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      “22 Best Erotic Novels to Read”
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      “Christian, Gideon, and now…Braden Black.”
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      “This red-hot tale will have readers fanning themselves.”
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      “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

          

          HAWK

        

      

    

    
      Fifteen Years Ago…

      There is nothing more important than family. Remember that, Hawk.

      I swear to God, if my father bludgeons those words into my brain one more time, I’m really going to become unhinged.

      But at age twelve, I’ve been trained to say, “Yes, I understand, Dad.”

      “It’s important that you always understand—he clears his throat, hiding his mouth—“that what I did was necessary.”

      I nod. “Yes, I understand that.”

      Even though I don’t.

      Even though what he did lacks all understanding. All compassion. All goodness.

      I look around my father’s home office in our sprawling house on Bellamy ranch. His massive mahogany desk, his leather reclining chair, his four giant computer monitors. Bookshelves are lined with tomes I’m sure he’s never read but look good. They smell good too. I inhale the crisp scent of parchment and leather.

      It does nothing to soothe me.

      What happened wasn’t right.

      I don’t like when things aren’t right.

      My brother Falcon tells me I need to be more realistic and less idealistic. The world is a complicated, messy place.

      But why should I sacrifice my own standards? Why should I just accept injustice in the world?

      My father drones on. “It was necessary to protect your mother. She could’ve been violated. Or even killed. Same for your sisters.”

      I gulp down the lump in my throat. If that’s truly the case—though I don’t believe it is—then I do understand. My twin sisters are only thirteen, a year older than I am. And my mother…

      She and I have a complicated relationship. I love her, and I certainly wouldn’t want to see her raped or murdered. The thought of it makes me want to puke.

      Suffice it to say that I’m pretty sure I’m her least favorite child of the five of us. Her favorite is my younger brother Eagle, the baby. Followed by Raven, my sister who is the most like her. The other, Robin, prefers to hang out with my brothers and me, doing boy stuff.

      “It was necessary to keep you and your brothers from being killed in your sleep,” Dad says.

      I nod for the third time. And I repeat myself. “Yes, Dad, I understand.”

      My father threads his fingers through his blond hair. It’s beginning to gray—just a touch of silver around his temples. Then he looks at me with those blue eyes that are so like my own. I’m the only one of five who inherited them. My brothers and sisters all have dark-brown eyes, like our mother. We all share her darker skin from her Mexican heritage.

      So as I stand, looking at my fair-skinned father, I focus on his eyes. The eyes he gave me.

      Only me.

      And I try to find something in common with him other than the one feature we share.

      Something.

      Anything.

      But I can’t.

      How could he do what he did?

      Though I’ve repeated the mantra—Yes, Dad, I understand—I don’t understand. No rational person could.

      “I’m sorry, Hawk,” he finally says.

      My eyes go wide.

      Did I truly hear the words?

      I’m sorry, Hawk.

      I didn’t know Austin Bellamy was ever sorry about anything.

      Of course, when you shoot one of your own children, you probably should be fucking sorry.
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            HAWK

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day…

      “What’s up, Fal?” I say into my phone.

      “Hawk. Thank God you answered,” my older brother, Falcon, says.

      My brothers and sisters always give me shit about not answering my phone. Texting is easier for me, and it’s the method I prefer. That way I can answer at my leisure.

      “It finally happened,” Falcon says. “Dad’s awake.”

      His words rattle around my head like loose ping-pong balls before they register.

      I should probably feel happy about the news. Our father has been in a coma for the past several months after a botched suicide attempt.

      The whole thing makes no sense. Austin Bellamy is a great shot. If he’d truly wanted to kill himself, he probably could have. But he only grazed his skull, which doesn’t explain the coma.

      The doctors can’t find any medical explanation for it, and though I hate myself for thinking it, I’ve wondered if he could be faking.

      Austin Bellamy couldn’t fake a coma by himself, of course. But he could with help. Someone could easily be on the inside at the hospital dosing him up with drugs to keep him unconscious.

      Why would he fucking do that?

      Why would he try to kill himself in the first place?

      And why would he botch it so badly?

      I have no answers, but when it comes to my father, nothing should surprise me.

      I hold back a scoff. My relationship with my parents is fucked up to the nth degree. I’m actually closer to my father than I am to my mother.

      “I’ll get there as soon as I can,” I say to Falcon.

      “Great. Thank God. This is such awesome news.”

      “Yeah, sure is.” I end the call.

      I walk outside, get into my truck, put it in gear, and start the drive to the hospital that has been my father’s home since his suicide attempt.

      I hate the guilt that nags me. It scratches the back of my neck like a stray cat clawing at me.

      I haven’t visited Dad much. Mom goes every day, of course, and spends a few hours with him. Falcon and Savannah, his fiancé, go often as well. I’ve probably been there more often than Eagle, though. My younger brother always has his own agenda.

      When I reach the hospital, I bypass the valet parking—even though I have fortune enough for ten lifetimes, I’m never ostentatious—and park in the lot. I get out of the truck, lock it with my key fob, and then walk into the hospital, my boots clicking on the marble tile.

      I stroll to the elevator, press number four, and head up to my father’s room.

      When was I last here?

      Last week, I think. I sat next to my mother for about an hour, saying nothing to her or to my comatose father. When a spam text hit my phone, I told my mother it was important and I had to go.

      She didn’t ask me to elaborate.

      If she had, I would have made something up.

      But part of me knew she wouldn’t. She and I are kind of like oil and water. I have no doubt that she loves me just as much as she loves my brothers and sisters, but yeah. We don’t really mix.

      When I was little, I wondered if it was because I was the only one who didn’t get her eyes.

      Now I realize that we’re just different. We look at life in opposite ways. She likes to tell me I look at things in absolutes—what’s right and what’s wrong. In her eyes, nothing is truly wrong or truly right.

      Frankly, I think that’s bullshit.

      But she is who she is, and I am who I am.

      I walk through the hallway leading to my father’s room.

      “Hey, Hawk,” one of the nurses says to me.

      I give her a friendly wave and smile. “Hi, Grace.”

      “Such amazing news about your dad.” Grace’s eyes shine.

      Grace has been my dad’s day nurse since he got here. She’s taken great care of him, and a few times I’ve thought about asking her out for coffee.

      She’s really pretty—blond hair, blue eyes, killer body—but something has always stopped me.

      “Yeah, thanks.” I give her a smile. “Is my mom in there?”

      “Yeah, and Falcon and Savannah too.”

      “I’m sure my sisters and brother will be here soon.”

      “Anyway…” Grace bites her lip.

      “Yeah?”

      She sighs. “I need to see your ID.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What? You know who I am.”

      “I know. But your brother⁠—”

      “Falcon?”

      “Yeah. He says we need to ID everyone who goes into your dad’s room now.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Uh…why, exactly?”

      She shrugs. “You can ask him, I guess. He’s arranged for an armed security guard to stand outside the room.”

      “What the…?”

      Grace sighs. “He insists. Claims the security team says no exceptions, not even for family.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      She shrugs. “It seems a little excessive, but I just work here. The guard should get here soon. In the meantime…”

      I shake my head, pull my wallet out of my pocket, and flash her my driver’s license. “There you go.”

      “Great photo!” She smiles. “I look like a caterpillar in mine.”

      “How could you look like a caterpillar?” I ask. “I’m not even sure what that means.”

      “I’m totally serious.” Grace reaches behind the nurse’s station and grabs her purse. She takes out her wallet and hands me her license.

      Oh my God. She does look like a caterpillar. Her eyes are half-lidded, her mouth is scrunched into this awkward uncertain line, and her hair is slicked back so tightly she could pass for a larva mid-transformation.

      I glance at her and then back at the photo. “Were you…molting?”

      Grace snorts and snatches the license out of my hand. “It was raining. I had the flu. And I was running late, okay?”

      “Still adorable,” I say, grinning.

      She rolls her eyes, but I catch the blush creeping up her neck. “Shut up.”

      “Never.” I smile again and then walk the few more steps to my father’s room, where the door is slightly ajar.

      “Hey,” I say as I enter.

      My father is sitting up in bed, his eyes open. His face is gaunt. He’s lost some weight. I suppose living solely on IV fluids and a food tube will do that to you.

      “Hawk,” my mother says. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Her voice is even. Artificially so. Is she really glad I’m here, or is that just what a mother is supposed to say when she sees her son?

      She’s in a chair at my father’s bedside, holding his hand. I walk over, lean down, and give her a kiss on the cheek. Falcon and Savannah are standing at the foot of his bed. I nod to them.

      Then I go around to the other side of the bed. “Dad, how are you?”

      “I’m… The fence is good,” Dad says. Then he blinks his eyes.

      “He hasn’t been making a lot of sense,” Falcon says. “The doc says he may have some aphasia.”

      “Meaning…?” I ask.

      “Meaning he knows what he wants to say,” Mom says, “but it doesn’t come out quite right.”

      I frown. “I see. Does that mean he suffered a stroke?”

      “We don’t know yet,” Mom says. “The doctor seems to think it could resolve on its own. But he’s going down for an MRI soon so they can take a look at his brain.”

      “I see.” I squeeze Dad’s shoulder. “It’s great to have you back, Dad.”

      “Hawk is the door,” Dad says.

      I guess that means he recognizes me.

      “Raven and Vinnie are on their way,” Savannah says. “And Robin too.”

      “I’ll go out into the hallway and wait for them,” I say. “I don’t want Dad to get overwhelmed.”

      Mom nods. “All right, Hawk. I’m glad you’re here. Thank you for coming.”

      I nod back at her. She doesn’t need to thank me for coming, and she knows it. He’s my father. Of course I would come.

      Dad and I have a somewhat troubled history, but he’s my father. Plus, he gave me my blue eyes that have made me a chick magnet since I hit puberty. Something about the combination of tan skin, dark hair, and piercing blue eyes gets the women going like nothing else.

      I pull Falcon aside for a minute. “What’s this ID requirement thing? Isn’t that overkill? Dad’s been here at the hospital for months already.”

      “Not my idea,” Falcon says. “It was our attorney’s. And the security team backed him up.”

      “Why, exactly?”

      “Hell if I know.” He runs his hands through his hair. “Apparently now that Dad’s awake, things are different. Legal liability, inheritance, media vultures—they’re all circling.”

      I narrow my eyes. “What does that have to do with checking my ID?”

      Falcon leans in, his voice low. “Because if something happens to Dad now—anything—it’s going to blow back hard. They’re covering every base. Every person who steps foot in that room is logged.”

      I glance toward the ICU doors. “So we’re treating him like a national secret now?”

      “More like a walking target,” Falcon mutters. “You didn’t hear it from me, but someone tried to bribe a nurse last week to get access to his chart.”

      My stomach drops. “What the hell?”

      He nods grimly. “Yeah. So…ID checks. Security guard. Surveillance. All of it. Until we know who’s behind it.”

      “Behind what?” I ask, suddenly colder.

      Falcon looks me dead in the eye. “That’s the thing. We don’t know yet. Or if the attorneys do, they haven’t told me.”

      I shake my head. “For fuck’s sake. Okay. I’ll wait outside for the others.”

      I leave the room, only to run into Grace again.

      She gives me another dazzling smile. “Just need to check your dad’s vitals.”

      “Yeah, okay. I’m going to stay out here and wait for my sisters.”

      Savannah didn’t say anything about Eagle being on his way.

      Not a surprise.

      As the youngest of our brood, Eagle has always had a wild streak. He tends to think with the wrong head, especially where Scarlett Ramsey is concerned.

      Or he doesn’t think at all.

      Which has gotten him in hot water more than once.

      Does he even care what Falcon and I have given up for him? Especially Falcon. He went to prison for the SOB.

      And I let him do it, even though I knew it wasn’t right.

      I’ve tried to rationalize it. Weigh out the different outcomes.

      But I’m not sure my conscience will ever be clean.
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      Belinda is playing the piano in Vinnie’s conservatory.

      I could listen to her for hours. I do listen to her for hours.

      Music has always been more than just sound to me. It’s like a sanctuary. I can lose myself in the melodies and harmonies and pretend that life is like music—a place where everything fits. Everything makes sense.

      I no longer need a sanctuary. I live in one—Vinnie, Raven, Belinda, and me playing house in this strange version of paradise. Still, music gets to me. Cuts through the noise. Reminds me I’m alive, that life is worth living.

      Belinda is a prodigy—brilliant and unnervingly precise. Now that she’s here, under Vinnie’s care, she’s finally getting the kind of attention and instruction she deserves. Today, she’s playing Mozart—a new piece.

      Mozart has always been a weakness of mine. I know people think his music is light, maybe even easy. But they’re wrong. There’s a frightening kind of perfection in it. Every note is deliberate. Measured. There’s no chaos in Mozart. Just order.

      And for someone like me—who grew up in the constant storm that was my father’s house in Colombia—that kind of order felt like escape.

      Because my life back then?

      It was anything but logical. Anything but safe. Nothing fit. Nothing made sense.

      In the middle of all that madness, Mozart was a calming balm. My mother had a vinyl collection of his greatest symphonies, sonatas, and chamber works that I listened to in secret in our mansion’s library—one of the few places I was sure never to run into Dad.

      I escaped into the music. I used to dream about playing—really playing—an instrument and losing myself in the rhythm and structure, the discipline of it. But my father shut that down fast. Said it was a waste of time. Said it wasn’t useful for a girl growing up in Colombia.

      He had a very clear idea of what was useful. Music wasn’t on the list.

      But cooking? That was allowed. That was practical.

      So I learned to cook under the guidance of the chef on my father’s staff. Over time, I found something strangely beautiful in it. The way ingredients come together—how they react, transform, become something new. Something better. It’s precise. It’s dependable. If you follow the steps, if you respect the process, it all makes sense.

      Unlike everything else in my life.

      My favorite thing to do back in Colombia—when I was allowed to—was to help the chef in the kitchen while listening to Mozart.

      Sometimes Chef didn’t want any distractions—and that included music—but on the rare occasion when he was in a better mood, he let me play the classical tunes while we worked.

      Until I got older, and then he expected a different kind of payment…

      But before that, my life was pretty good. I got to cook. I got to listen to music if not play it.

      Until I turned fifteen.

      When my father began to force me to entertain his friends and colleagues.

      One of them became particularly enamored with me. An older man named Diego Vega. Just thinking about him makes me want to vomit.

      I was promised to him for a while, but now he’s dead.

      And I’m married to Vinnie.

      In name only. Now that I’m eighteen and my status in the United States is safe, we’ll be dissolving our marriage.

      Vinnie’s already engaged to Raven, anyway.

      Belinda’s fingers scamper up and down the keys.

      I stand at the doorway to the music room. Just behind it so she doesn’t see me.

      She doesn’t like it when I watch her play. Says it makes her nervous. And sure enough, anytime I sit in there, she tends to make errors.

      That’s something she’s going to have to learn to deal with eventually because she has an amazing future in music. One day, she’ll be playing for packed houses, and she can’t be nervous then.

      For now, though, I stay out of the way. During the past several months that we’ve lived together, Belinda has looked up to me. I feel like a big sister to her, but in a way, I also feel like a mother to her. I’m only seven years older than she is, but she doesn’t have a mother. Her mother died years ago, and her father…

      Well, he put her through the same kind of hell my father put me through. But she had it worse. She was so much younger than I was, and the man abusing her was her own flesh and blood.

      At least with me, my father was merely my pimp, not my abuser.

      How fucked-up is that? That I consider myself luckier than Belinda was?

      Vincent Gallo Junior saved us both. He killed Diego Vega and married me to get me out of Colombia. He killed Belinda’s father and made arrangements for her to become his ward. He’s now her legal guardian, and he will be until she turns eighteen.

      Vinnie Gallo did one other thing for me.

      He killed my father.

      I’m still not sure how I feel about my father’s death. He was a horrible man, to be sure. He was a criminal. He moved drugs and other contraband. Probably moved people as well. It wouldn’t surprise me.

      And, of course, he forced me to be the sex slave of his fucking visitors.

      That’s how I met Vinnie.

      My father asked me to entertain him when he was our guest in Colombia, despite the fact that I was already betrothed to Vega.

      Vinnie refused my offer.

      Then he got me the hell out of there along with an old woman who my father had been keeping prisoner in our attic. I never even knew she was there.

      So yeah, Jacinto Agudelo was a horrible man.

      But he was still my father.

      After my mother died in a car accident when I was only ten, he was actually kind of a good father. He was affectionate, but not disgustingly so. He never did the things to me that he allowed his business associates to do.

      Normally, when I think of these things, I get nauseated, and my heart starts to race.

      But not when I’m listening to Belinda play. The music helps me process these memories in a healthy way.

      She puts such emotion and grace into her music. It’s like she becomes one with the notes, and somehow her entire personality—her entire being—flows through her fingers onto the piano keys and out through Mozart’s music.

      I breathe in deeply, closing my eyes as I lean against the wall.

      I’m so very grateful to be here. I’m so grateful to Vinnie for rescuing me and bringing me to the States. I’m grateful for what he’s done for Belinda as well.

      I breathe in again, exhale.

      The vibration from Belinda’s music flows into my shoulders through the wall. I let it seep into me, infuse me with its goodness and beauty.

      “Daniela.”

      My eyes shoot open. Vinnie stands there, his expression grave.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you,” he says.

      “No problem.” I keep my voice soft so as not to disturb Belinda. “I just love listening to her play.”

      “I know you do.” He smiles gently. “She’s something truly special.”

      “She is.” I lean back against the wall. “I was just thinking about how grateful I am to you, not just for what you’ve done for me, but for her as well.”

      He nods. “I’m glad I was able to do it. Somehow, I’m going to make amends for everything horrible my grandfather did.”

      I look down. “I’d like to be able to make amends for everything horrible my father did as well.”

      “All you need to do is live your life, Daniela,” he says. “After what your father put you through⁠—”

      I gesture to stop him. “Therapy is helping. Just being here is helping. Believe it or not, I think Belinda may be the best help of all.”

      “Her music?”

      “Her music and just…her. Having someone to care for. To look after. Someone who needs me.” I pause a moment. “It feels so… I don’t how to explain it. I feel stronger because of it, I guess.”

      “You’ve been great with her. She loves you.”

      “I love her too. I want to do everything I can to help her heal from her past.”

      “You’re doing it, Daniela. I can see her improving every day.” He clears his throat. “On an unrelated note, I have some good news.”

      “Yes?”

      “Raven’s father has woken up from his coma.”

      I smile. “That is wonderful. She’ll be so happy.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, she’s giddy. We’re getting ready to leave to go see him. I just wanted to let you know we probably won’t be home for dinner.”

      “That’s all right. I’ll just make something for Belinda and me.”

      He laughs then. “I’m not sure why I employ a full-time cook. You never let her do her job.”

      I shrug. “Cooking makes me happy. If I could do nothing for the rest of my life except cook and listen to Belinda play, I think I would die a happy woman.”

      “You have a lot more to accomplish than that.” He pats my shoulder. “You’ve only just turned eighteen. Your whole life is ahead of you, Daniela.”

      I nod. “And it’s because of you that I have a life. Thank you.”

      “You never have to thank me.” He glances at his watch. “Raven and I will be back sometime after dinner.”

      “All right.”

      As he leaves, I lean back against the wall, and I let the vibrations of Belinda’s music sink into me once more.
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      Grace comes out of Dad’s room. “Everything is looking good,” she says.

      “And the aphasia?”

      She purses her lips. “It’s not uncommon. Your father was in a coma for months. His brain just got back online.”

      I chuckle. “You have an interesting way of putting things, Grace.”

      “Guess it’s my caterpillar half.” She touches my arm.

      Yeah, I should really ask her out.

      So what’s stopping me?

      “Hey, Grace…” I begin as she heads back toward the nurses’ station.

      But then I stop.

      My sister Raven and her boyfriend, Vinnie, are walking toward me. Behind them, Robin appears.

      “Hey,” I say to all of them.

      Grace walks back toward us. “You guys are going to think I’m crazy, just like Hawk did, but I need to see all of your IDs.”

      “What?” Robin asks a little sharply.

      But that’s Robin for you.

      “It’s your brother’s orders,” Grace says.

      “You know exactly who we are,” Robin says, again sharply.

      “Oh, Robbie, you know Falcon.” Raven pats her hip. “Shit. You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “What is it, baby?” Vinnie asks.

      She slaps her palm against her forehead. “I was so excited that Dad was awake that I forgot my purse. It’s back home.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it,” Vinnie says. “You know who she is, Grace. You know her father wants to see her.”

      Grace sighs. “I’m sorry. No exceptions. I’m not trying to be a badass or anything.”

      “I already talked to Falcon about it,” I say. “Dad’s attorneys are requiring it.”

      Robin rolls her eyes as she pulls out her ID and flashes it at Grace. “Satisfied?”

      Grace isn’t bothered at all by her rudeness. “Absolutely. Go on in and see your dad.”

      “You’re not seriously going to make us go get the ID, are you?” Vinnie says.

      “I’m so sorry,” Grace says.

      “It’s okay, Grace,” I cut in. “I’m sorry, Ray. If the attorneys and security are requiring it…”

      “It’s no problem,” Vinnie says. “I’ll just call Daniela. She can bring it over.”

      “What about Eagle?” Raven asks.

      I let out a huff of air unintentionally. “Not here yet.”

      “Seriously?” Raven says. “When I talked to Falcon, he told me he called Eagle first.”

      I resist an eye roll. This is so very Eagle. Falcon calls him first, and he’s the last to show up. Probably gave him some flimsy excuse. Something that involves Scarlett Ramsey again, no doubt.

      I’ve been my younger brother’s keeper for the last eight years. Ever since Falcon went to prison, it fell to me. I’m the one who saw that he went through rehab, and I’ve done everything I can to keep him clean since then, even spending several sleepless nights with him when he was afraid he was going to relapse.

      And then the times when he did relapse…

      I’m so damned tired.

      Every time I turn around, he’s there—half-broken, bloodied, or lying through his teeth about how this time he’s got it under control. And every time, like clockwork, I’m the one picking up the pieces.

      Again.

      My parents don’t know. My brother and sisters don’t know.

      Falcon’s been through enough, with prison.

      Raven’s been through enough, with cancer.

      And Robin? I’ve thought of confiding in her, asking her to help with Eagle.

      But in the end, I never do.

      After all, I’m the one Eagle calls. He’s my cross to bear.

      I used to tell myself it was just a phase. That he’d grow out of it. That he’d hit rock bottom, bounce, and finally get it together. But rock bottom keeps shifting for him. It’s like he’s found a way to make it a home.

      And I’m the one who gets the late-night phone calls. I’m the one who shows up to the bars, the alleys, the holding cells. I’m the one who lies to our mom about where he is. About why he didn’t call on her birthday.

      I have my own life. Or at least, I did. Before my brother’s chaos bled into every corner of mine. Relationships? Shot to hell. Work? I’m running on fumes. Sleep? A distant memory. I wake up half the time expecting disaster, and the other half already bracing for it.

      And the worst part?

      He looks at me like I owe him this.

      Like being his brother makes me his savior.

      I’m not. I can’t be. Not anymore.

      I love him. God help me, I do. But love isn’t supposed to feel like drowning with someone else’s weight tied around your neck.

      Sometimes, when the phone buzzes and I see his name, I stare at it. Let it ring. I just sit there. Breathing.

      Hoping it will stop.

      But it doesn’t.

      I answer, and I take care of everything.

      But lately I’m realizing something.

      Being his brother doesn’t mean I have to die saving him.

      I can’t be on call twenty-four hours a day. I have my own work, my own duties to the ranch. My own life.

      Raven is on the phone, presumably talking to Daniela.

      Daniela is Vinnie’s wife.

      And yes, Raven’s his girlfriend.

      Vinnie married Daniela Agudelo when she was only seventeen to get her out of Colombia and her engagement to some older guy in the mafia.

      She’s fucking gorgeous. She came as Vinnie’s date to Raven’s gala several months ago, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      Until I found out she was only seventeen.

      Still…

      Grace the nurse is pretty. She’s closer to my own age. Has a stable life, no past traumas that I know of.

      But Daniela? Fucking beautiful. Magnificent. The perfect hourglass figure, hair like black silk, and eyes even darker than my mother’s.

      My heart races at the thought of her coming here.

      Of seeing her.

      Even though she’s only eighteen. And married to my sister’s boyfriend.

      God, we’re a fucking Jerry Springer segment.

      I check my watch. Raven and Vinnie’s place is about a half-hour drive away.

      Daniela will probably need some time to get ready, so she’ll get here in forty minutes or so.

      And I’m betting she will get here before Eagle does.
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      Belinda has switched to Debussy now, her fingers drifting over the keys like smoke curling through the air. The notes spill out of her, soft and aching, like a whispered confession.

      She’s playing “Clair de Lune,” but slower than I’ve ever heard it—haunted, almost hollow. She plays like someone remembering something they wish they could forget.

      How apropos for Belinda.

      And for me.

      I lean against the doorframe, arms crossed, heart tightening with every pause, every suspended chord. I sneak a peek around the entryway. Belinda’s hair falls into her face as she bends forward, lost in the music, and for a second, she looks so fragile I forget to breathe.

      She doesn’t know I’m here.

      And I don’t move.

      Because something about the way she plays—broken, bleeding, beautiful—tells me she’s not just performing.

      She’s surviving.

      The sweet strains drift through the room like a lullaby from a life I barely remember—gentle and sad and impossibly far away. And just like that, I’m not here anymore. I’m eleven again, curled up on the cold kitchen tiles in the middle of the night.

      Everyone else is asleep. Or pretending to be.

      I press an old cookbook to my chest like it’s a fairytale, tracing the faded pictures of pastries. The pages smell like flour and yeast.

      Cooking was never just cooking for me. It was a promise that things could be different. That ingredients could be broken down and turned into something beautiful.

      Later, it became a metaphor for my life. That I could be broken and still make something worthwhile out of myself.

      My father didn’t understand that. He let me cook because he wouldn’t let me learn music. It was a good way to keep me quiet and docile while preparing me to be a good mafia wife.

      But he never saw what I saw.

      He never knew that while he stormed through the house, I was learning the delicate science of balance—of salt against acid, of heat against time. I was building a world that made sense, one meal after another.

      Now, as Belinda’s fingers move gently across the piano, coaxing out every tender note of Debussy’s masterpiece, I close my eyes and let myself fall back into that sacred place—a place where things don’t always hurt, where chaos can be contained, even made beautiful.

      Like food.

      Like music.

      Like maybe, someday, me.

      My phone buzzes on my hip. I move away from the conservatory door to answer it. It’s Vinnie.

      “Hey,” I say into the phone.

      “Hey, sorry to bug you.”

      “No bother. Believe it or not, I’m still standing at the door listening to Belinda play. She’s been playing for two hours, and I’m captivated.”

      “Damn. I hate to tear you away from that.”

      I smile. “It’s okay. Once I start culinary school I won’t have this luxury, so I’m indulging myself. What do you need? How is Raven’s father?”

      “We haven’t seen him yet. For some reason, they decided to require IDs, even for family members, to see the old man. And Raven was so excited she forgot her purse.”

      “Oh, damn.”

      “Yeah. Could you grab it and bring it over?”

      “Yeah, except…”

      “What?”

      “Natalie went with Phyllis to do the grocery shopping. I’ll have to bring Belinda with me.”

      “I hate to take her away from her practice.” He pauses a moment. “Tell her I’ll take you all out for dinner afterwards. We’ll go to that place that has those ice cream sundaes Belinda loves.”

      “I’m sure that will help.” I look around. “Did Raven tell you where her purse is?”

      “Hold on.”

      Pause.

      “She says it should be on her dresser in the bedroom.”

      “All right. I’ll grab it. If it’s not there, I’ll call you back.” I open the maps app, check the traffic. “The roads look pretty clear, so I should be able to be there in about half an hour.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I hate to leave the beautiful music Belinda is playing, but I walk up the stairway and head to the master bedroom.

      Sure enough, Raven’s Gucci crossbody bag is still sitting on her dresser. I run my fingers over the pebbled letter. I had a Gucci bag similar to this back in Colombia. My father may have let his friends and associates abuse the hell out of me, but he did at least spoil me with nice things.

      Designer clothing, handbags, shoes.

      I would’ve gladly given them all up just to be a normal teenage girl. To go to a normal school, have normal friends. Not be forced at gunpoint to sexually satisfy strange men.

      I didn’t even have friends my own age to confide in. I was tutored at home. Never went to a typical school.

      In a way, I suppose I should be grateful. My education was far superior. My au pair and my tutor were both American, and I learned English from them. I speak American English without an accent, which has certainly helped me assimilate into the culture here. I also speak fluent Spanish, of course, along with French and German.

      Most Colombian girls my age only speak Spanish and perhaps a little English.

      So yes, my education was top-notch, and I’m grateful for that.

      Would I trade my life for anyone else’s?

      I don’t know. I have an amazing life now. I’ll be going to culinary school soon. Even though it’s always been my dream to study at the Cordon Bleu in Paris, and Vinnie offered me that, I want to stay here in Austin. I don’t want to be far away from Belinda. I believe she needs me, and I need her too. Sometimes I feel more like a mother to her, sometimes a sister.

      It’s an odd relationship, to be sure, but she and I have so much in common. I believe I can help her. I’ve told her she can talk to me about anything, but she has yet to reach out about any of the abuse that she endured.

      One day, I believe she will.

      And when she’s ready, I need to be here.

      I’ll be studying at the Beaux-Arts Culinary Institute here in Austin. Maybe one day I’ll work as a chef in a fine restaurant.

      Or maybe I’ll fall in love and get married and simply cook for my family.

      Honestly, I’m good with either outcome.

      Though… Could I ever be a wife? I’m kind of broken. I’ve never actually had sex for love.

      It’s always been painful, difficult, and life-draining.

      “For the love of God, Daniela,” I say out loud. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself.” I grab Raven’s purse and head back down the stairs.

      As I walk toward the conservatory, the gorgeous strains of Debussy are trailing off. Belinda has reached the end. Good. At least I won’t have to interrupt her in the middle of the piece.

      I give a soft knock on the open conservatory door so she knows I’m coming in.

      She looks up from the piano and gives me a small smile. She’s smiling so much more lately. She truly is a beautiful child with blond hair and blue eyes. She was actually promised to Vinnie as part of some deal her father made with Vinnie’s grandfather. Declan McAllister wasn’t happy when Vinnie came home from Colombia with me as his wife. But he died pretty soon after that, so…

      Vinnie had him killed. He had my father killed. He had Diego Vega killed.

      Yet I feel safer with Vinnie than I’ve ever felt with anyone.

      I know he’ll never harm me, and I know he’ll never harm Belinda.

      He has done everything in his power to help us heal from our pasts.

      “Hey, sweetie,” I say to Belinda.

      She pops up from the piano bench and gives me a hug. “Hi, Dani.”

      “I hate to interrupt your practice,” I say, pointing to Raven’s purse, “but I need to take this over to the hospital to Raven. And since the house is empty at the moment⁠—”

      She nods. “Oh, that’s great. I’ll just go with you then.”

      Belinda is getting much more comfortable going out in public. Vinnie and I try to get her out of the house as much as we can, taking her out to lunch, to the park, to the shopping mall.

      She places her sheet music back inside the piano bench. She’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt, only socks—light-blue with rubber ducks on them—on her feet. She doesn’t like to play the piano with shoes on, says she has more control over the pedals without them.

      “Have you seen my shoes?” she asks.

      I grin, pointing to her sneakers that are sitting on the floor at the doorway. “You’d lose your head if it weren’t attached.”

      She laughs lightly. “Probably.” She walks over and slides her feet into her sneakers. “These are the most comfortable shoes ever.”

      She’s told me how her father kept her in little-girl party dresses and Mary Janes. When we let her go to the mall and pick out her own wardrobe, she was thrilled. We left with huge bags filled to the brim with leisure wear and denim, not to mention some funky socks. Raven and I got giddy watching her.

      “You may need a light jacket,” I say.

      She laughs. “This is Texas.”

      “I know, but the wind is brisk today.”

      She shrugs. “Okay.”

      As we walk out of the conservatory, Belinda grabs a fleece zip-up hoodie from the coat rack. I’m already wearing a sweatshirt, so I should be fine. Like Belinda, I’m wearing sneakers and jeans, and my dark hair is up in a messy bun.

      Also like Belinda, I don’t have to look perfect to be on display for anyone anymore.

      It’s so freeing. For both of us.

      “Okay, Bee,” I say, “Let’s go.”

      We walk through the huge kitchen and through the laundry area to the garage. It’s an enormous four-car garage, and the car Vinnie bought me—a Ford Mustang, which I love—is on the farthest side. He said he’d hire a driver for me, but I didn’t want one. He’s already done so much, and he doesn’t even use his own driver much anymore, now that his grandfather is gone and he’s doing only legitimate business. His chauffeur and his bodyguard are still on staff, but they’re treated more like general security now.

      “Do you think Vinnie will buy me a car like this when I’m sixteen?” Belinda asks me.

      “If I know Vinnie,” I say, “he will buy you whatever your little heart desires. But remember to be grateful.”

      She widens her eyes. “Are you kidding me? I’m grateful every day for Vinnie. Raven, too. It’s so wonderful to wake up every morning and not feel afraid.” Her lip trembles slightly, but she stiffens it. “I guess I don’t really know how to explain it, you know?”

      I actually do know, but I haven’t told Belinda what I’ve gone through. She needs to see me as a symbol of strength right now. She draws it from me, and in my way, I draw it right back from her.

      I click the garage door opener, and Belinda and I get in the car.

      As I turn on the engine, I turn to Belinda. “By the way, Vinnie says he’s going to take us to dinner after they’re done at the hospital. To that place with the great ice cream sundaes that you like.”

      Her eyes light up. “That’s awesome!”

      The brightness and sparkle in her blue eyes make my heart warm.

      And in this moment I’m not sure I want to fall in love, or get married, or ever leave this house.

      Because I don’t want to leave this little girl.

      Am I her big sister? Her mother? Does it matter?

      She’s become the most important person in the world to me.

      I never want to be without her in my life.
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