both nearby, on calls.

      She pulls away. “I needed you,” she says, “and you weren’t there.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, baby. But I swear I’ll be here from now on. Whatever you need.”

      She sniffles. “It’s too late. Belinda’s gone. We found a note from her printer, but it didn’t sound like her.” She crumples into my arms and begins to sob.

      I hold her.

      Hold onto her as tight as I can. I’ll never let you go, Dani. I swear. I’ll never let you go.

      Her whole body shakes against me. She tries to speak—something soft and broken—but the words dissolve into another sob. I wrap my arms around her tighter.

      She doesn’t fight it. She just presses closer and buries her face against my neck. I can smell her—shampoo, sweat, the faintest trace of perfume—and it hits me how small she feels in my arms.

      “I’ve got you,” I whisper.

      She clutches at my shirt.

      I just stand there, holding her while her world breaks apart, and pretend mine isn’t breaking right along with it.

      I’ve got to stay strong. For her. For Eagle too. For Vinnie and Raven.

      This is what I get for taking one night for myself. One night to be with Daniela.

      I’m done thinking about myself.

      When her sobs finally break, I kiss the top of her head.

      “Tell me,” I say. “Tell me what you need.”
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      What I need?

      Where do I start?

      I gulp and look up at Hawk, at his gorgeous blue eyes that are staring down at me with such tenderness.

      Belinda is gone. My Belinda.

      I may be sent back to Colombia.

      Just when the pieces and clues I’ve been gathering finally clicked this morning. And now I know.

      Why did I ever tell Hawk I didn’t want his protection? What was I thinking?

      Sure, I was scared and overwhelmed. I didn’t like what he was becoming.

      I didn’t like what he was becoming because it reminded me of…

      No.

      No.

      Won’t go there.

      Hawk is nothing like my father. Nothing like those horrid men who used me, abused me.

      Sure, I didn’t like the methods he was using, but…

      “Please tell me, baby,” he says again, kissing the top of my head. “Tell me what I can do.”

      “I needed you,” I say again.

      “I know. I’m here now.” He squeezes my shoulders. “Tell me. Tell me everything.”

      I gulp. “The most important thing is Belinda. We need to find her.”

      “We will,” he says. “I promise.”

      I break away from him. “How can you promise that? You don’t know where she is, who has her. Don’t make any more promises you can’t keep, Hawk Bellamy.”

      He moves toward me, runs his fingers through his hair. “I deserved that. And I’m sorry. But we will find her. I’ll level the whole state of Texas to find her for you.”

      I curl my hands into fists. “That’s exactly what I don’t want! You getting into trouble. You leveling anything for me. I’m so tired of you bending the law⁠—”

      “Daniela, look at me.”

      I don’t.

      He tips my chin up so I meet his gaze. “Look at me, baby.”

      “Fine,” I huff.

      “I’m not him,” he says. “I’m not your father. He had no respect for the law, for you, for anyone, for that matter. I know I’ve bent the rules lately, but I’m not him, Dani. I will never be him.”

      I sigh and nod. Of course Hawk isn’t my father. I know that. And everything he’s done has been for me. For my wellbeing. My father certainly never cared about that.

      “Can we sit?” he asks. “Sit down and tell me exactly what has gone on.”

      I cross my arms. “If you’d answered my texts, you’d know.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I sigh again. I can’t keep harping on my anger at him. It’s counterproductive. Right now, all that matters is Belinda’s safety. That we get her home where she belongs.

      I lead Hawk to the lush living room where we sit on the couch. I don’t reach for him, though I want to. I simply begin the story.

      “I got home and wanted to see Belinda,” I begin. “I felt guilty because I haven’t spent much time with her lately, so I knocked on her door and she didn’t answer.”

      “Okay.”

      “I thought that was odd because she’s never asleep that early. So I knocked again and called for her. And nothing. I went in. Her bed was still made. I checked the bathroom. The closet.” My lip trembles. “I even glanced under the bed.”

      “Under the bed?”

      I nod. “She once told me she used to hide under the bed when she still lived with her father.” A chill runs down my spine. “He always found her though.”

      “Fuck…” he says.

      “I know. But she was safe here. And happy.” A tear slips down my cheek and I wipe it away before Hawk can. “At least I thought she was.”

      “She was.”

      “So I scoured the house and eventually had to interrupt Vinnie and Raven.”

      “Interrupt them?”

      “They were in their bedroom.”

      He holds up his hand, his nose wrinkled. “Okay, understood. No more details necessary.”

      “Yeah. I felt bad, but not that bad. I didn’t—don’t—care about anything but Belinda.”

      Hawk’s hand hovers near my arm, hesitant, like he’s afraid to touch me. “Dani,” he says quietly. “I’m sorry. I should’ve been here.”

      I don’t look at him. “That doesn’t help me now.”

      He exhales hard. “I know.” His eyes are full of guilt, and of something softer, but I can’t bear either.

      “Please don’t,” I say. “Don’t try to make this better. You can’t.”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “I’m not trying to make it better. I just— God, Dani, I should’ve answered.”

      I finally meet his eyes. “You think? Belinda’s gone. DHS showed up at the door. You went dark. I thought you were dead, or done with me, or both.”

      He reaches toward me. “I wasn’t done. I’ll never be done.”

      “Then where the hell were you?”

      He clears his throat. “At the old barn.”

      “You didn’t check your phone?” I bite out.

      “Service is spotty there. Sometimes it’s great, and sometimes there’s nothing.”

      Am I supposed to believe that?

      The silence between us is thick. I can feel my heartbeat in my palms, everywhere.

      He reaches out again, but I flinch back before his fingers touch me.

      “I don’t need comfort,” I whisper. “I need help. Belinda didn’t write that note. She didn’t run away. Someone took her. I have to go after her.”

      “I won’t let you go alone,” Hawk says.

      “You don’t get to let me or not let me,” I say. “You weren’t here.”

      He closes his eyes, breathes in through his nose. When he opens them again, the guilt is still there, but something colder sits behind it.

      “I’m here now,” he says. “And I’m not leaving again.”

      I fold my arms across my chest. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      He looks around the room. “No,” he says quietly. “This one I can keep.”

      I don’t answer. My throat’s too tight. He finds my wrist again.

      This time, I don’t pull away. Not yet.

      But I don’t lean in, either.
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      Everything she just told me sits in my head, and because it’s what I do, I form a mental list.

      Belinda, gone.

      A note typed, not written.

      Homeland Security showing up with deportation paperwork.

      No answer from me.

      That last one slices right into my gut.

      “I didn’t know,” I finally say. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry. You’ve said that.” She looks down. “It doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t bring Belinda home.”

      The words hit harder than they should. “That’s not fair.”

      “Neither is any of this,” she snaps. “None of it’s fair, Hawk. She’s a child. She trusted us. And now—” Her lips tremble.

      “Dani—”

      “Don’t.” She shakes her head. “I’m not ready for… Oh, I don’t even know what I mean!”

      Silence once more.

      I take a slow breath, making mental lists again because nothing else makes sense to me.

      That’s what I’ve always done.

      Only this time, the math doesn’t balance.

      Too many fires in twenty-four hours.

      Eagle waking up.

      Reyes disappearing, taking with him the code to his safe.

      Daniela’s immigration case unraveling out of nowhere.

      Now Belinda.

      And I can’t shake the thought that maybe I did this. I broke everything because I dared to take one night off from saving everyone else.

      One night with her.

      One night where I let the world burn quietly while I pretended it couldn’t reach us.

      Daniela finally turns back to me. “Say something that helps,” she whispers.

      I nod once. “I will.”

      “Now.”

      “I’m going to find her.”

      “You don’t even know where to start.”

      “I’ll figure it out.” I scoot closer. “I always do.”

      She stares at me. “And what if it’s too late?”

      “Then I’ll make whoever’s responsible wish it weren’t.”

      That gets a reaction from her, a flicker of something that might be belief or might be exhaustion. Maybe both.

      Her phone buzzes on the table next to the sofa. She doesn’t look. Neither do I.

      “You said the note was printed?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Where’s the printer?”

      “Belinda’s desk. In her bedroom.”

      I rise and head toward the hallway. Daniela follows me. Two officers are still in the room when we enter.

      “Excuse me,” I say. “I’m Hawk Bellamy. My sister is Raven Bellamy, the lady of the house. Mind if I look around?”

      “Just don’t touch anything,” one of them says.

      “I want to see the note Belinda left.”

      The officer gestures to the desk, where the note is covered in a clear plastic bag.

      I crouch down since they told me not to touch it. The font is generic. Looks like Calibri to me, maybe eleven or twelve point.

      “Belinda didn’t write that,” Daniela says. “She’d have used an emoji somewhere. Or a fancier font.”

      I nod. The guilt is acid in my throat. “If I’d picked up my phone⁠—”

      “Don’t.”

      “If I’d been here⁠—”

      She slams her hand against the doorframe hard enough that the officers glance over. “You don’t get to make this about you!”

      The words land like a slap. She’s right, of course. It isn’t about me. It’s about a missing child and a predator who knows exactly how to hurt Daniela.

      Still, I can’t stop thinking that everything spiraled because I wanted something that wasn’t mine to want.

      For a second, my hands shake. I shove them into my pockets. Breathe in. Breathe out.

      I leave Belinda’s bedroom and head back downstairs. I need to wrap my head around all of this. Rather, I need to get out of my own head and focus on what’s important.

      Daniela.

      Belinda.

      Eagle.

      “What now?”

      I stop at the bottom of the stairs. Daniela is on my heels.

      “I have to figure that out.”

      She gulps. “I’ve already figured it out.”

      I widen my eyes and grab her arm more harshly than I intend. “What are you talking about?”

      She bites her lip. “I know—at least I think I know—who’s behind the freaky gifts to me, and who probably took Belinda.”

      Anger curls at the back of my neck—the kind that feels like a snake slithering under my skin. I inhale slowly, hold it, let it out. “Tell me,” I say as calmly as I can.

      “A man who worked for my father.” She swallows. “He was his chef.”

      I swallow down my reaction, steady my nerves. “Then we start there.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean we find out if he’s even in the country.” I pull out my phone. “What’s his name?”

      “He goes by Gordon Brown.”

      Shit. Gordon Brown. That name popped up when Vinnie was looking into people with consistent connections to Daniela’s father. I figured it was one of his disgusting friends. It never occurred to me that it could be one of his employees.

      I was too busy chasing dead ends that I never gave the guy a second thought. His name is so generic, anyway. Finding him would have been a needle in a haystack.

      I tap on the phone screen. “Then we track his name, his passport, any aliases. I’ll do whatever it takes to track him down.”

      “And if you do?”

      “Then he won’t be cooking anymore.”

      She gives a broken laugh that isn’t really a laugh. “You think violence fixes everything.”

      “No,” I say. “But it stops it sometimes.”

      Daniela wipes her face with the back of her hand. “This is all so unreal.”

      I nod. “Did the police pull Belinda’s printer log?”

      She swallows. “Yeah. At least, I think they said they would. It’s all a blur.”

      “I know they don’t want us touching anything, but I’ll have my own techs pull the printer log. Or Vinnie can have his people do it. I trust them more than the cops.”

      She swallows hard. “You really think she’s alive?”

      “Yes,” I say, and I mean it. “Because if she weren’t, he wouldn’t need to leave you a note.”

      Her gaze softens for the first time, just barely. “You sound sure.”

      “I have to be,” I tell her. “It’s the only way any of us makes it out of this.”

      Daniela exhales shakily. “What do you need from me?”

      “Details,” I say. “Anything that might connect Gordon Brown to this house or anyone near it. Faces, names, deliveries. Anything that felt off.”

      She nods again, starts pacing, muttering pieces of memory—florist, nanny, spa setup, delivery van at six, black SUV on the frontage road. I jot them all down on my phone, line by line.

      The pattern’s there. It has to be. I just can’t see it yet.

      I start calling in every favor I’ve got left.

      Because she’s right.

      This isn’t about me.

      But I’m the only one who knows how to fight monsters like this.

      After all, I’ve been fighting my own father since I was twelve.
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      The police have left, promising to “keep us updated.” Whatever the hell that means. They don’t care for that little girl like I do. They have nothing driving them to take every step to ensure she gets home safe and sound. The house has gone quiet again. Raven’s upstairs lying down and Vinnie is in his office making phone calls and tracking leads.

      Hawk is in the kitchen on his phone.

      I should be helping, but I can’t.

      My brain keeps looping through the same thought.

      She’s gone. She’s gone. She’s gone.

      Belinda’s laugh echoes in my head—the way she called me Dani with that little lilt, how proud she was when she won a cheeseball empire playing poker, her beautiful touch on the piano.

      She was a light in all our lives.

      And now she’s gone.

      My chest tightens. I focus on breathing, but the air presses down instead of filling my lungs.

      Hawk hangs up one call and immediately makes another. His voice is lower now, quieter.

      I don’t interrupt. Not until he ends the call, murmurs something I can’t catch, and finally looks at me.

      “You’re eerily calm right now,” I say.

      He gives a humorless half-smile. “You think this is calm?”

      I shrug. “You’re functioning. I’m not.”

      “You’re in shock,” he says gently. “That’s not the same thing as not functioning.”

      I bury my face in my hands. “I can’t even think straight.”

      He takes a step toward me, his gaze softening. “That’s why I’m here.”

      I hate that I want to believe him.

      He walks toward me. “You said DHS came before the cops got here?”

      “Right before.”

      He frowns. “The timing is too perfect.”

      “I know.” I sink down on a chair at the kitchen table. “That note wasn’t hers. I know it. Every word felt…off. Like an adult trying to sound like a kid.”

      “Listen to me,” he says. “We’re going to find her.”

      “How?” My voice cracks. “She could be anywhere. He could be anywhere.”

      “I’ve got calls in to every contact I have—Interpol, DEA, three private investigators who owe me favors. If Brown’s on the move, someone will see him.”

      “And if he’s not?”

      “Then he’s close,” Hawk says. “Which makes him easier to find.”

      I shake my head. “You make it sound simple.”

      “It’s not,” he says quietly. “But it’s possible.” He stands, turns toward the window, and exhales hard. “Do you think this is punishment?” he murmurs.

      “What?”

      He doesn’t look at me. “All of it. Eagle, Reyes, your immigration case, Belinda. It’s like some cosmic equation snapped back into balance.”

      I swallow hard. “For what? For us?”

      He glances back over his shoulder. “For me.”

      “That’s not how it works, Hawk.”

      “Maybe not,” he says. “But it feels like it.”

      I stand, step closer until I can smell the faint tang of road dust and coffee on him. “You don’t get to make this your fault.”

      He turns fully to face me. “Then whose is it?”

      “His.” I make the word sharp and final. Hawk may not have been here when I needed him, but this isn’t on him. “Brown’s. You didn’t take her.”

      “No,” he says. “But I wasn’t here to stop it either.” He runs a hand over his face, through his hair. “When I got your messages, I thought my heart was going to stop. I was two hours away and I didn’t even know.”

      “Don’t.”

      “I mean it,” he insists. “If anything happens to her⁠—”

      “Stop.” I press my hands to his chest. “Don’t say if. She’s alive. We’re going to rescue her. She’s going to be okay.”

      “Yeah,” he says. “We’ll find her.”

      For the first time tonight, I see the man I fell for. Not the Bellamy fixer, not the strategist. Certainly not the guy who went fucking crazy and broke into multiple homes. Just Hawk.

      Then, as quickly as it went away, panic takes me again. “What if we don’t?” I shake my head. “What if I’m not even here?”

      “Baby…”

      I cross my arms. “DHS could show up again. They said my temporary protected status is revoked. If they decide to detain me, they can. They could deport me before we even find her.”

      His jaw tightens. “They’re not going to touch you.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      His gaze darkens. “I do.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      He puffs his chest out. “Because they’ll have to go through me first.”

      At first, I almost roll my eyes at his words. It’s the kind of thing he says easily, like a vow he’s made a hundred times before. But when he says it now, it sounds different. Heavy. Real.

      I want to argue, tell him not to risk himself for me, but the words won’t come. My throat feels too tight.

      Instead, I whisper, “You can’t fight the government, Hawk.”

      He sniffs defiantly. “Watch me.”

      Something hot and reckless flares in my chest. Hope, maybe. Or love. Or both.

      He takes a slow breath, the edge in his voice softening. “Go upstairs. Try to rest.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You need to.”

      “You think I’m going to sleep while she’s out there?”

      He sighs. “No. And neither will I.”
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      I pace the length of the hallway outside Belinda’s room until my vision blurs. My head’s pounding, a mix of exhaustion and guilt, but I can’t stop moving. I need momentum. It’s the only thing that’s ever kept me sane.

      My mind keeps looping through everything that’s fallen apart in less than forty-eight hours—Eagle’s call, Reyes disappearing, Daniela’s immigration nightmare, and now Belinda. It feels orchestrated. Like someone set up dominoes months ago, and I was too busy trying to breathe to notice them falling.

      I glance toward the stairs. Daniela’s shadow flickers at the bottom, faint against the hall light. She hasn’t gone to bed. She won’t.

      When I find her in the kitchen, she’s sitting at the counter, knees drawn up, phone in one hand, staring at nothing. Her hair’s falling loose around her face, and there’s a new kind of distance in her eyes.

      I take the seat next to her. “You should try to rest.”

      “I can’t,” she says without looking up.

      “I know.”

      Silence stretches. A pot of coffee steams on the counter, untouched.

      She finally looks at me. “Do you really think we’ll find her?”

      “Yes.” I don’t hesitate. “And we’ll find whoever took her.”

      “You say that like you already have a plan.”

      I smile. “I do.”

      She widens her eyes. “What is it?”

      “I’ll tell you when I know it’ll work.”

      Her mouth tightens. “You always think you can fix everything.”

      “I have to believe I can,” I say.

      She stares at me for a long time, like she wants to argue, but she doesn’t. Her eyes flicker—anger, grief, maybe both—and she nods once.

      “Fine,” she says softly. “Then let’s start trying.”
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