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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 wasn’t completely honest with Savannah about why I went to the Buddhist temple.

      It wasn’t just to alleviate the guilt of leaving her and Mikey back in the States at the whim of the family. And it wasn’t just to work through what my grandfather had done to me.

      It was because I found myself involved in something far more sinister.

      One fateful day, I ended up in a secluded alley in Prague, where a crooked wooden door creaked open to reveal an underground gambling den. There I met Misha—a man whose green eyes gleamed with dangerous amusement.

      His real name was Mikhail, which threw me—the Slavic version of Michael. I thought of Mikey, who I’d left at home, and guilt overwhelmed me. When Misha offered me an opportunity to make a huge profit, part of me felt like I was talking to my brother, so I jumped in with both feet.

      Misha was searching for a hidden treasure buried in the heart of Eastern Europe.

      I was intrigued—and also desperate for some easy cash.

      But it turned out not to be so easy. I dived into Misha’s world, abandoning my odd jobs and my pursuit of quiet anonymity. He gave me a firearm but told me not to use it unless I had to defend myself.

      A year passed. I lived in shadows and chased ghosts. Misha kept me busy while he sometimes disappeared for days at a time. His name notwithstanding, I didn’t fully trust him, but I found myself enjoying the chase. Every time doubt crept in, Misha would return, always with a new clue, a new lead.

      I got sucked in, and the whole thing became a game to me. Did I think we’d really find treasure? Maybe at the time I did. It gave me a creative outlet, something to do.

      Until I realized it wasn’t all that different from what I’d fled from at home.

      I was becoming bound to a different kind of family. Not my mafia family, but an Eastern European underworld. Misha operated under different rules, but the principle was the same—secrets, power, betrayal.

      I had to get out. But how?

      One cold night in Bucharest, I got my chance, but it wasn’t the way I imagined it.

      Misha told me he’d uncovered the final piece of the puzzle, located within the grip of a rival gang. We’d need to be quick. We’d need to be strong.

      “Are you afraid?” Misha asked me.

      “No,” I lied through gritted teeth.

      “Good,” he said. “Fear will only lead to your demise.”

      The gang had set up their base in an old chateau. The stone structure was imposing as hell and full of foreboding darkness.

      As we moved through the corridors, our footsteps muffled by the worn-out rugs, my heart pounded. The echoes of raucous laughter and clinking glasses reached us, growing louder with each step we took. Misha led the way. He was in his element. Danger was his drug.

      Until he turned on me.

      To this day I don’t know why. Maybe because I presented a challenge to him. Maybe he decided he wanted all the loot for himself. Or maybe he was just batshit crazy.

      But that night, I had to do something I swore I’d never do.

      I took a life.

      It was self-defense, but I still had to move quickly and quietly to avoid being caught.

      I learned to travel during the night. Change my appearance when necessary.

      And I was done with crime.

      Done.

      Until now, of course.

      If everything went according to my plan, Puzo should be dead.

      He was a piece of shit, and the world won’t mourn him.

      But doing my grandfather’s bidding doesn’t give me the revenge I crave.

      The vengeful vice I’ve been carrying around with me since that fateful day in his office, where he violated me in the worst way while I refused to scream out in pain.

      Because fuck him.

      Fuck him and fuck the world that allowed him to exist. I left that life behind, buried it deep under layers of pseudonyms, fake passports, and never-ending roads. But the ghosts were always there, whispering in my ear, reminding me of all that had been taken from me.

      I existed in the shadows, a phantom flitting through Europe. I eked out a living doing odd jobs, never staying in one place for too long. As long as I remained a ghost, I was safe.

      But I’m back now.

      And I’ll have my revenge.

      I regard Raven. She’s sleeping soundly.

      It kills me to leave her, but she has no place in the world I have to inhabit.

      I can’t shake the anger coursing through my veins. Every time I close my eyes, I see Misha’s face, smirking, laughing as he turned on me.

      He’s not laughing now.

      Grandfather thinks I’m weak. Too weak to take Puzo out with a gun he provided.

      That doesn’t make me weak. It makes me smart.

      Grandfather doesn’t know who he’s dealing with. But he will soon enough.

      Vengeance isn’t just a fleeting thought for me. It’s my driving force, my vice. It consumes me, and I welcome it.

      Every step I take is fueled by the need to make Grandfather pay. I’ve lost so much because of him, and now it’s my turn to take something. It won’t bring back what I’ve lost, but it will satisfy this burning need inside me. He thinks he’s untouchable, but his arrogance will be his downfall.

      I’m a storm ready to unleash hell. He won’t see it coming until it’s too late. I’ll be his reckoning. I’ll be his nightmare. And when it’s done, maybe then I’ll find some peace.

      Or maybe this vengeful vice will have consumed me completely, and there will be nothing left but the ashes of my own destruction.

      But until then I will be relentless. Nothing will stand in my way. They will regret the day they crossed me. This isn’t just a promise. It’s my reality, my unyielding obsession.

      I didn’t mean to fall in love.

      I didn’t mean to drag an innocent woman into my underworld.

      I press my lips to Raven’s soft cheek.

      Then I rise from the bed, dress quietly, and leave.

      Never to see her again.
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            RAVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun cascades through my window as I wake up. I rise, throw my legs over to the side of the bed, stretching my arms over my head.

      Vinnie and I had sex last night.

      Correction. We made love.

      He said he loves me. And I told him I love him.

      God, I don’t know if I’ve ever been happier.

      I look around. He’s not here. Odd. I throw on a robe. Maybe he’s an early riser, got up to make a pot of coffee.

      I saunter into the kitchen, yawning. “Vinnie?”

      But he’s not here.

      Maybe he had an early meeting with that grandfather of his. Certainly he’d have left me a note, though, right?

      I’ll check my phone. Maybe he left me a text.

      I turn on the screen. No texts at all since last night.

      Including from Brick. I check to make sure the text I sent him canceling our date went through. It did.

      He was probably pissed at me for flaking at the last minute. I can’t blame him. I sigh. I guess I’ll have to find another lawyer to help me out with the nonprofit.

      But Vinnie didn’t text me, which is weird.

      I put the phone down. I’m about to start a pot of coffee when it rings.

      It’s my mom. Damn it. I didn’t text her last night to let her know I’d be spending the night at my place. She’ll be beside herself with worry.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh Raven, thank God.”

      Mom’s voice is high-pitched and energetic. I can hear a lot of hustle and bustle in the background. The house seems very active for early in the morning.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry I forgot to call you last night.”

      “Are you at your place?”

      “I am.”

      “Thank God.” Mom’s voice is still pretty frantic.

      My heart begins to race, but I’m not sure why. All I know is something isn’t right here.

      “Is anything the matter?” I gasp. “Is something wrong with Dad?”

      “No, sweetheart. Your father and I are fine. But we…” She lets out a hysteric sob.

      “Mom, what’s wrong?”

      But she can’t seem to get herself together. Something is very wrong here.

      “Can you put Dad on?”

      Mom blubbers out some words I can’t make out, but then I hear my dad’s voice on the receiver. “Raven. Didn’t you have a date with that lawyer last night?”

      “I did.” The guilt hits me again. “But I… I wasn’t feeling too great, so I canceled it.”

      Dad’s tone is artificially even. “Did you cancel it at the very last minute?”

      “I did.”

      “I see.” Dad pauses. “Your mother and I went to a movie last night. We got back late and went straight to bed. This morning, she got up to check on you, and…”

      “What, Dad? I wasn’t there? I’m sorry, I should have called to⁠—”

      “No, it’s not that.” Dad clears his throat. “She found…someone else in your bed.”

      My blood runs cold. “What?”

      “Yes.” Dad pauses. “It was…a body.”

      My heart is pounding out of my chest. “A body? Like…a dead body?”

      “Yes.” Dad’s voice is shaking through the phone. “The lawyer. Mr. Latham. His throat slit wide open.”

      Oh my God, oh my God…

      “There was a note on your nightstand next to him. Handwriting I don’t recognize.”

      A note? Oh God, did he kill himself? He seemed pretty level-headed. Surely a broken date wouldn’t be something that would drive him to…

      There’s no way.

      I draw in a shaky breath. “What did it say?” I whisper.

      I can hear Dad shudder from the other end of the line before he finally speaks again.

      “Your move, Cobra.”

      Cobra? Fear surges through me. What does that mean? How did⁠—

      “How… The house… How…”

      “Somehow the security system was disarmed,” Dad says, his low voice a monotone. “It’s state of the art. I don’t know how it happened.”

      My father’s voice sounds…unsure. Unsure and frightened. And my father never sounds unsure and frightened. Even when I was sick, he kept his strength. He never let me see his fear for me. He knew I needed him to be strong.

      And now…

      Everything comes back to me in a swarm of memories.

      The Uber driver. The phone call to Vinnie. The burner phone with instructions—the phone I still have. Telling Vinnie about everything in my backyard. The dark drone flying above us. And then him leaving.

      Fear envelops me. When Vinnie was here, I wasn’t feeling fear. I was feeling comfort, safety.

      Love.

      But now that he’s gone…

      I’m ready to be back on my own. But not before I have a professional come to my house and make sure there’s absolutely no surveillance equipment here.

      I have a state-of-the-art alarm system, too. If someone got through my father’s system, they could surely get through mine. I was right to ask Vinnie if we could speak freely. If someone is watching me—so they can be watching Vinnie—they’re the kind of people who can easily get around any alarm system.

      I want to go home now.

      I want to get out of this house until I know it’s safe.

      But Mom and Dad’s house isn’t any safer. It’s less safe. Brick was killed there. Had his throat slit there. I shiver, trying to ease the chills by rubbing my arms.

      Doesn’t work.

      “All right,” I say, willing my voice not to shake. “I’m coming home, Dad. I’m coming home.”

      “I don’t want you driving alone. I’m coming to get you.”

      I swallow. “No, it’s okay. I’m okay.”

      “You stay put. I’ll be there in ten. Do not move, Raven. Do. Not. Move.” The line clicks off.

      I crawl back on my bed, clutching my knees to my chest.

      Poor Brick… If only he’d gotten my text in time.

      If I’d remembered to text him earlier, he wouldn’t have shown up at my house at all.

      But as horrible as I feel about Brick, I’m equally ecstatic that Mom and Dad were out for the evening. What if my father was the true target? What if…

      And why did Vinnie leave in the middle of the night without waking me?

      I grab my phone again and dial Vinnie.

      Only to get his voicemail.

      I open my mouth to say something, but no words emerge.

      I can’t bring myself to tell him that Brick is dead in my bed.

      I can’t…

      No.

      Not until I see it.

      I have to see it.

      My mom and dad wouldn’t lie to me, but still…I have to see it.

      Why didn’t Vinnie answer?

      I clutch my knees again, shaking.

      And feeling completely and utterly alone.
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            VINNIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Several hours earlier…

      I don’t drive home to my mother’s home. Or my grandfather’s.

      Instead, I changed into the clothes I left in my rental car—dark denim jeans and a black hoodie. A black baseball cap on my head, thin cotton gloves that I’ll put on later. In the middle of the night, I drive to Houston—to the hotel where Giacomo Puzo should now be dead in his room.

      The Carlton Deluxe Downtown is the most expensive hotel in Houston.

      Nothing but the best for Puzo and his Colombian deals.

      I walk in, my heels clicking on the marble tiles of the lobby. To the right, a grand chandelier casts a golden glow over an elegant seating area adorned with plush velvet sofas and intricately carved wooden tables. A sweeping staircase with a gilded railing spirals up to the mezzanine level. In the center of the lobby stands a magnificent floral arrangement bursting with exotic blooms and rich greenery.

      The reception desk is manned only by one impeccably dressed staff member at this late hour, but he smiles as I enter and walk toward him.

      I’ve never met the man, but I know him.

      He matches the description of the person I’ve paid off.

      I clear my throat. “Raul, I presume?”

      “Yes.” He keeps his face noncommittal. “You’re Mr. Brown?”

      I nod. He knows very well that my name isn’t Mr. Brown. Who I am doesn’t matter. What I’m about to do does.

      He slides a key card to me. “Here you go. Room 1027, tenth floor.”

      “Much obliged.” I pull out my wallet, slide the key card in, take out two crisp hundred-dollar bills, and slide them to Raul.

      He nods back.

      Then I walk through the ornate lobby to the elevators, slide the gloves on, and press the button.

      The doors open for me right away. It’s the middle of the night, and very few people are using the elevators.

      I walk inside, making sure to keep my face away from the surveillance equipment.

      This isn’t my first rodeo.

      I slide the key card over the reader and hit the button for the tenth floor.

      In a flash, the elevator doors open, and I walk out, following the signs to room 1027.

      I hover my card over the reader, and when I hear the click, I open the door.

      This is Puzo’s room. He should be lying dead somewhere, and I’m here to make sure everything went off without a hitch.

      I have no personal beef with the man, but he has to die. He has to die so I can regain my grandfather’s trust. Without that trust, I won’t be able to bring him down.

      Once the door is securely closed behind me, I blink a few times, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. “Puzo?” I say softly.

      Once I can see, I realize I’m in a suite. This is the living area. Probably where he ate his meal—the meal that was supposed to be laced with peanut butter. The allergy that will kill him. His EpiPen should’ve been taken from him by another one of my operatives.

      This is the second time I’ve killed. The first was with my own hand—Misha overseas.

      This one? I kept my own damned hands clean.

      But I don’t kid myself. I’m responsible for this man’s death. My only consolation is that he seems to be a real dirtbag.

      I walk through the living room of the suite. The remains of Puzo’s meal sit on the dining table. A dark rectangular takeout container. Completely empty, with a fork on the table beside it. Next to it a paper bag with the words Mister Noi’s Thai written on it.

      I’m not sure which part of it was laced with peanut butter, but it doesn’t really matter. It appears he ate it all. I bring the takeout container to my nose and sniff it. It’s mostly the smell of curry, but there’s a slight tinge of peanut butter.

      Good. This hotel doesn’t let food couriers go up to the levels beyond the lobby to make deliveries. They have to leave it at the front desk and a bellhop brings it up to the guest’s room. The bellhop was then instructed to take the bag discreetly aside and then mix in a few tablespoons of peanut butter—the smooth kind, of course.

      One of the odd jobs I performed when I was hiding from my grandfather in Europe was food delivery. It always struck me how insanely trustworthy you have to believe your delivery drivers are. Usually they have total access to your food before you receive it.

      Finding no sign of him, I walk through the doorway into the bedroom. Two queen beds—and neither has been slept in.

      Where the hell is he, then?

      God, I hope he didn’t stumble out of the room and flag someone down for help. That would ruin this whole thing, and I’m already on thin ice with my grandfather as it is.

      “Vincent,” he’ll say. “You should have taken matters into your own hands. The way I told you to.”

      Shit. I really don’t want to have to deal with that.

      But then my eyes fall on the one room I haven’t seen yet. The bathroom.

      I slowly slink toward the closed door. Puzo could very well still be alive. Or in anaphylactic shock. I might have to snag one of the pillows off the bed and finish him off the old-fashioned way.

      Grandfather would like that.

      I knock on the door. “Sir? I’m from housekeeping. The front desk sent me up to do a wellness check.”

      No answer.

      I slowly open the door. It’s not locked, thank God.

      But it’s dark. I hit the flashlight on my phone.

      Damn, this is a nice bathroom. I guessed Puzo likes to shit in style.

      Liked to shit in style, hopefully.

      The light bounces off of richly veined marble walls and gilded mirrors outlined with crystal sconces.

      Fuck. No one’s in here.

      I shine my light around. There’s a clawfoot tub fashioned from gleaming copper and polished porcelain standing majestically in the center, accompanied by a rain shower enclosed in frosted glass. I look inside the shower, and it’s empty. Nothing here is amiss, except…

      A pile of silver-capped toiletries—luxury-brand shampoo, conditioner, lotion, and shower gel—litter the floor in front of the marble countertop of the grand vanity. These would normally be stacked neatly by the housekeeping staff, but it looks like someone rushed by them quickly and let them fall to the floor.

      And then I see a carved wooden screen, which must conceal the toilet.

      I slowly inch toward it, and a foul smell emanates from the area. I peak around the privacy screen.

      I know what to expect, but my breath still catches when I see a body hunched over the porcelain toilet. The bowl is filled with vomit, and even in the darkness, I can see the gray pallor of Puzo’s face and hands.

      I take a good look at his eyes. Shine my flashlight into them.

      There’s no sign of life.

      I grab his wrist, feel for a pulse. Nothing there, either.

      Yes. It’s Puzo.

      And he’s dead as a fucking doornail.

      The plan worked, and he’s gone.

      Next time I won’t have to identify the body myself.

      I may not have shot him in cold blood like my grandfather wished, but I took care of the situation. Other than Raul, I paid off the bellhop who delivered his food and one of the maids to secure his EpiPen.

      All trustworthy people—if willingness to help kill a man for money counts as trustworthy—according to my resources.

      Still…something pricks at the back of my neck.

      If I’d simply shot him like my grandfather asked, I wouldn’t have had to involve others. I wouldn’t have to depend on their discretion.

      But doing it this way? Yeah, there are a few potential loose ends, but I was far away from this venue when it happened.

      My hands are clean. My alibi is secure.

      And I’ll make sure that the three people who helped me continue to be handsomely rewarded.

      I move to leave when I remember.

      The pinky ring.

      The gawdy thing my grandfather hates. I hate to admit it, but he’s right. It’s a thick gold band textured like gold nuggets with a huge star sapphire in its center.

      He wants Puzo’s pinky, but no way in hell am I sawing off his finger. I grab the ring and shove it in my pocket. I exit the bathroom and head back into the living area of the suite.

      Then I leave the room, walk calmly to the elevator, again making sure to keep my face down as I saunter through the hollow hallway and get into the elevator.

      Once I’m back on the first floor, I leave—this time through the back door.

      Only then, once I’m in my rental car, do I allow myself to ponder the magnitude of what I’ve put into motion.

      Nausea overwhelms me.

      Because this isn’t who I am. No matter what I did overseas—no matter what I did this evening—this is not me.

      I need to remember that.

      Because things are about to get volatile.

      And that’s the only way I’ll be able to do what needs to be done.

      I’ll walk the path of darkness. Dip a toe into the shadowy realm dominated by men like my grandfather.

      But I can’t allow myself to completely fall down the rabbit hole.

      Because if I do?

      I’ll never be able to escape.
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            RAVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s Hawk—not my father—who picks me up at my house.

      “Ray?” His voice echoes through to my room.

      “In the bedroom.”

      I’m still clutching my knees.

      He peeks inside and widens his eyes when he sees me. “You okay?”

      I close my eyes. “How’d you get in?”

      “The system wasn’t armed.” He crosses the room and sits on the edge of my bed.

      I slap my palm to my forehead. “How could I be so dumb?”

      After everything I’ve been through, I forgot to turn on my security system. Vinnie wouldn’t have been able to leave in the middle of the night if I had. What was I thinking? What was he thinking?

      I suppose we both had a lot on our minds. Not that I’m going to clue my younger brother in to that facet of my personal life.

      But one thing is for sure. I’m having this place checked out right away.

      Hawk leans down and brushes my upper arm. “It’s all going to be okay, Ray.”

      Okay. This is the exact opposite of okay. And I don’t see any way of making what happened to Brick in my bed—the bed I slept in through the bulk of my childhood—okay.

      I burst into tears, throwing my arms around Hawk’s broad shoulders. “Oh, Hawk, I don’t know what to do!”

      “Easy.” He rubs my back. “Everything’s going to be okay, Ray.”

      “How can you say that?” I wipe my eyes. “Mom says Brick Latham is dead. In my bed!”

      “I know.” He squeezes my shoulders. “But you’re here. You weren’t there.  You had nothing to do with it.”

      I pull back. “Of course I had nothing to do with it. You didn’t think⁠—”

      He shakes his head quickly. “Of course not. No one does.”

      “Mom and Dad…”

      “They’re okay. They got home last night and didn’t even notice until this morning.”

      I grab a tissue from my nightstand and blow my nose. “We should have a dog.”

      “What?”

      “A dog. Sam was a great guard dog. When I got sick and Mom and Dad had to take care of him during my hospital stays⁠—”

      “Raven, please. Be glad they don’t have a dog right now. Whoever did this would have just killed it.”

      “Oh, God.” I fall back into Hawk’s arms. Then I pull back again. “Do you think this has anything to do with Diego⁠—”

      He holds his fingers to my lips. “Shh.” He looks around my bedroom. “I don’t know, Ray. I just don’t know. Come on. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      I arrive to the police at our home, my own bedroom full of people.

      And on the bed?

      A zipped-up black vinyl body bag.

      I gulp.

      At least I don’t have to look at the body of Brick Latham—that nice man who was helping me with my nonprofit foundation. Who only wanted to take me on a date last night.

      Why would anyone harm Brick?

      My heart sinks into the pit of my stomach like a heavy stone dropping into the icy depths of an unending ocean. I stumble, nearly falling as the officers turn to look at me. My mother is there, her face bleached to a sickly white and her eyes rimmed with red.

      “Mom?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper. “Where’s Dad?”

      “He’s out back talking to our attorneys on the phone.” She points a shaky finger out the door. “Hawk went out there.”

      “Is Dad talking to one of the attorneys from Brick’s—Mr. Latham’s—firm?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know, Raven. I just don’t know.”

      I need to call Vinnie.

      He’ll know what to do.

      Won’t he?

      He didn’t answer when I tried before. Maybe he was in a meeting or something, and I didn’t leave a voicemail. I didn’t—couldn’t—say any of this out loud.

      I fumble for my phone, my hands shaking. I press Vinnie’s name and hold the phone up to my ear, my heartbeat thumping a wild manic beat. The ring echoes in my head.

      I look around at the police officers whispering among themselves and at my mother who is now huddled in a corner talking in hushed tones with a tall man in an expensive-looking suit. The body bag on the bed seems out of place in my room. My favorite band posters still hang on the wall and a few books are scattered about. There are stuffed animals on a shelf next to my bed, and boxes full of DVDs of old comfort-food movies that I used to escape my illness.

      The body bag has poisoned everything in my room.

      I can never sleep here again.

      I walk into the hallway, keeping the phone pressed to my ear.

      But Vinnie still doesn’t answer.

      Again, I hear his away message. And again, I can’t bring myself to leave a voicemail.

      The man talking to my mother walks toward me. “Raven Bellamy?”

      “Yes?”

      “This is your bedroom?”

      “Yeah.” I swallow. “I’m staying here. Sort of. I was at my own place last night. But I’m recovering from leukemia, and I…” The words just stop, caught in my throat.

      “Yes, your mother told us.” He pulls out a pad of paper. “We need to ask you a few questions.”

      I simply nod.

      “In the living room, maybe?” the man says.

      “Sure.” I swallow.

      “I’m Detective Harris,” he says. “Jeremy Harris.”

      “Raven Bellamy.” But he already knows that. What’s wrong with me?

      What’s not wrong with me would be a better question.

      We head into the living room. He gestures me to have a seat. Mom sits next to me.

      I sit on the edge of the couch, gripping the cushion beneath me as if it could anchor me to some semblance of reality. The room feels too bright, the morning sun streaming through the windows stark and unforgiving. Detective Harris stands in front of me, his notepad open. Another officer, Joel Martinez, stands by the door.

      “Ms. Bellamy, can you walk me through your evening?” Detective Harris asks, his voice calm but with an undercurrent of suspicion.

      I swallow hard, trying to steady my racing thoughts. “I was at my house last night,” I begin, my voice trembling slightly. “It’s on the ranch property, about ten miles from here.”

      “Were you alone?”

      My lips tremble. Do I tell them I was with Vinnie? That we saw a drone flying above us in my backyard? Is it all related somehow?

      I suppose it’s best to tell the truth.

      Vinnie would tell me to tell the truth.

      Wouldn’t he?

      “I spent the evening with a friend.”

      “And this friend can verify you were with her?”

      I blink. “Him. I was with him. And yes, he can.”

      “His name, please?”

      “Vincent Gallo, Jr.”

      Mom goes rigid next to me. I’m not sure how much they know about Vinnie’s family. Do they even know Falcon was beaten within an inch of his life and almost killed by Miles McAllister? Has Hawk told them? Falcon and Savannah aren’t here. Do they even know what’s going on yet?

      Harris takes notes. “Okay. I’ll need his contact information.”

      I grab my phone because I haven’t memorized his number. I rattle it off. “He left in the middle of the night, though, and I haven’t been able to get hold of him since then.”

      Harris lifts an eyebrow but continues taking notes. “All right. Do you know what time he left?”

      “Honestly, no. I wasn’t looking at the time. I mean, I was asleep at that point. We…”

      How much detail does he want? What happened between Vinnie and me was personal, and I don’t want to talk about it to strangers. And certainly not with my mother sitting right here.

      “Take us to this morning, then.”

      I nod. “I received a call from my mom this morning, around seven. I had just woken up—that’s when I realized Vinnie had left—and I was making coffee when my phone rang. Mom said she found a body in my bed here.” I glance toward the hallway leading to my bedroom, the image of the scene my mom described flashing in my mind. I’m again grateful that I didn’t have to see Brick’s body with his throat slit. Seeing his blood all over my bed was bad enough.

      “Did you know the deceased?” Harris asks, his pen poised over the notepad.

      I gulp. “Yes, his name is Brick Latham. He’s a lawyer. We had a date last night, but I canceled at the last minute. Maybe he didn’t get my text in time.” I hold up my phone. “You can see the text here. Anyway, he was helping me with some legal paperwork for a charitable foundation I want to create.”

      Harris narrows his eyes. “Did you invite him here last night?”

      “Yes.” I frown. “Except no. I broke the date. But even if he didn’t get my message in time, he wouldn’t have been able to get in the house. My mom and dad were out.” I turn to Mom. “Where was⁠—”

      “I already told the detective that all the staff had last night off,” Mom finishes for me. “They usually get Friday nights off anyway, and we didn’t think it necessary for them to stay if we were going to be out late.”

      “Can anyone confirm that you were at your house all night?” Harris presses, his tone making it clear he’s not convinced.

      I begin to feel defensive, but I hold myself in check. This isn’t the time.

      “Vinnie can, at least until he left. I was at my house the entire night. I didn’t come back here until my mom called me this morning.”

      Detective Harris nods, jotting down notes. “When was the last time you saw Brick Latham?”

      “A few days ago, here at my parents’ house. We met to discuss the charity paperwork. That was the last time.”

      “Did he mention anything unusual? Was he acting strange or did he seem worried about anything?”

      I close my eyes, trying to recall our conversation. “No, he
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