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PROLOGUE
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Carlota Romano – Giuliana Romano’s Grandmother

Rome – Italy

“GIULIANA, MY GRANDDAUGHTER. You’re all I have. Where are you? I—I need news of you.” It gets harder and harder to breathe, and the panic is taking me over.

“Carlota, my friend. Save your strength. Per favore.”

I try to keep my eyes open so I don’t upset my friend Sophia, but the pain in my heart is growing worse.

And I have reasons to be suffering so much. A few hours ago, I sadly learned that mio figlio and mio nipote have passed. A mother, a grandmother, should never have to go through that. Never.

“Carlota. Carlota. Open your eyes.” I try again, but I can’t.
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MEANWHILE, IN A DREAM...

“Has life, with all its beautiful memories, abandoned me?

Or did I just faint?

I don’t know the answer, but after I closed my eyes, all I could think about was how much I loved living every unique moment. And one in particular changed my life forever. I had a great love that set my heart and my bed on fire, and in my youth, it gave me a beautiful figlio.

But unfortunately, the bambino I brought into the world, when he reached adulthood, chose to follow a terrible path. Carlo, after moving to America, became a greedy man who only thought about money, and I, with all my limitations, even though I was his mother, could do nothing. And as if to make my disappointment even greater, years later, mio nipote also chose to love power at any cost.

After crossing the luminous portal, I follow a path that smells of freshly brewed coffee and homemade bread coming out of the oven with melted butter. The scent reminds me of my mother, when, at the end of the afternoon, she would set a beautiful table full of treats. And it draws me even further to continue walking. A little while later, I find myself facing an immensity I could never, under any circumstances, have imagined. Surrounded by a beautiful pasture, facing a lake of crystal-clear water, with lovely flowers scattered across the field.

Have I reached paradise? If so, I think I could like the idea. I feel like I can finally rest in a place where my knees don’t ache and I don’t have to watch what I eat to avoid gaining weight.

But even with the possibility of eternal peace ahead of me, one worry still consumed me: Giuliana, my dearly beloved granddaughter.

In the last few months, before they died, my son Carlo and my grandson Davide never told me where my princess is, and they always gave me flimsy excuses.

So I think I ended up bringing with me the wish to find her. But how can I do that now, since I’m so far away?

“Mrs. Carlota Romano?” The silence is broken by a masculine, welcoming voice that radiated strength at the same time.

“That’s me.” Smiling broadly, with almond-brown eyes that conveyed peace. With his long, dark hair braided, he approached me and took my hand. “Welcome.”

“Grazie.” I looked around once more and, being a good busybody, I grew even more curious. “Have I arrived at the place I’m supposed to be? Or should I keep walking in the same direction?”

“You will follow the entire path ahead of you, and when you see the door that says ‘paradise,’ go in. Please, don’t get lost. There’s a beautiful house waiting for you. And inside, there are some special people and relatives waiting for you with a lovely banquet.”

Wow!

“Does that smell of coffee and warm bread with butter come from there?” He smiles at me.

“I’m sure it does. Isn’t that your favorite scent?” I end up getting emotional.

“It is. Besides reminding me of mia mamma, it brings back incredible times with family or friends.”

Right after my account, bathed in nostalgia, we said goodbye and I continued on my way. However, to my surprise, surrounded by fluffy clouds and the sound of harps playing softly in the background, when I reached the agreed-upon spot, I saw that besides the door to Paradise, there were two more.

To the right, “Administration of Dreams to Be Fulfilled.” And to the left, “Administration of Regrets and Second Chances.”

“Dio Santo. Paradise is probably the goal of anyone who has ever set foot on earth, but before me, the door to the administration of dreams shines, almost as if it’s calling out to me.”

So, taking advantage of being apparently alone, and after looking in every direction, trying to be discreet, I approach the door that caught my attention.

When I push it open, just a crack, to do what I did best on earth—snoop into other people’s lives—a huge office unfolds before me, where the walls are painted with bright colors that even remind me of the northern lights.

I can’t resist, and even though I’m afraid of losing my place in paradise, I discreetly take my first steps inside and hide, crouching behind some huge gold and silver boxes. In that moment, I realize my body feels really great; my knees didn’t even creak. My physical therapist would be proud of me.

Still in awe of my new condition, I witness beautiful celestial beings in white robes. The enormous giant angels, in their tasks, seem focused on choosing which wishes to grant. It enchants me, because they move with a serene grace, as if dancing in an invisible choreography.

The dream administration room has a vibrant energy, and the environment pulses like a heartbeat, as if love were intertwining all the wishes that are allowed.

But in the midst of the beauty and magic of the place, my heart tightens once more. I remember Giuliana; the last time we saw each other, she told me she dreamed of being a doctor, but that she also wanted to have a big family. Is she close to achieving everything she dreamed? Or not?

Lost in my thoughts, I stay quiet, watching all the movement in the place, until a sound like a bell echoes and all the celestial beings start to leave the room. And then only I remain, and right in front of me, an enormous control panel. And that is so tempting. The possibility could easily be a way to take care of my little granddaughter who is far from me.

At first, because of the fear of being caught, I think about letting Giuliana’s life follow its normal course. But what if I could give it a little push, a very gentle one, just so I can live in paradise in peace?

Would there be consequences? Well, if in life I was a courageous woman, I wasn’t about to get scared now. So I stand up, and even though I’m afraid, with each step, I approach the enormous control panel.

Immediately, I notice the keys look like those on a cell phone. Because of that, without delay, I fill in the form on the home page.

I type Giuliana’s name, plus her date of birth, her birthplace, and her parents’ names. It doesn’t take long, and my granddaughter’s photo opens up in front of me, and as I look at the most beautiful face I’ve ever seen, a tear rolls down my cheek.

“Giuliana, where are you, my princess?” As soon as I ask the question, my granddaughter appears in front of me—she was always full of dreams—but to my despair, she is in an all-white room, lifeless, impersonal, with padded walls and a single bed in the center of the space. She is sitting up and crying hard.

“What place is that?” Once again, the answer appears on the screen:

Carter Psychiatric Hospital – Bruges – Belgium.

“What are you doing in there?” At that moment, two buttons appear in front of me. One of them says “Full Story” and the other, “Abridged Story.”

But since I’m afraid of being caught, I click the button that will give me answers more quickly.

Before my eyes, I discover all the schemes that Giuliana’s brother, together with her father—that is, mio figlio—had planned for her.

Giuliana fell into a trap so well-laid that, at the end of the story, she ended up committed as if she were crazy and without any right to defend herself.

I fall into despair, not only for my granddaughter, but also for discovering that people I loved so much were capable of doing the worst.

And that made me cry like a child, for three reasons.

First, I knew Carlo was greedy, but I had no idea he would be capable of harming his own daughter. I can’t believe I brought a man capable of such cruelty into the world.

Second, for discovering that my grandson also became such a despicable being, worse than I ever imagined.

And finally, third, for Giuliana, who was wrapped in a web of endless lies that brought her irreversible consequences.

Upon discovering everything Giuliana was going through, my heart immediately tightens even more. So, desperate, I start looking for a command so I can bring her some relief. The desire to help my granddaughter burns inside me like a flame that refuses to go out. And not even if a giant celestial being approaches will he be able to stop me.

And then, at the same rate that I fall deeper into panic, I see the moment when Giuliana kneels and says a silent prayer, with her hands clasped in reverence.

And even though she doesn’t speak a word, I can hear her thoughts:

“Per favore, Dio mio, get me out of here. I can’t take it anymore.”

Looking at Giuliana, I wish I were with her, holding her hands and telling her everything will be okay. So, when the “dream fulfilled” button appears in front of me, I press it without thinking twice.

However, reality hits me like a bucket of ice water. Because I immediately realize that dreams don’t come true in isolation; they intertwine with those of other people, like the roots of a tree that grow together, depending on each other to flourish.

But what dream could be linked to Giuliana’s?

Before I can get an answer, an old man with white hair, tall and with a gentle gaze, approaches me. He emanates a look of wisdom, as if he had seen many hearts and dreams cross paths over the centuries.

“What are you doing here, Carlota?” Although the question has a hint of reprimand, he looks at me as if he were about to understand whatever my answer might be.

So, even though I’m very emotional, I confess all at once:

“I left Giuliana, my granddaughter, all alone in the world. I know I made the wrong choice by switching doors; I should already be in paradise, but I need to help her. My granddaughter was always very sensitive and intelligent, but she doesn’t have psychiatric problems. She’s committed to a hospital because of a setup. That’s why I wanted to fulfill her dream of escaping from there, but I just found out that dreams come true together.”

The Wise Gentleman gently shakes his head, revealing with his attitude that he certainly understood me.

“I understand you, Carlota, and I want to help you. But you are right; dreams really do come true together. However, it’s not always easy to fit the pieces together, because some people don’t know how to ask. But there is a powerful way to unite these dreams. A celestial shortcut.”

“What way?” I ask desperately, as expectation grows in my chest.

Then he smiles at me as if he’s about to reveal something sensational.

“By creating a circumstance beyond the ordinary, so that soulmates can find each other. But you know, humans are terribly complicated...”

A smile escapes my lips.

“And how can I find my granddaughter’s soulmate?” As I wait for the answer, my heart races, feeling like it’s going to jump out of my mouth.

Then, before my eyes, he accesses a luminous file floating beside him, and immediately, an image appears before me.

That of un bell’uomo, tall, with beautiful blue eyes, a masculine body, and he is showing an enigmatic smile. Giuliana will certainly have many children with him. But at the same time, even though it seems impossible for someone who must have a thousand women surrounding him, a shadow of loneliness is present around him.

“Here is the person destined for Giuliana. His name is Mason Carter, and he is currently living in Paris.”

“So, Mr. Big Angel, do me the favor of uniting their dreams.”

The man runs his hand through his white hair and sighs.

“Souls don’t always find each other, Carlota, because everyone has their own time to fulfill their desires. Besides, there is the issue of traumas, existential crises, wrong decisions, and other similar matters.”

If I were in my kitchen, some tomatoes would definitely be flying at the head of the being in front of me. May Dio forgive me.

“And what is the wish of my granddaughter’s soulmate?” The anxiety for the answer is palpable.

Then, after a small dramatic pause, the man probes Mason Carter’s life.

“Well, look here, between you and me, right now Mason Carter only wishes for a very hot, peculiar night full of pleasure. That’s exactly what he’s thinking about while he makes dinner for his daughter.” He chuckles.

I’m also caught smiling in a completely carefree way.

“According to my experience on earth, with all due respect, Giuliana deserves those hot nights, and then some. It’s delicious when...” I put my hand over my mouth to try to stop talking. “Anyway, it will be very good for la mia ragazza.”

We both start laughing again, but then I remember a very important detail.

“And what is the wish of Mason Carter’s daughter?”

Once again, using celestial means, the man probes the three-year-old little girl, and with a soft look, he looks at me and finally answers:

“She wants a mother.”

In that same instant, I feel a warmth in my heart; tears roll down my face, and, completely excited, I clap my hands enthusiastically.

“So, let’s go ahead and press the dream-fulfilled button for all three. What do you think?”

Immediately, the man raises one hand, stopping me from going on.

“Carlota, you need to remember that on the path of fulfilled dreams, there are always some stones.” He takes a deep breath. “And some can destroy everything. You know, we can’t influence people’s free will. In other words, despite our efforts, they will be the ones to decide absolutely everything.”

I close my eyes for a few seconds and remember how Giuliana always overcame her own fears. As a child, she was a shy, introverted girl who loved watching the same cartoons, listening to the same songs, and loved books more than people. And yet, when she became a beautiful young woman, defying those who thought she would never leave her room, she started studying to become a doctor.

“I believe my granddaughter is strong enough to face a few more trials. What matters is that they find each other and that the universe finds a way to help all three. I will trust in Giuliana’s wisdom.”

He finally smiles.

“You are right. Giuliana is very strong, just like Mason, who has already been through the worst. And as for the universe helping, I think I can get permission to release a few small miracles along their path.” He then takes my hand. “How about we press the button together?”

Without thinking twice, with all the will in the world, we both press the button.

“I hope my granddaughter lives a fairy tale, just like the princess stories she loved so much as a child.”

“Noted. You want a fairy tale for Giuliana and Mason, just like the princess ones.” He looks at me. “The whole package?”

“Of course, the whole package.”

He shakes his head from side to side, looking thoughtful.

“Alright, that’s a bit of a problem, but if you know exactly what you’re asking for, I’ll approve it.” The dream-fulfilled button glows intensely, and a wave of energy sweeps through the room, as if a new cycle were beginning. “Now you have no reason to worry, Carlota. We’ve both pressed the button. You can go to paradise now.”

“I know. I just really wanted to watch my granddaughter’s happiness up close. Hold my great-grandchildren, serve a warm loaf of bread, and watch them run through the fields. That’s my wish too.” He smiles.

“I know. Did you forget that dreams intertwine?” As I’m processing what I just heard, he continues: “You’ll live all of that, you can be sure.”

“Even from so far away?”
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AFTER WAKING UP...

My right hand starts to warm up, and in my ear, I begin to hear beeps that remind me of hospital vital-sign monitors.

“Mrs. Romano.” I slowly open my eyes, and when I realize I’m still on earth, I see a doctor on one side and, on the other, my friend Sophia, who’s been with me since my blood pressure started to spike.

“The catheterization was a success. We had a few scares, but everything will be fine. The good news is we didn’t need open-heart surgery.” The doctor leaves right after, and I turn to Sophia.

“We need to find Giuliana; my granddaughter needs me. I don’t remember much, but I think I dreamed about her, and she wasn’t okay, my friend.”

Sophia squeezes my hand.

“Carlota, do you remember why you’re hospitalized and almost died?”

I nod.

“Of course I do. My son and my grandson died, and I found out about both of them at once.” Inevitably, tears roll down my face. “I’m in mourning; my heart is bleeding, I know it’ll take time to recover and maybe I’ll never get used to their absence. But now I need to take care of the only family I have left. I have to find my granddaughter, Sophia.”

“It’s okay. We’ll do everything to find Giuliana. Now calm down, Carlota. You still have a long road ahead of you.”

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Giuliana Romano

Bruges – Belgium

ANOTHER DAY PASSED while I’m here in this all-white room, lifeless, surrounded by padded walls that seem to press in on me even more.

The lighting in this place—which has been my home for months, or maybe a little over a year, since I’ve completely lost track of time—stays cold and impersonal, while the silence around me feels dense, almost touchable.

The only thing that comforts me is the small window, where daylight creeps in timidly, as if it’s hesitant to let itself illuminate a place so dark.

I know I’m reaching my limit; and no matter how hard I try to keep my mental health in check, my mind is about to collapse. Remembering the past—when I had my own room, studied medicine, had the freedom to come and go, meditate, or try to breathe to calm myself—doesn’t help anymore.

The anxiety attacks are getting more intense, to the point where I honestly don’t know if my heart can take it, because lately it’s been beating so hard it actually hurts. Not to mention the shaking in my body, and no matter how much I beg for help, no one comes to save me.

So, with tears in my eyes, even though I feel completely drained, I kneel beside the bed once more and start a silent prayer. Even if my voice doesn’t come out right, I know my soul is screaming desperately for rescue.

“Per favore, Dio mio, get me out of here. I-I can’t take it anymore.” The words pour from my heart like a cry, a last gasp heavy with a weight only someone who’s felt as lost, vulnerable, and powerless as I have can understand. “Alive or dead. W-what did I do wrong to deserve such punishment?”

The truth is, for months I had faith that my father or my brother would regret what they did to me and come get me, but I waited in vain, and worse, I don’t even know where they are. Now, the hope that’s left feels like a thin thread, about to snap at any moment.

While in every thought I search for an answer to understand why I have to go through something so terrible, I once again beg for divine intervention; I also let the tears fall freely, as if that might bring me some relief. The desire to be free and to live pulses inside me like a heart that refuses to stop, even when everything seems lost. So, even in the midst of the chaos, I want to believe there’s a way out. But what could possibly happen to free me from this nightmare?

Still with a wet face, I stand up and walk to the door. As I get close, I grab the handle as if waiting for a miracle. But nothing happens, so I go back to the bed and lie down, hoping sleep will wrap its arms around me and carry me far from here. Yet, once again, my memory drags me into the past. Into the worst day of my life.
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“DARLING, I FIRMLY BELIEVE your mind has crossed the thin line that separates reality from fiction. You need medical intervention, Giuliana.”

I don’t understand. Why is Dr. Lila talking to me like this?

“I’m not crazy. Months ago, I came to your office and told you what happened to me. You know I woke up naked, remembering nothing from the night before, next to my brother’s friend. Two months later, your secretary told me about the routine exams, so when I went to your office, you said I was pregnant, you even did an ultrasound and let me hear the baby’s heartbeat. When I told you I couldn’t feel the baby, that my body hadn’t changed, you said it was normal. That every pregnancy was unique. But now I get it. My brother and my father wanted me to fake a pregnancy to trap the billionaire judge, and since they knew I’d never agree, they set this whole thing up. And you, Dr. Lila, probably took a big pile of cash to go along with it and manipulate me. You even ordered blood tests and made me take prenatal vitamins. I did feel hungrier.”

Dr. Lila keeps looking at me, wearing a fake compassion that can fool everyone but me.

“Giuliana, I’m sorry you’ve gotten to this state. Every patient who hasn’t been treated properly and has a diagnosis of psychopathy makes up a thousand stories. Be honest: you tried to fake a pregnancy to trap your brother’s friend, you lied, and now you want to say I participated in all that filth?”

“You know I didn’t do any of that.”

She steps closer and tries to touch my hand, but I pull away.

“And what’s more, you’re a virgin. At your appointment, what I gave you was a contraceptive injection good for three months. That’s why you didn’t menstruate, and you created an entire sick fantasy.”

I panic.

“Doctor, please. You know I’m not crazy and I’m not lying, and you’re ruining my life.”

“Oh, Giuliana, who’s going to say you are? And besides, your therapist, Charlie, who I spoke with on my way to meet you, will confirm your diagnosis. You’re dangerous, Giuliana. You invent alternate worlds, play with people’s lives without caring about the consequences, you clearly have psychopathic traits, and you need urgent hospitalization.”
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REMEMBERING EVERYTHING that brought me here makes my whole body shiver. To make it worse, my restless mind won’t let me rest. The thoughts keep spinning, and I can’t find peace. I keep asking myself: Is this how I end?

Minutes pass, and I’m still awake, lost in my own daydreams, when suddenly, a thunderous noise—like an explosion—cuts through the silence in my room. At the same instant, the fire alarm screams in a frantic rhythm that seems to echo through the entire hospital. My heart races. With adrenaline flooding my body, I jump up because my survival instinct is screaming at me to do something.

To top it off, water starts spraying from the ceiling, from the sprinklers, and I realize something really serious has happened. Panic settles in my chest, and I know I have to get out of this prison I’ve been living in, and fast. So I run to the door, but to my surprise, the handle—which should open automatically in an emergency—is jammed. I force it with all my strength, but it won’t budge.

“Help! Help me, please.” My voice comes out shaking with pure desperation. “Per favore, someone help me.” No one answers. No living soul seems to hear my cry. So, once again, I look through the small glass window in the door and see two people in psychiatric hospital staff uniforms running through the hallways. I scream, but they don’t hear me. And like that, at least three minutes slip away.

Chaos spreads as smoke starts flooding my room. Desperate, I keep forcing the handle until, finally, the door pops open with a click. Without a second thought, I sprint toward the stairs, but soon the thick smoke rising from the ground floor up to the third blocks my way. The situation gets worse because the air is heavy and suffocating, and I start coughing. That’s when the fear really kicks in.

Dio, what do I do now?

I look around, searching for something that can help me. On the floor, I find a wet sheet, and wrapping it around my body, I cover part of my face to try to filter the smoke. I know if I can’t get down the stairs, I’m dead. With that terrifying thought in mind, I decide to try one more time, but the path gets harder and harder, so I turn back. At that moment, at the end of the hallway, a door slams hard. Drawn by the noise, I notice a room that looks like an office is open. I’m not sure if it’s safe, but with no other choice, I run toward it, looking for a window—something that will let me escape the fire.

When I step into the office, my heart shatters into a thousand pieces when I see that the only window in there is huge, made of wood, the kind you’d find in a Gothic house. No time to waste. With desperate effort, I open the window, and immediately the cold wind hits my face, helping me breathe. A moment later, I look down to see if I can escape, and a paralyzing fear takes hold of me. The height is terrifying. I know that if I stay, I’ll die in the fire, but if I jump, at least I risk breaking some bones; though I’m pretty sure the most likely outcome is that I die from the fall. The thought of running back to the stairs crosses my mind, but before I go, something catches my attention. On the office desk, I see an envelope with my name on it.

Curiosity takes over, even in the middle of my desperation. I grab the envelope I just found and, without knowing what’s inside, tuck it under my clothes. Then, once again covered with the wet sheet, I go down the first few steps of the staircase, feeling the smoke invade my nose. At that moment, my vision gets blurrier and blurrier. Every step is a fight against the weakness taking over my body. I crouch down, trying to shield myself from the smoke; I know I can’t give up, but I realize I’m losing the battle against the fire. When my throat feels like it’s closing up and I’m about to lose consciousness, I catch a glimpse of a man coming up the stairs, and immediately, he comes toward me.

“Now breathe, please.” After putting a mask over my face, with surprising ease, he wraps his arms around me and quickly carries me down the stairs. The panic and smoke blur together as I let myself be carried; and in that moment, the feeling of safety—temporary as it is—calms me down.

As soon as the mysterious man crosses from the main door to the street, a deafening roar echoes behind us. Another explosion in the hospital makes everything shake, and I realize I barely escaped with my life. Then he sets me down next to other rescued patients. I try to thank him for saving me, but he just walks away. With nothing much to do, after taking off the mask, I look around. I see patients crying, nurses in panic, ambulances arriving, and firefighters doing everything to put out the fire. But the truth is, the hospital is in ruins. Probably all the patients will be transferred to other hospitals; I’ll likely end up there too. Still, I realize this is my chance to escape.

The thought of freedom pierces through me. But I’m wearing a psychiatric hospital patient’s gown and I have no money, so I know I’d be easily spotted on the streets. There’s no time to hesitate, though. I know I have to take the risk. So I stand up and, without looking back, I run toward a side street. As I go, I notice how cold the air is, and worst of all, I still don’t know what city or country I’m in. But it’s definitely not America, even though the two people who monitored my baths or brought me food spoke fluent English. I could hear them clearly, despite the medication I had to take.

Dio, where is this?

I look at the street signs, trying to get my bearings, and realize I’m in Bruges, a city known as the Venice of the North. In other words, I’m in a place where I don’t know anyone to call for help, and going to the authorities is definitely not an option. Who would believe a patient who just escaped? Even with nothing to do, feeling completely vulnerable, and every second afraid of what might happen to me, I keep walking, until I hear a snippet of the song “Rise” by Katy Perry—I’m obsessed with it—coming from a street just ahead, to the right.
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“AND THE VULTURES ALL start circling

They’re whispering: You’re out of time

But still, I rise

This is no mistake, no accident

When you think the final nail is in, think again

Don’t be surprised, I will still rise.”
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GUIDED BY THE SONG, which I have no idea where it’s coming from, I turn right again, trying to get farther from the hospital. As the music fades, a little further ahead, I see a parked car.

My eyes still sting, but apparently inside the car, there’s a couple fighting. The scene is chaotic; I can’t hear much, but I clearly sense the tension between them. I choose to get a little closer to see if I can ask them for help, and I hide behind a flower bed.

“You’re not leaving my life. I love you.”

“Yes, I am. You don’t want to claim me.”

“I told you I’ll claim you. First thing in the morning. You’re not leaving me.”

Suddenly, a suitcase is thrown out the car window. I hesitate for a moment about taking advantage of a real miracle, but I can’t ignore the chance to find some clothes. So, crawling and praying no one sees me, I get closer and, with a burst of courage, grab the suitcase, while the couple that was just fighting starts making out. Needing to get rid of the hospital clothes, I open the case, hoping to find something that works. Lucky for me, I find not only women’s clothes but also an envelope with some cash I can’t count and a train ticket departing at dawn from Midi Station in Brussels to Marne-la-Vallée Station in Chessy, France—the city where Disneyland Paris is.

I know taking something that doesn’t belong to me is wrong, but I’d like to know what actions are recommended under these circumstances.

While I struggle with the guilt that keeps punishing me, the car just drives off with the lovey-dovey couple, and they don’t even remember the suitcase. So, feeling a little better about what I did, I go behind another parked vehicle. From the suitcase that literally fell from the sky, I pick a yellow wool dress, a pair of blue All Stars, and a very warm overcoat in the same color as the shoes. Before getting dressed, I tuck the envelope I found in the administration office among the belongings I’ve now taken possession of, and finally, scared someone might see me naked, I dress quickly, leaving the psychiatric hospital clothes behind.

Carrying the small bag, I start walking through the narrow streets again. The warmth of the fabric makes me feel alive, and hope begins to bloom in my heart. But still afraid of being caught, I don’t waste any more time and desperately look for a ride.

After long minutes, worried I might be walking in circles, I spot a bus in the distance and, even though I have no idea where it’s going, I don’t hesitate and climb aboard. It doesn’t take long for me to find out that the bus takes people from the historic center to the transport hub. This brings me an absurd relief, because I know that from there, I’ll definitely find a way to get to Brussels.

As the driver slowly follows the narrow streets, I end up experiencing a mixture of feelings. Tears stream down my face, but at the same time, I’m smiling. My cheeks even hurt because, honestly, it’s been so long since I knew what it was like to smile. But the smile vanishes quickly when the bus reaches a street and I see the hospital.

I start to fear that someone might see me; I also worry that I’ll do something that puts the other passengers on edge. So I choose to lower my head and pretend I’m just going to sleep.

Until the bus simply stops. My heart pounds, like it’s about to jump out of my throat, but only one passenger gets on and the vehicle continues on its way. The truth is, I don’t know what I’d do if I were captured again. I’d definitely rather throw myself into the canals of Bruges and let the current carry me away. Or to another plane—because I’m not going back to that hospital, no matter what.
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Mason Carter

Bruges – Belgium

EVEN THOUGH IT’S THAT time of year when autumn gives way to winter, the heat from the fireplace makes my house in Bruges feel incredibly cozy, especially when I’m with my daughter Charlotte, who’s fallen asleep in my arms after another round of Mickey Mouse Funhouse.

But the nap that should’ve lasted at least thirty minutes is short-lived. Charlotte opens her beautiful brown eyes and stares up at me, curious.

“Daddy.” She yawns. “I’m hungry.” Big surprise. “What’s for dinner?”

Good question. I suddenly remember I gave the cook the night off so she could go to a family thing, which leaves us with Anastácia, Charlotte’s honorary grandmother, who also runs the household and moonlights as a nanny, since my daughter never liked any of the ones I hired.

But I know Anastácia took a few hours to rest, since Charlotte’s with me. So I make a decision.

“How about we have roast beef with creamy mashed potatoes?”

Charlotte’s eyes light up—that dish is one of her favorites.

“I want lots and lots, Daddy.” I get up right away, Charlotte still in my arms, carry her to the kitchen, and set her on her special stool.

“Sweetheart, get ready. In a few minutes, you’re going to eat the best food you can find in this city.”

I grab all the ingredients from the fridge, and while I’m chopping vegetables with a certain amount of skill, my mind wanders to places my daughter can never, under any circumstances, imagine.

I’ve been traveling with Charlotte for about a month now, making surprise visits to my psychiatric hospitals, staying on top of everything that goes on at the facilities. So I haven’t exactly been having fun, and with each passing day, the craving for a hot, juicy pussy gets stronger. But I take comfort knowing I’ll be in Paris soon, where some women—strictly for pleasure, no strings attached—give themselves to me.

Ever since I lost Alice, Charlotte’s mother, my life has become a routine of work and taking care of my princess. That’s why I look for moments that make me forget, at least for a little while, the loneliness that sometimes eats me alive. Not that I’m complaining—my daughter is my greatest treasure; I can’t even imagine a day without her near me—but there are times when I miss having someone like Alice was for me.

A beautiful, intelligent woman who didn’t want to get married and just wanted a “friend with benefits,” and who, by fate—or rather, an unexpected pregnancy—became my wife.

With Alice, before the pregnancy, I had a relationship with no demands, and it was damn good. But after she died, I changed. All I have left now are a few submissives who surrender to my orders and my money. And that’s fine; three years ago, I decided I wouldn’t get into any relationship in front of Charlotte, because my daughter, as needy as she is for a mother figure, could get attached too quickly. So I limit myself to the occasional fling with women I pay to have memorable nights.

Thinking about those nights, a sigh escapes my lips, and that’s when I hear:

“Daddy, Grandma Anastácia said you take care of people’s heads. Is that cool?” Her sweet voice echoes through the kitchen, yanking me out of my thoughts completely.

I smile, put the knife aside, wash my hands quickly, dry them on a towel, and walk over to Charlotte. I sit on the stool next to hers and pull her onto my lap.

“Well, my princess, back when I practiced medicine more often, my job was helping people understand their own thoughts and feelings. I talked to them, listened to their stories, and tried to find ways to ease their suffering.”

“That sounds cool, Daddy.”

“It is.” I gently run my hand through her hair, watching her attentive gaze. In that moment, I remember my late mother, who year after year withered away inside her own mind, and left this world in a shocking act that freed her from life. Mrs. Carter doesn’t know it, but she was the one who pushed me down this path. I felt the need to save people from the same end my mother met. “Now, as CEO of the psychiatric hospitals, my job is handling the bureaucratic side, which is the complicated part. But by taking on that responsibility, I make sure everything runs smoothly so the doctors can focus completely on the patients in the hospitals that will one day belong to you, my princess.”

Charlotte nods, not sure if she understood all of it, but she seems happy with my answer. Then her eyes sparkle, and a smile spreads across her face, and I already know I’m about to get hit with another question in a few seconds.

“Daddy, what was Mommy like?” Every now and then, Charlotte asks me about her mother, and seeing that longing, my heart genuinely tightens. Talking about Alice isn’t easy.

So I hug Charlotte gently, remembering that special night at the university when I met the woman who would later become the mother of my daughter. Alice was a beautiful, independent friend, full of life. When we started hooking up, we were so consumed by the grind of med school that we didn’t have time to go out, meet new people, or try for a real relationship. Basically, we didn’t have a life of our own; our only goal was pushing through that challenging journey toward our specialties. So why not just satisfy our urges in a practical way with someone trustworthy who was just like me?

What we had was an explosion of pure lust. Neither of us wasted any time between shifts, and eventually, prevention failed and Alice got pregnant. So, for the sake of family, we decided to get married. But our story, full of complicity as it was, wasn’t as wonderful as it sounds. The memory of my father pushing back against my marriage to Alice still bothers me. He didn’t approve; he thought she wasn’t the right woman for me. But I didn’t care. Alice was the person I was willing to start a family with because of Charlotte, and that was my decision.

But the harassment got worse. To escape the hell we were living in—the baseless conflicts that even spread to the hospitals where we were doing our residencies—we decided to move to Paris. Around the same time, my father made sure to cut me out of the family. He said I’d never be happy without his blessing, but at least he was fair enough to give me my share of the inheritance. After that, I never had access to the Carters again—except for Nick, the brother who always found a way to be present in Charlotte’s life.

With Charlotte still in Alice’s womb, I rushed to give my family the comfort befitting a Carter. I hired the best team and founded two long-term psychiatric hospitals in Europe from the ground up: one in Paris, and the second in Bruges.

“Your mother, Charlotte, was an incredible person.” My voice comes out heavy with all the nostalgia of those times. “Alice was beautiful, happy, and loved by everyone who knew her.” I end up smiling as I stroke my daughter’s face.

Charlotte smiles back, nestling into my chest. But my mind goes back to that tragic day, when everything changed. After Charlotte was born, one morning, exhausted from being up all night, I left the hospital room to get another strong cup of coffee. When I came back, Alice was lying in bed, eyes closed. The room was full of flowers that close friends had sent to congratulate us on the birth of my heir, who was in the crib next to her mother. I walked over to Alice to see how beautiful she looked, even after a labor that took hours. Seconds later, I realized she wasn’t breathing anymore. I touched her hand, hoping for some movement, but she didn’t react. I screamed for Alice to come back. The doctors did everything, but she was really gone—no explanation, no warning, no clinical picture that could justify sudden death.

An investigation was opened. But at the hospital, no one could say whether any doctor or anyone else had visited her while I went to get coffee in the hallway of the next wing. And to make it worse, the hospital’s cameras went down for a short period of time.

I never had proof of what really happened, but deep inside me, since that fateful day, I’ve been certain my father is behind Alice’s death.

But after Charlotte was discharged, without any way to get evidence to incriminate my father and no time to start a real family war with a newborn in my arms, I felt my world collapse and had to face reality.

From that day on, I’ve had no peace. Today, my daughter and I live surrounded by highly trained security guards, ready even for a war.

“I feel Mommy right here in my heart, and I know she’ll always live there.” Charlotte catches my attention again, then puts her hand on her chest as her eyes shine with emotion. “But I have a request: I want a second mommy. The first mommy already left.”

My heart clenches at her words. I know Charlotte needs a mother figure, but the thought of getting involved with someone who might just pretend to like kids because of the luxurious life I can offer—and who might, in some way, end up mistreating my daughter—terrifies me. Or worse, what if we have to deal with another loss?

The truth is, I’ve gotten used to a solitary life, focused on my work and taking care of my daughter. I know maybe it’s time to change, to try to rebuild my life, but honestly, I’m still not willing to try. So I’m at a loss for how to answer Charlotte. But just as I’m about to fall back on the standard line everyone uses to dodge certain questions—saying the future is in God’s hands—my phone rings. Since only a few people have my number, I get up fast, put Charlotte back in her chair, run to the sofa, and grab the phone, answering immediately.

“Mr. Carter?” I recognize Dr. Grey’s voice right away, the director of the local psychiatric hospital. “We have an emergency.”

“What happened?”

“The hospital is on fire. We’re trying to save all the patients. Anyway, that’s it. I’ll keep you updated.”

What world does Grey think he’s living in? Does he seriously believe I’m going to sit at home with my arms crossed, waiting for news like nothing important is happening?
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Mason Carter

“GREY, I’M ON MY WAY.” My stomach twists with worry. I know some patients are in danger. “I’ll be there in less than ten minutes.”

I hang up and call for Anastácia. She comes right away.

“Mason, my boy, has something happened?”

“Yes, it has. Don’t worry, I’ll explain later. For now, please finish making dinner and take care of my princess.” I turn to Charlotte. “Mon petit amour, Grandma Anastácia will stay with you while I handle something at work, okay?”

“Okay, Papa.”

I kiss the top of my little girl’s head. Before leaving the house, I dress quickly, pulling on an overcoat to protect me from the cold and slipping into a pair of sneakers.

I live close to the hospital. After asking the two security guards on duty to keep an eye on my home, I sprint through the streets, my heart pounding with pure dread. Honestly, I don’t give a damn about the property damage. I’m only afraid someone will get hurt—or worse, lose their life.

I’m used to running. In a few minutes, I reach the hospital and, anxious for more news, approach the director.

“Grey, have all the patients been rescued?” He hears the urgency in my voice. Still, he hesitates before answering, finally confirming with a nod while studying my face, like he’s gauging my reaction. “Are you sure?” He looks worried.

“I believe most of them got out in time, but...” He’s uneasy now, and I already know something far more serious is going on.

“But what?” My tone startles him.

“O-one of the patients—from room thirty-three—wasn’t found. I just heard the firefighters are searching the first floor.”

Fuck. What do you mean?

“Are you telling me there’s a missing patient and apparently no one is doing a damn thing about it?” At that moment, Alexia, a nurse who’s been listening in, approaches. I see the full weight of her worry reflected on her face.

“Dr. Carter, we really can’t locate the patient from room thirty-three. She simply vanished.”

Without a second thought, I run to the fire truck, ignoring the men trying to stop me. I grab two self-contained breathing masks that provide oxygen and protect against contamination and toxic gases, and put one on. Even as they try to hold me back, I jump the cordon the firefighters set up and go after patient thirty-three. I can’t come back without her—not just because she’s a patient, but because some family trusted her life to my hospital. So, defying the chaos around me, I take the stairs to the first floor two at a time, feeling the heat from the scorching smoke against my skin.

Without stopping, I pass the second floor, where some firefighters are already ordering everyone out because of the risk of an explosion. I keep going, climbing a few more steps, until on the staircase near the third floor, I spot a young woman wrapped in a sheet, curled up on the ground, barely conscious.

Without wasting a second, I put the mask over her face, tell her to breathe, and scoop her into my arms.

I race down the stairs, dodging the flames, heading for the exit. The moment we cross the main door, an explosion echoes behind us, shaking the ground. Without thinking, I set the patient down safely, seated with the other evacuees who still need paramedic care. I pull off my mask and turn to talk to Grey, making sure we act immediately to transfer the patients to a nearby hospital.

After confirming that Grey has already requested help from other institutions, even in the middle of all this turmoil, I call over the Fire Chief and introduce myself. I need some answers.

“I really admire your work, but I need an explanation. Why didn’t any team go up to the third floor?” The chief looks surprised by my question. He clearly doesn’t like being put on the spot, but I don’t give a shit.

“Mr. Carter, the information we received was that there were no admitted patients on the third floor. And on top of that, the fire spread in minutes. I couldn’t put my men in danger to search a floor that, according to the information, had no one on it.”

What the hell is this?

“Who gave you that information, sir?”

The chief looks around, then relaxes his shoulders.

“Someone from administration. But honestly, I don’t remember who.”

This is definitely yet another act of negligence by the Bruges hospital’s management that needs to be investigated. So, even in the middle of the chaos, I go talk to Grey again. But on the way, I notice the patient I rescued is no longer where I left her. The mask is abandoned on the ground.

“Has anyone seen the patient from thirty-three—the one I left sitting right there?” I point to the spot, but everyone around me seems clueless. I head toward Grey, who’s directing some patients into ambulances. “Did you already discharge patient thirty-three? I left her sitting with the other patients so she could get immediate treatment for smoke inhalation, and now she’s apparently disappeared.”

Grey goes pale.

“I—I didn’t see her, Dr. Carter.”

“How is that possible? Who is she? Who are her family members? They need to know what’s happening.”

Grey runs a hand over the few strands of hair left on his head. His eyes are clearly full of apprehension.

“Even with everything going on, I just remembered something very important about that patient. She’s dangerous. She invents alternate realities, creates narratives, and has already hurt a lot of people.” Grey watches my reaction. “I can’t remember her name in all this confusion, let alone who her family members are, but it’s all recorded in the clinic’s system. I can check right now on my phone.”

“Great.”

I watch as Grey accesses the system. I see him type in the patient’s room number, but when he finishes and finds absolutely nothing, he looks even more uncomfortable talking to me.

“I—I can’t explain why, but here she’s only identified as ‘Patient 33.’ There’s no name registered.” He stares at me with a shaken expression. Looks like he might bolt at any second.

“I want answers, but first we need to find her, Grey.”

“I know, Doctor. Like I said before, the patient could pose a serious risk to herself and to others.”

“I also want you to open an audit to find out why the patient wasn’t registered. Which team was taking care of her?” Grey wipes the sweat off his forehead. He looks extremely nervous.

“Mr. Carter. I’ll be able to give you all the answers, but first, let’s take care of the patients who are still here.”

I agree, even though I’m still deeply worried about the missing patient.

“Tomorrow morning, we’ll talk at my house. And I want a report on this situation.”

“Of course, sir.”

The night remains chaotic. Countless ambulances pick up the patients, one by one, until about an hour later, no one is left without a place to sleep. But while the authorities are still on-site dealing with the fire and investigating possible causes, as CEO, I have to take some steps together with Amira, my secretary, who works out of the Paris office.

The two of us, working together, need to act fast. While I contact the insurance company that will cover all the damages, on an urgent basis, Amira checks the availability of an immediate rental in Bruges—a property that was previously used as a study center. After managing an emergency negotiation, she also gets in touch with our main suppliers for the entire hospital infrastructure.

Exhausted, reeking of smoke on my clothes and skin, around three in the morning, just as I’m about to head home, I spot the nurse Alexia. I walk over to thank her for her quick and efficient work, but I feel the need to ask one more time about patient thirty-three. I’m definitely obsessed with finding out who she is and why she was treated with so much neglect inside a hospital that belongs to me.

“I don’t know any details, Doctor. Director Grey and Nurse Kate were the only ones who personally took care of her. No other doctor or nurse was even allowed near her door. Mr. Grey always told us she was so dangerous that only he and Kate would handle her. Even her meals—one of them would bring them.”

“This story is getting stranger by the minute.” Alexia nods and then looks down at her hands. She seems even more uneasy.

“Very strange. The patient was admitted to the hospital in the middle of the night. She never went out to the courtyard, and she never received any visitors. If you asked me what her face looks like, or even her age, I couldn’t tell you. And there’s more.” Alexia looks at me, even more distressed.

“What?”

“There was a rumor going around the halls that Dr. Grey sometimes spent hours in her room.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Exactly what you just understood. A lot of people suspected he took advantage of her while she was sleeping—or rather, unconscious.”

“That can’t be real.” I see red. And honestly, I don’t know if Grey will still be alive after I’m done talking to him.

“I have no way to prove it. No one does. That’s why we never reported it. No one wants to lose their job over a suspicion.”

Every detail I hear only makes things worse.

“Thank you for all this information, Alexia.”

“You’re welcome, Dr. Carter. Anytime, you can count on me.”

As I walk away from Alexia, my eyes scan the entire area. When I don’t see Grey, I call him immediately. I need answers right now. But the call goes straight to voicemail, and that only makes me more suspicious. Grey was clearly lying to me. What do he and Nurse Kate know about the patient that I’m not allowed to know?

So I call the administrator, Ethan, and ask him to temporarily take over as Medical Director—since he’s also a doctor—until we find a replacement.

Then, with nothing left to do, knowing all the patients are as well off as they can be, exhausted, I head back home. But on the way, right there on the sidewalk, I spot a piece of clothing on the ground that catches my eye. When I get closer, I see it’s a hospital gown. A woman’s. It must belong to the patient who ran away, and I have no idea where she could have gone.

I know I have to act fast—not just because she’s a patient in danger, but because, as a doctor, I feel the weight of responsibility to keep her safe. So, even with no information about the missing patient, I commit myself to finding her. I’ll use my own resources to do it.

I also need to confront Grey and Kate face-to-face. They’re going to have to open their mouths and tell me what the hell is going on. And especially why they’ve been hiding so much information about that patient.
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Giuliana Romano

WHEN I STEPPED OFF the bus at the Bruges transport station, I was terrified of every person moving around me—simply because I hadn’t been around people in so long—but the real gut punch was the sad truth that I was completely alone, with no friend or family member to turn to.

At the same time, the cold, damp air of autumn wrapped around me, but it was the smell of smoke clinging to my skin like an unwanted brand from the horror I’d been through that really got to me.

My hair was still wet, plastered to my forehead, and I felt dirty. I felt ashamed, like everyone could see just how much of a mess my life was, and I wasn’t just talking about my appearance.

I was clearly drawing stares from the elegantly dressed people strolling through the transit center, so I walked quickly, looking for a more discreet spot, doing everything I could to ignore the curious glances. The last thing I needed was someone rejecting me because I looked so disheveled. I knew I needed a moment, a space of my own to pull myself together; the station bathroom seemed like a good option.

As I got closer to the restroom door, the smell of cleaning products mixed with the smoke on my skin hit me, making me feel a little nauseous. But I didn’t have a choice. Trying to steady my rising gorge, I went to the counter, pulled some cash from my bag, and with shaking hands, paid the five-euro fee before stepping into the stall. As soon as the door closed behind me, a wave of relief washed over me.

I quickly stripped off my clothes and stood under the shower, letting the hot water run over my body, washing away not just the grime but also some of the anguish that clung to me. The feel of the water, despite the slight sting on my arms, was invigorating, and as steam gathered around me, I started to feel a little lighter. The soap they provided was simple, but its fresh scent brought such a sense of renewal that I almost forgot, even if only for a brief moment, the chaos my life had become.

After the shower, I dried off and then, with the towel wrapped around my head, went to my bag. Every move I made was charged with expectation, because I remembered the feeling of insecurity that haunted me, all the fear of being caught, but I had to have faith. So I pushed on with my plan, opened the bag, and rummaged through the items. To my surprise, I found a yellow wool dress, perfect for the cold weather. I also found, among the belongings, a pair of nude fuzzy socks, new, still in their packaging. Finally, I put the same pair of sneakers back on.

To warm up, I put the overcoat on again and, standing in front of a mirror, used the station’s hair dryer. My hair, washed with the soap, wasn’t in the best shape. To help, I kept combing through the strands with my fingers. When I was done, I looked at myself in the mirror, and although my reflection didn’t show the person I used to be before I was condemned to live in captivity, at least now I looked a little more presentable.

Just as I was about to leave the bathroom, a memory hit me and froze me in place: the envelope I’d found at the front desk with my name written in capital letters. My mind still a little foggy, I went back to my bag, and with trembling fingers, found the envelope and opened it. In the next instant, my heart raced when I saw what was inside: my passport. The weight that had been sitting on my chest began to lift, and a wave of emotion swept over me.

How was this even possible? I started to believe there was an angel around me, opening the doors I needed to go through.

With tears in my eyes, I silently thanked God for the miracle I hadn’t expected but had been given. I felt a glow of relief when I counted the money in the bag and realized I had about five thousand euros. I felt a pang of guilt for using someone else’s belongings, but what else could I do to escape my current situation? I swear, when I get back on my feet financially, I’ll come back to Bruges, put up a local ad, and pay back the person who, even without knowing it, helped me.

Then I discreetly dried the tears running down my face, took a deep breath to compose myself, and finally left the restroom. Keeping a low profile and avoiding the security cameras, I walked over to the ticket counter area. Knowing I had to save money, I went to the FlixBus booth—a much cheaper bus line with good service—and, determined to escape, waited to be helped.

To my relief, the line was reasonably short, and when it was my turn, I was helped by an employee who looked exhausted but was still very polite.

“Hello, good evening. I’d like to buy a ticket to Brussels, please.” I tried with all my might to keep my voice steady, despite the fear eating me alive.

“Passport, please.” How was I supposed to leave Bruges if my documents had been lost?

I quickly handed it over. The employee typed some information into the computer. I watched his hands move, each tap on the key feeling like one step closer to freedom. Then, after a few moments, he finally looked at me and smiled.

“We have a bus leaving in thirty minutes. Does that work for you?”

He had no idea how much.

“Yes, of course!” I replied quickly, barely containing the anxiety that kept my heart racing.

I paid, and the employee handed me my ticket along with my passport. At that moment, an involuntary smile spread across my lips as I looked at the ticket in my hand. I felt lighter. Because, despite everything, fate was unfolding right in front of me, and the idea of starting over was beginning to take shape.

Thirty minutes later, when the bus finally arrived, the adrenaline surged, and my heart felt like it was going to jump out of my mouth. Because of that, I didn’t waste any time getting on and quickly found my seat by the window.

I sat there anxiously, waiting for all the passengers to board, and then, a few minutes later, after the driver started the engine and pulled away, I looked out the window, watching Bruges disappear. The streets that had once felt suffocating were slowly becoming a memory I definitely needed to forget.
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