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List	of	all	chapters	1	LOREN	HALE	In	the	pitch-black	of	night,	I	run	as	fast	as	rage	will	carry	me.	Gravel	from	the	suburban	road	digs	into	my	bare	feet,	February’s	cold	biting	my	flesh.	I	had	no	time	to	slip	on	shoes,	a	shirt	or	even	grab	a	coat.	“Motherfuckers,”	Ryke	growls	through	gritted	teeth,	using	his	full	power,	endurance—everything	that	made
him	a	collegiate	track	star—to	chase	after	dark-clothed	figures	that	bolt	down	the	street.	I	never	thought	I’d	be	able	to	match	my	brother’s	speed.	No	longer	weighed	down	by	self-pity	and	hatred,	I	can	go	farther	than	I	dreamed.	And	I	do.	My	legs	pump	forward	in	sync	with	his,	our	muscles	sharpening	in	the	same	way.	Our	veins	bursting	and	heating
with	blood-red	fury.	Because	we	thought	these	stupid	f**king	guys	shot	one	of	the	girls	through	the	window.	A	minute	ago,	Ryke	and	I	were	upstairs	and	heard	a	few	loud	bangs,	followed	by	Lily	and	Daisy’s	panicked	screams.	As	we	rushed	to	the	main	floor,	Daisy	was	ghostly	pale.	Lily	was	holding	her	little	sister’s	hand,	and	my	gaze	dropped	to	Lil’s
stomach,	a	noticeable	bump	at	eighteen	weeks	pregnant.	I	f**king	ran	on	instinct.	Only	this	time,	I’m	not	the	one	being	chased.	Ryke	was	right	by	my	side,	no	hesitation,	no	questions	asked.	He	took	one	look	at	Daisy’s	horror-stricken	face,	and	he	just	lost	it.	Our	fame	and	notoriety	shouldn’t	put	either	of	the	girls	in	harm’s	way.	It’s	complete	bullshit.
All	six	of	us—Ryke,	Daisy,	Connor,	Rose,	Lily	and	me—now	live	in	a	rich,	gated	Philadelphia	neighborhood.	Only	these	so-called	“gates”	surround	the	neighborhood,	not	our	eight-bedroom	house.	Sometimes,	the	real	shits	are	the	ones	right	down	the	street,	and	for	the	past	two	weeks,	they’ve	egged	our	door,	toilet-papered	the	yard	and	forked	the
grass.	This	is	the	first	time	we’ve	heard	them	scamper	away,	and	so	this	is	the	first	time	we’ve	ever	tried	to	catch	them.	We	gain	on	them,	and	their	muffled	cursing	becomes	louder,	their	panic	clearer	in	their	hurried	steps,	and	half	of	the	guys	scatter	towards	a	brick	mansion	with	floodlights	illuminating	a	massive	door.	About	three	guys	continue	to
sprint	ahead.	Then	they	spin	around	and	point	their	paintball	guns	at	us.	A	series	of	pops	split	the	air	before	a	couple	shots	connect	with	my	shoulder	and	ribs,	like	a	two-second	punch.	Jesus.	I	want	to	shout	until	my	throat	bleeds	and	shake	them	until	they	get	it.	Until	they	realize	that	we’re	not	board	games	they	can	play	with—when	they’re	sitting	in
their	rooms	with	nothing	to	do.	We	are	people.	Real.	Living	breathing	things	that	have	breaking	points.	I	want	to	scream	it	all,	but	I	can’t	utter	one	single	goddamn	word.	Everything	is	caged	in	my	lungs.	The	guys	stop	shooting	at	us	when	they	realize	we’re	much	closer.	“Go,	go,	go!”	they	scream	at	each	other.	One	guy	in	a	hoodie	glances	over	his
shoulder,	and	then	he	trips	over	his	own	feet.	Right	as	he	stumbles,	about	to	eat	the	asphalt,	I	grip	the	back	of	his	black	sweatshirt.	My	pulse	sky-rockets	with	my	adrenaline.	Ryke	slows	to	a	stop	with	me.	“Let	me	f**king	go!”	the	guy	shouts,	thrashing	in	my	grasp.	I	feel	my	heart	bang	against	my	chest,	my	brows	furrowing	at	his	scrawny	build.	He’s
young.	In	a	matter	of	seconds,	his	friends	leave	him,	racing	further	into	the	darkness.	He	notices	his	buddies	sprinting	away,	and	he	redirects	his	anger.	“HEY!	YOU	PUSSIES!	YOU’RE	GOING	TO	LEAVE	ME	HERE?!”	I	rip	the	paintball	gun	out	of	his	hand	and	toss	it	to	Ryke,	and	then	the	guy	whips	around	on	me,	swinging	his	fist	haphazardly	at	my
face.	I	easily	dodge	it,	but	he’s	squirming	so	much	that	it’s	hard	to	hold	him	upright	without	him	slipping	in	my	hands.	“Get	a	grip,”	Ryke	growls	at	him.	He	tries	to	elbow	my	ribs,	and	I	grasp	his	arm,	adding	with	a	sneer,	“You’re	the	one	who’s	been	f**king	with	us.”	“And	you’re	the	cuntbag	who’s	called	the	cops	like	a	little	bitch,”	the	guy	snarls	back.
That’s	when	the	hood	falls	off	his	head,	and	I	stare	directly	into	his	venomous	gaze.	Tousled	brown	hair	and	a	young,	soft	face.	He	can’t	be	any	older	than	seventeen.	My	blood	chills.	And	I	crane	my	neck	at	Ryke.	“Do	you	see	any	cops?”	I	ask	him	with	a	mocking	tone.	“No,”	Ryke	says,	his	voice	rough.	I	turn	back	to	the	guy	in	my	clutch.	“See,	it’s	just
you	and	us—”	“That’s	great,”	he	cuts	me	off	with	a	short	laugh,	“let’s	have	a	f**king	tea	party	and	celebrate	the	new	year.	And	then	when	I	leave,	you	both	can	go	f**k	the	same	girl	and	knock	her	up	again.”	I	shake,	my	heart	slamming	into	my	ribs.	A	million	different	insults	burn	my	brain,	the	malicious	ones	trying	to	take	hold.	Then	Ryke	charges
forward,	fists	clenched.	“You	motherfucking—”	“Stop,”	I	tell	Ryke,	making	sure	to	wedge	my	body	between	him	and	the	teen.	He	can’t	hit	him.	Not	even	if	this	guy	spouts	off	a	thousand	rumors	that’ve	been	circulating	the	tabloids.	Not	if	he	knows	more	about	us	than	we’ll	ever	know	about	him.	He’s	a	bored	teenager,	fighting	his	own	battles	that	we’ll
never	see.	I	get	it.	I	used	to	do	this	shit	all	the	time.	I	was	thrown	in	jail	for	vandalism	more	often	than	for	underage	drinking.	“What?”	the	guy	feigns	confusion,	provoking	Ryke.	“Are	you	butthurt	that	you	didn’t	get	extra	time	with	the	slut—”	“You	want	to	play	this	goddamn	game	with	me,”	I	interject,	my	voice	so	sharp	that	it	physically	pains	me.	“I
can	make	you	cry	so	hard,	you	bleed	out	of	your	eye	sockets,	so	let’s	rewind—you	f**ked	with	us	first,	and	all	we’re	asking	is	for	you	to	stop.	We’re	not	your	prep	school	friends.”	I’m	trying	not	to	be	condescending.	I	could	have	easily	said	“we’re	not	your	little	prep	school	friends,	kid.”	But	if	someone	said	that	to	me	at	sixteen,	seventeen,	or	eighteen,
I’d	spit	in	their	face	and	tell	them	to	eat	shit.	He	breathes	heavily	with	a	curled	lip,	hatred	spreading	across	his	features,	like	he	can’t	stand	to	be	here	for	more	than	a	second	longer.	I	stare	right	at	him,	not	giving	him	an	easy	out.	And	he	finally	says,	“We’re	just	joking	around.”	Ryke	steps	forward	and	raises	the	paintball	gun	at	the	guy’s	face.	“This	is
not	a	f**king	joke!”	The	guy	huffs	and	says	to	me,	“Is	your	brother	a	moron?	It’s	only	a	paintball	gun.”	Ryke	throws	the	gun	across	the	road,	and	the	casing	shatters.	“Hey!”	the	guy	shouts.	“My	girlfriend	has	PTSD,	you	f**king	idiot,”	Ryke	growls.	“You	point	something	that	resembles	a	gun	at	a	window,	and	there	are	people	who’ll	feel	like	it’s	one.”	My
ribs	tighten.	Daisy	has	been	through	more	than	Lily	and	I	ever	imagined,	and	it’s	these	facts—the	ones	that	I	desperately	needed—that	make	it	easier	to	see	his	happiness	with	her.	I	never	thought	I’d	pray	to	every	f**king	god	to	ensure	that	their	relationship	lasts.	It’s	not	even	a	selfish	want.	I	study	the	guy’s	face,	and	any	remorse	is	drowned	by
anger,	his	voice	shaking	with	it.	“Which	girlfriend	is	that?”	he	sneers	at	Ryke.	“The	one	you	raped	when	she	was	fifteen	or	your	brother’s	fiancée?”	“Are	you	f**king	kidding	me?!”	Ryke	yells,	his	nose	flaring.	It	f**king	sucks.	People	will	always	know	details	about	our	lives	before	we	even	know	their	names.	But	I	can’t	blame	him	for	it.	It’s	just	the	way	it
is.	I	watch	this	teen	glower	at	the	ground	like	let	me	go,	let	me	f**king	go.	Page	2	Not	yet.	I	grip	his	jaw	and	force	his	face	to	mine.	“Great,”	I	say,	“you	can	believe	those	goddamn	lies,	you	can	spread	them,	whatever—but	we	see	you	around	our	house,	scaring	our	girls,	we’ll	do	worse	than	call	the	cops.”	I	release	him	with	this	threat,	letting	his	own
imagination	frighten	him.	“I’ve	met	shittier	f**ks	than	you,	so	don’t	think	you’re	something	special.”	His	chest	collapses	as	he	breathes	heavily,	shooting	me	a	glare	that	can	no	way	match	mine.	And	then	he	spins	his	back	on	us	and	sprints	down	the	road,	stumbling	for	a	second	before	he	regains	his	speed.	He	shouts	back,	“Go	suck	cock,	you	pussies!”
And	he	waves	his	middle	fingers	at	us.	Ryke	lets	out	a	frustrated	groan.	“I	f**king	hate	these	guys.”	“They’re	just	bored.”	The	neighborhood	heard	that	“famous	people”	moved	in	down	the	block,	and	so	these	teenagers	have	been	attracted	to	our	house	ever	since.	“We	can’t	call	the	cops,”	I	snap	at	him.	“I	hope	you	realize	that.”	For	one,	that	guy	in	the
hoodie	could’ve	been	me	at	seventeen.	And	every	time	I	was	thrown	in	jail,	it	did	nothing	but	piss	me	off	even	more.	For	another,	it	only	gives	them	reason	to	retaliate	against	us.	To	return	with	more	eggs,	more	paintballs,	and	maybe	something	worse	down	the	road.	I’m	smart	enough	now	to	recognize	the	pointlessness	of	this	kind	of	feud	and
revenge.	Connor	Cobalt	taught	me	that.	My	lips	slowly	rise.	Ryke	groans	again,	puncturing	my	thoughts.	“I	wish	there	was	an	easy	f**king	solution	to	this.”	“Yeah,”	I	nod.	“Me	too.”	We	start	walking	back	down	the	dark	street	to	our	house.	I	try	to	loosen	my	tense	shoulders	by	rotating	them.	“Maybe	the	girls	shouldn’t	come	to	the	meeting	tomorrow.”
Remembering	my	father’s	phone	call	this	evening	binds	my	muscles	again.	I	rub	the	back	of	my	neck,	this	familiar	agitation	festering.	After	tonight,	I’d	like	to	f**king	cancel	on	our	dad.	“I	just	don’t	want	him	to	drop	more	shit	on	top	of	us,	not	while	we’re	dealing	with	this.”	“I	don’t	want	Daisy	there	anyway.”	He	extends	his	arms,	and	I	can	see
splatters	of	blue	paint	on	his	shoulder	and	chest	with	reddish	welts.	“Why	the	f**k	is	he	dragging	the	girls	into	his	issues	to	begin	with?	It	should	be	just	you	and	me.”	He	gestures	from	his	lean	body	to	mine.	“We	don’t	know	what	it’s	about,”	I	remind	Ryke.	“All	he	said	was	that	he	wanted	to	talk	to	the	four	of	us.”	I	lick	my	lips,	my	breath	smoking	the
air.	I	try	not	to	shiver	in	the	cold,	especially	at	the	thought	of	how	he	left	out	Connor	and	Rose.	Whatever	our	dad	is	up	to—it	only	involves	Ryke,	Daisy,	Lily	and	me.	I’m	hoping	it’s	not	about	the	rumors	in	Celebrity	Crush—that	Lily	might	be	pregnant	with	Ryke’s	kid,	not	mine.	I	hate	even	entertaining	those	lies.	I	try	to	let	out	another	long	breath,	but	I
feel	my	face	contort	in	an	irritated	scowl.	“With	Jonathan,	that	could	mean	f**king	anything,”	Ryke	retorts.	“Yeah,	and	take	it	from	someone	who’s	been	to	these	‘impromptu	meetings’—you	have	to	be	prepared	for	anything.”	I	remember	the	one	where	he	basically	forced	my	proposal	with	Lily,	right	in	his	office.	I	refuse	to	believe	this	is	worse	than
that.	So	maybe	that’s	why	I’m	not	as	freaked	by	it	as	Ryke.	My	brother	revived	his	relationship	with	our	dad—and	this	is	what	comes	with	it.	I	step	into	the	lion’s	den	every	single	time	I	enter	Jonathan	Hale’s	mansion,	and	I	just	f**king	pray	that	I	leave	without	a	deep	wound.	I	pray	that	I’m	strong	enough	to	withstand	everything	he	throws	at	me.	And
for	the	first	time,	I	believe	that	someone	out	there,	some	godforsaken	thing	or	spirit	or	madman,	is	listening	to	a	f**k	up	like	me.	I	slow	my	pace	as	soon	as	headlights	point	in	our	direction.	I	raise	my	hand	to	shield	the	fluorescence.	Ryke	grabs	my	bicep	and	guides	me	towards	the	curb	so	we’re	not	hit	in	the	dark.	I’m	not	surprised	when	the	Escalade
brakes	beside	us.	The	tinted	window	rolls	down,	revealing	the	driver.	Connor	Cobalt,	twenty-six,	has	one	hand	on	the	wheel,	dressed	in	a	white	button-down.	His	wavy	brown	hair	is	perfectly	styled	like	he	just	returned	from	a	business	meeting.	He	didn’t,	by	the	way.	I	know	for	a	fact	that	he	was	in	a	third	floor	study	with	Rose,	reading	or	thumbing
through	a	dictionary—whatever	they	do	in	their	spare	time.	He	can’t	hide	his	blinding	grin,	the	humor	palpable	in	his	gaze	as	he	scrutinizes	our	lack	of	wardrobe	in	the	cold	winter.	Then	his	deep	blue	eyes	meet	my	amber	ones.	“Soliciting	again?”	he	banters	with	an	arched	brow.	“How	much	for	a	blow	job,	darling?”	“As	much	as	you’re	worth,”	I	reply,
opening	the	passenger	door.	“How	about	you,	Ryke?”	Connor	asks	as	my	brother	climbs	into	the	backseat.	“I’m	not	for	f**king	sale,”	Ryke	says	roughly,	slamming	his	door	shut.	I	give	Connor	a	look.	“It’s	been	a	long	night.	What	were	you—reading?”	“Coming,	actually,”	Connor	says,	putting	the	car	into	gear	and	driving	back	towards	our	house.
“Fucking	fantastic,”	Ryke	groans.	“While	we	were	freezing	our	asses	off,	chasing	these	idiots,	you	were	getting	off.”	Connor	doesn’t	even	try	to	restrain	his	grin.	“I’m	the	all-around	winner	here.	It	shouldn’t	be	surprising	to	anyone	by	now.”	Neither	is	his	arrogance.	I	actually	smile	and	point	the	blowers	at	my	body,	the	heat	expelling.	Connor’s	eyes	flit
to	the	orange	and	blue	splatters	on	my	ribs	and	shoulder.	Like	Ryke,	red	welts	lie	beneath	the	paint.	His	grin	fades.	“I	don’t	see	how	chasing	them	while	they	still	had	paintball	guns	was	effective.”	“It’s	called	intimidation,”	I	tell	him.	“You	mean	stupidity.”	“Yeah?	What’s	the	better	option?	Calling	the	police?	We’re	not	doing	that,	Connor,”	I	remind
him.	“I	never	said	we	should.	The	press	would	pick	up	the	story,	and	it’d	put	more	attention	on	everyone.”	He	pauses.	“You	both	realize	that	they	could’ve	accidentally	shot	you	in	the	eye?”	“Fucking	worth	it,”	Ryke	says,	crossing	his	arms	over	his	chest.	I	add,	“If	you	saw	the	girls,	you	would’ve	wanted	us	to	run	after	them,	paintball	guns	or	not.”
Connor	trains	his	gaze	back	on	the	road.	“I	did	see	the	girls.”	I	frown	as	I	scan	his	features.	He’s	closed	up	again,	which	makes	me	nervous.	“Is	Lily	okay?”	I	clench	my	teeth	in	fear	of	the	possibility	that	she	may	not	be.	My	back	stiff	and	my	muscles	tense.	“Connor—”	“She’s	fine.”	He	suddenly	locks	the	car	doors,	and	his	eyes	flicker	to	the	rearview
mirror,	at	my	older	brother	in	the	backseat,	who	grows	more	distressed.	If	Lily’s	okay	then	that	means—	“Please	don’t	jump	out	of	the	car,”	Connor	tells	him.	“I’ve	never	injured	anyone	while	driving,	and	I’d	like	to	keep	my	record	clean.”	His	nose	flares.	“What’s	wrong	with	Daisy?”	“She	had	a	small	panic	attack.”	Christ.	I	grimace,	like	knives	slicing
through	my	core,	and	it’s	mostly	from	sensing	my	brother	behind	me.	I	rotate	to	look	back	at	Ryke.	He	pinches	the	bridge	of	his	nose,	his	eyes	tightened	shut.	I	can	tell	he’s	swallowing	a	scream	and	restraining	himself	from	punching	the	back	of	the	seat.	“At	least	she’s	not	pregnant,”	I	throw	out	there.	A	silver	lining.	Page	3	Ryke	drops	his	hand	and
cringes.	His	brown	eyes	rise	to	mine.	“I	f**king	hate	when	people	torment	her.”	I	know	that	now.	“But	if	we	move	to	another	neighborhood	it’s	just	going	to	be	the	same	thing	in	a	different	setting.”	We	bring	attention	to	ourselves	wherever	we	are	and	that	won’t	change,	not	after	Lily’s	sex	addiction	was	publicized,	not	after	Princesses	of	Philly,	and
definitely	not	after	the	molestation	rumors	with	my	father.	The	reality	is	this:	Lily	is	pregnant.	Rose	is	pregnant.	Daisy	is	hanging	onto	her	sanity.	And	the	media	is	as	caustic	as	ever—spreading	rumors,	trying	to	snap	photos	of	Lily	and	Rose’s	bodies,	and	harassing	Daisy	about	her	relationship	with	Ryke	and	his	relationship	with	my	girlfriend.	I’m	not
the	smartest	one	of	us.	Or	the	strongest.	But	I	f**king	know	everyone	has	a	breaking	point.	And	sometimes	I	wonder	if	our	limits	are	going	to	be	tested	now	that	Ryke	is	with	Daisy,	now	that	I’m	about	to	be	a	father,	and	Connor	will	have	a	child	with	Rose.	These	things	stretch	us	further	than	before.	A	misstep	will	feel	fatal.	Because	it’s	not	just	myself
that	I’m	hurting.	It’s	Lil.	It’s	our	kid.	There’s	literally	no	room	for	mistakes	anymore.	I	wish	I	could	be	full	of	conceited	optimism,	but	to	be	honest,	everything	just	scares	the	shit	out	of	me.	2	LILY	CALLOWAY	I	kneel	on	the	cold	tile	of	Ryke	and	Daisy’s	messy	bathroom,	rubbing	my	little	sister’s	back	as	she	pukes	in	the	toilet.	“We	should	TP	their	front
yard,”	I	say	with	a	nod.	They	deserve	it,	for	all	the	stupid	shit	they’ve	done	to	our	house	this	past	week	and	then	jumping	out	of	nowhere	and	frightening	us	with	paintball	guns.	“Or	we	should	rip	out	their	ball	sacs.	Slowly,”	Rose	says	in	a	cold,	threatening	voice.	She	paces	the	bathroom	with	a	Japanese	paper	fan,	wafting	cool	air	on	herself	half	the
time	and	Daisy	for	the	other.	She	stops	every	so	often	to	fold	a	crumpled	towel	on	the	floor	or	readjust	the	green	bath	mat.	She’s	already	reorganized	the	shampoo	bottles	and	put	away	Daisy’s	tampons	and	hairbrush.	It’s	very	weird,	but	I	think	I’m	the	most	composed	of	the	three	of	us	right	now.	Sex	isn’t	even	on	the	brain	yet.	I	internally	smile.	I
make	sure	to	file	the	rare	accomplishment	with	a	few	others.	“I’m	not	touching	their…stuff,”	I	tell	Rose,	and	just	like	that	my	face	heats.	“Balls,”	Rose	emphasizes	the	word,	shooting	me	a	death	glare	on	an	epic	scale.	I	blame	her	hormones	on	the	intensity	of	those	yellow-green	eyes.	They’re	a	lot	scarier	now.	“Or	testicles	if	that	makes	them	any	better
for	you.”	I	shake	my	head	over	and	over,	my	face	flushing.	I’ve	already	been	dizzy	all	night,	a	pregnancy	symptom,	and	the	red	rash	is	not	helping	my	spinning	head	any.	“That’s	worse.	And	I	don’t	have	a	problem	with	them.	I	like	balls.”	I	cringe.	That	sounds	so	bad.	“I	mean,	I	like	them.”	An	image	of	Lo’s	cock,	hard	and	very	erect,	pops	in	my	head,
and	my	skin	heats.	No.	No.	No.	I	press	my	thighs	tighter	together.	Through	Rose’s	intense	glare,	I	see	glimmers	of	sisterly	concern.	I’m	like	a	tortoise,	slow	and	steady.	I’m	not	one-hundred	percent	able	to	talk	about	sex	without	flushing.	I’m	not	sure	if	I	ever	will	be	that	comfortable	without	feeling	like	someone’s	going	to	hurl	a	dildo	at	my	face.	That
happened	two	weeks	ago	outside	of	Lucky’s	Diner.	Not	fun.	And	I	thought	being	pregnant	would	give	me	some	sort	of	reprieve	like:	don’t	throw	sex	toys	at	me	and	my	unborn	baby.	Not	so.	“Regardless	of	whether	you	like	them	or	not,	their	balls	need	to	go,”	Rose	says.	She’s	so	pissed	at	these	guys	who	keep	pranking	us.	I	am	too,	but	I	don’t	have	war
maps	and	battlements	planned	in	my	head.	Daisy	slumps	down	from	the	toilet,	finally	done	puking.	I	flush	the	toilet	and	then	press	a	cool	washcloth	to	her	forehead	while	she	takes	deep	breaths.	We’re	all	quiet	for	a	minute,	except	for	the	flap	flap	of	Rose’s	paper	fan	as	she	beats	the	air	at	Daisy.	I	have	these	painful	flashbacks	of	what	happened,	and
I’m	more	shaken	up	about	my	sister’s	reaction	to	the	paintball	guns	than	the	actual	guys.	She	was	polishing	my	toenails	with	a	bottle	of	Lucky	Lucky	Lavender	while	I	read	pregnancy	stories	aloud	from	a	“mommy-to-be”	magazine.	My	back	was	to	the	window,	but	she	looked	up,	pure	dead-panic	in	her	eyes,	wide	like	saucers.	And	that’s	when	the
bangs	went	off.	I	saw	the	blue	and	orange	paint	on	the	window	pane	like	neon	bird	crap,	and	we	both	sprung	to	our	feet	together,	the	nail	polish	spilling	on	the	rug.	When	Ryke	and	Lo	ran	down	to	us	and	out	the	door,	Daisy	muttered	something	and	then	stumbled	up	the	stairs.	She	was	a	ghost,	her	breath	sharp	as	she	choked	for	air.	Like	she	was
gasping	on	dry	land.	I	helped	her	to	her	bathroom	on	the	second	floor	and	tried	to	calm	her	so	she’d	breathe	normally.	This	all	lasted	for	maybe	twenty	minutes,	and	it’s	only	after	she	vomited	that	she’s	settling,	more	at	ease.	Her	white	tank	top	with	the	words—kapow,	baby—is	soaked	through	from	sweat.	She’s	not	wearing	a	bra,	which	I	understand.
Neither	am	I.	Free-boobing	is	the	best.	Plus,	we’re	both	very	tiny	up	top.	“Can	you	talk?”	I	ask	her,	pulling	a	strand	of	blonde	hair	off	her	face.	When	she	returned	from	Costa	Rica	with	Ryke,	she	dyed	the	multi-colored	strands	back	to	blonde	and	then	changed	the	tips	of	her	hair	to	pastel	mint-green.	She’s	too	cool	for	me,	and	she’s	my	little	sister.	I
don’t	even	think	she	realizes	the	effect	she	has	on	a	lot	of	people.	When	she	smiles,	usually	everyone	does	too.	Maybe	that’s	why	Daisy’s	sadness	hurts	so	much.	It’s	like	watching	a	Care	Bear	cry.	“I	overreacted,”	she	says	in	a	morose	voice,	tears	pooling.	My	stomach	knots.	“I	was	there,	Daisy,	it	was	scary.”	I	pull	her	closer	to	me	so	she’s	not	clinging
to	the	toilet	bowl,	and	I	wrap	my	arm	around	her	waist.	She’s	wearing	Ryke’s	blue	and	red	Penn	baseball	cap	backwards,	and	she	rests	her	head	tiredly	on	my	shoulder.	“I’m	sorry,”	she	mumbles,	wiping	her	eyes	quickly.	“I’m	just	disappointed	in…myself.”	Her	voice	shakes.	I	give	Rose	a	look	to	not	interject.	She’s	not	the	most	comforting	human	being
in	the	world.	And	she	knows	this.	So	she	mouths,	fine,	to	me	and	stays	out	of	it.	“I	almost	peed	myself,”	I	tell	Daisy.	She	laughs	softly	and	looks	up	at	me.	“I’m	serious.	I	know	I	peed	at	least	a	little	bit.”	“It’s	because	you’re	pregnant,”	Daisy	says	with	a	weak	smile.	“You	can’t	hold	your	bladder.”	“No,	it	was	definitely	from	fear.	I’m	not	that	pregnant
yet.”	Eighteen	weeks	and	the	baby	bump	is	just	noticeable.	I’ve	gained	maybe	five	pounds	or	less,	and	my	doctor	wants	me	to	eat	more	since	I’m	“underweight.”	I	think	gangly	is	a	nicer	word	than	underweight.	Rose	is	twenty	weeks	along	and	a	lot	more	pregnant	looking	than	me.	She	has	a	round	bump	in	her	black	Calloway	Couture	dress	that	molds
her	body.	She’s	been	designing	more	maternity	kind	of	clothes—just	for	herself.	Lo	called	her	vain	last	week,	and	she	swatted	him	with	her	sketchbook.	I	like	that	she’s	making	sure	she	feels	comfortable.	That’s	important,	especially	when	so	many	things	are	changing.	Daisy	wipes	the	last	of	her	tears	with	her	sleeve,	her	other	forearm	wrapped	in	a
bright	yellow	cast.	No	one	was	surprised	that	Costa	Rica	brought	Daisy	a	bad	compound	fracture	and	a	dislocated	shoulder.	When	she	has	free	reign	of	the	wild,	she	goes	hard.	Page	4	I	peel	off	the	washcloth	from	her	forehead.	“Thanks,	Lily,”	she	whispers	to	me.	My	heart	swells.	I	recognize	that	my	addiction	(and	all	the	nasty	media	attention	it
brought)	is	the	origin	of	her	pain.	But	it’s	not	guilt	that	makes	me	want	to	be	here	for	Daisy.	It’s	just	purely	out	of	love	for	my	sister.	“Lily,	your	foot,”	Rose	says	with	a	scrunched	face.	I	glance	down.	Lucky	Lucky	Lavender	is	spilt	all	over	my	toes,	and	my	left	nails	are	half	painted.	Daisy	says,	“I’ll	redo	them.”	Rose	fans	herself.	“You	won’t	have	time.
The	minute	Ryke	barrels	in	here,	he’ll	want	to	hold	you.”	She	rolls	her	eyes,	but	she	adds,	“It’s	sort	of	cute.”	I	picture	that	embrace	leading	to	other	sensual	acts.	But	I	don’t	think	about	it	too	hard.	I	squirm	a	little,	clenching	my	thighs.	“At	least	you’ll	probably	get	laid	tonight,”	I	say	to	Daisy	and	nudge	her	hip.	That	would	be	a	definite	perk	in	my	book.
But	not	by	Ryke	Meadows.	With	Lo.	Separately.	I	nod	resolutely	in	my	mind	and	avoid	a	dark	red	blush.	“I’m	on	my	period,”	Daisy	says,	her	cheeks	still	pale.	“So	that’s	out.”	We’re	all	quiet	for	a	second,	and	I	can’t	hold	it	in.	“Just	have	sex	in	the	shower.”	I’m	surprising	myself,	more	open	than	usual.	Maybe	all	the	sex	talks	I	have	with	Ryke	are
subconsciously	helping	a	little	bit.	I	can	share	some	tips	without	needing	a	desk	to	hide	under.	“We’ve	never	done	it	like	that.	It’d	be	weird,”	she	says.	My	brows	crinkle.	“You’ve	never	done	it	in	the	shower?”	Wait.	I	hold	up	my	hands.	“Ryke	says	he’s	done	it	in	the	woods	before.	But	he’s	never	done	it	in	there?”	I	point	at	the	glass	doors	of	their	giant
shower	with	three	different	nozzles	and	spigots,	plus	fancy	cobblestone	wall-tiles.	Rose	looks	fascinated	by	this	talk,	her	back	straightened	and	eyes	alert.	“We’ve	done	it	there,	just	not	on	my	period.”	Daisy	isn’t	shy	about	her	love	life	with	Ryke,	which	I	really	like.	It	makes	it	easier	talking	to	her	about	Lo.	“Isn’t	it	gross?”	she	asks.	“It’s	worth	it…”	I
trail	off.	“Though	I	may	not	be	the	best	source.	I’ve	been	known	to	rank	sex	above	food.”	Daisy	laughs	softly.	I’m	glad	I	can	joke	about	my	addiction	now.	I	even	smile.	“How	about	a	sleepover	in	the	guest	room?”	Rose	asks	Daisy.	“We’ll	redo	Lily’s	toenails	and	sleep	in	the	king-sized	bed.”	“I’ll	kick	you,”	Daisy	suddenly	says.	“If	we	sleep	in	the	same
bed,	I	mean.	I	move	a	lot	and	could	kick	you	in	the	womb	or	something	and	then	you’ll	both	miscarry	because	of	me.”	She	inhales	sharply.	“Then	you’re	doing	me	a	favor.”	“Rose!”	I	shout.	She	rolls	her	eyes	again,	regret	flashing	in	them.	She’s	not	filtering	anything	lately.	“It’s	hot	in	here.”	She	fans	herself	some	more,	sweat	beading	her	forehead.
“Maybe	you	should	sit	down,”	Daisy	suggests.	“I’ll	sit	down	after	we’ve	plotted	our	retaliation	and	our	plans	tonight.	They’re	more	important.”	She	likes	to	pretend	her	pregnancy	has	no	side	effects	on	her,	even	though	she	was	the	one	hit	with	bad	morning	sickness.	I	thankfully	bypassed	that.	“I	vote	sleepover	and	TPing.”	I	raise	my	hand	in	the	air
just	as	hurried	footsteps	sound	and	the	door	whooshes	open.	3	LILY	CALLOWAY	Ryke	bounds	into	his	bathroom	first,	followed	quickly	by	Lo	and	then	Connor.	As	they	stand	towering	above	us,	a	new	tension	strains	the	air,	and	I	think	we	all	feel	our	dynamic	shifting	just	a	bit.	It	used	to	be	Daisy	and	Ryke	on	the	outside	of	the	inner	circle.	Now	it’s	guys
versus	girls.	We	scrutinize	them	while	they	do	the	same	to	us,	measuring	our	wellbeing	from	afar.	I	notice	the	red	marks	on	Lo’s	shoulder	and	ribs,	splashed	with	blue	and	orange	paint.	Ryke	has	similar	paintball	imprints.	It’s	safe	to	assume	they	were	shot.	My	stomach	tosses.	They	were	shot.	That	phrase—no.	I	don’t	want	to	picture	anything	like	that
happening.	“I	hope	those	guys	look	ten	million	times	worse	than	the	two	of	you,”	Rose	says,	slicing	through	the	tension.	“They’re	teenagers,”	Lo	says	flatly.	They	must’ve	let	them	go.	“Perfect,	we’ll	just	call	their	parents.”	The	guys	are	quiet,	and	Ryke	hasn’t	taken	his	eyes	off	Daisy.	I	can	tell	that	she’s	embarrassed	by	what	happened	and	the	extra
attention	that	bears	down	on	her.	She	lifts	her	legs	to	her	chest,	shielding	her	boobs	(and	see-through	shirt)	from	the	guys.	I	watch	her	pick	at	the	white	inside	of	her	cast,	and	then	she	sets	her	cheek	back	on	my	shoulder.	“Hello?”	Rose	snaps	her	fingers	at	them	and	then	zeroes	in	on	Connor,	his	hands	in	the	pockets	of	his	black	slacks.	“You.”	“We’re
not	tattling,	Rose.”	She	glares.	“Please.	It’s	not	tattling.	It’s	justice.”	“It’s	both.	Though	the	tattling	will	undoubtedly	outweigh	the	justice.”	Ryke	and	Lo	approach	us	while	Connor	walks	over	to	Rose	by	the	sink.	“Dais…”	Ryke	whispers,	squatting	down,	eye-level	with	her.	The	concern	in	his	face	clenches	my	heart	in	different	ways.	I’ve	always	wanted
my	sister	to	find	someone	that	cares	for	her,	so	deeply,	but	I	never	thought	that	someone	would	be	related	to	Loren	Hale.	I	will	always	love	that	extra	bond	I	share	with	Daisy,	for	however	long	her	relationship	does	last.	I’m	rooting	for	them	to	go	on	forever.	She	lifts	her	head	up	and	finally	meets	his	eyes.	Tears	spill	off	her	lashes,	cascading	down	the
long	scar	on	her	cheek.	“I…”	Her	chin	trembles,	and	I	have	a	suspicion	she	was	about	to	say	overreacted	but	stopped	herself	short.	Ryke	sits	in	front	of	Daisy	and	spreads	his	legs	around	her,	so	when	he	draws	her	close,	she	fits	right	against	his	chest.	It’s	a	tender,	gentle	embrace	that	I	would’ve	never	expected	from	an	aggressive	guy	like	Ryke.	But
he	has	a	soft	side	when	it	comes	to	my	little	sister.	She	twists	the	baseball	cap	front-ways	and	lowers	it,	blocking	her	eyes	from	him	and	everyone	else.	Her	body	vibrates	with	heavier	tears,	and	I’m	not	sure	how	to	comfort	her.	She	feels	like	she	failed	herself,	upset	that	she	had	a	panic	attack	over	paintball	guns	and	caused	a	scene.	Ryke	holds	her
tightly,	and	her	slender	arms	wrap	around	his	bare	chest.	An	impenetrable	stone	in	a	raging	storm.	That’s	what	Ryke	Meadows	has	always	been.	“Lily.”	The	sharp	voice	captures	my	attention.	Lo	stands	above	me.	His	amber-eyed	focus	is	all	mine	to	obtain.	His	features	are	deathly	beautiful,	the	severely	cut	cheekbones	and	smooth	Irish	skin.	I	think:
his	baby	is	in	me.	It’s	such	a	weird	thought.	But	it	sweeps	me	in	an	electric	current,	sparking	each	nerve	and	adding	an	extra	beat	to	my	heart.	“Hi,”	I	breathe	shallowly,	like	this	is	the	first	time	I’ve	ever	seen	him.	My	neck	heats,	no	doubt	with	a	vibrant	red	hue.	His	lips	rise	in	a	gorgeous	smile.	“Lily,”	he	says	my	name	again,	huskily	in	a	deep,	sexual
voice.	My	body	tingles.	“Don’t	do	that,”	I	whisper-hiss,	flushing	more.	“Lily,”	he	repeats,	subtly	licking	his	bottom	lip.	Oh	my	God.	I	spring	to	my	feet	to	pinch	him	or	punch	him	in	the	ribs	for	teasing	me	with	my	name.	Who	does	that?	He	didn’t	even	touch	me	yet.	As	soon	as	I	land	on	my	feet,	the	world	spins	one-hundred-and-eighty	degrees.	I	teeter
backwards	as	my	vision	blurs	with	black	and	white	blinding	spots.	Page	5	“Lily.”	Worry	breaches	his	voice,	but	I	feel	his	hands	around	my	h*ps	before	I	tumble	and	fall.	He	combs	my	short	brown	hair	out	of	my	face,	and	I	blink	a	few	times,	his	features	clearing	past	the	dizzy	haze.	“That’s…my	least	favorite	Lily,”	I	say	under	my	breath.	He	exhales
loudly.	“Don’t	stand	up	that	quickly	next	time.	Your	blood	pressure—”	“—is	low,”	I	finish.	“I	know.”	I’ve	been	taking	lots	of	extra	steps	to	ensure	a	healthy	pregnancy:	vitamins,	eating	less	junk	food,	and	reading	books.	But	the	more	I	try,	the	less	I	succeed.	Rose	leaves	her	doctor	with	an	A-plus	report	and	a	pat	on	the	back.	I	leave	mine	with	a	list	of
things	to	work	on.	Lo	said	that	they	probably	bribe	the	doctor	to	say	nice	things,	just	to	one-up	us.	I	doubt	it.	Though	maybe	the	doctor	is	scared	of	Rose’s	wrath.	That	is	a	likely	possibility,	especially	since	she	went	through	four	Ob/Gyn’s	before	choosing	Dr.	Freida	Dhar.	My	finger	skims	the	blue	paint	on	his	ribs,	the	place	so	red	beneath	that	I	wonder
if	it’ll	bruise.	And	I	just	hug	Lo,	my	arms	flying	around	his	waist.	The	idea	of	a	real	bullet	slicing	through	his	skin	nearly	chokes	the	breath	from	my	lungs.	To	lose	Loren	Hale	is	to	lose	my	life.	It’s	these	moments—of	catastrophic	change	and	brutal,	ugly	fatality—that	I	recognize	how	deeply	I	love	him.	He	tilts	my	chin	up	with	his	fingers,	reading	my
pained	features	well,	and	he	whispers,	“We’re	okay.”	I	nod.	We’re	okay.	And	then	he	kisses	my	lips,	full	of	pressure	and	force	that	numbs	my	brain.	Yes.	I	shut	my	eyes	and	drift	with	the	bursting	sensations,	his	hand	falling	to	the	hem	of	my	leggings.	Yes.	I	feel	so	wet	and	ready	for	that	image	of	his	c**k	to	become	reality.	But	maybe	now	isn’t	a	good
time?	I’m	not	sure.	And	then	he	pulls	away,	my	lips	still	warm	from	his	touch.	He	mouths,	later.	Later.	I	can	do	later.	“What’s	later?”	I	ask.	He	just	smiles.	His	teasing	is	killing	me.	In	a	good-bad	way.	I	cross	my	ankles,	spin	around	to	face	my	sisters,	and	lean	against	Lo’s	chest.	His	hands	settle	on	my	hips,	some	of	his	fingers	dipping	below	them	hem
of	my	leggings.	He’s	sneaky.	I	catch	myself	rubbing	my	ass	against	his	crotch,	and	I	stop	when	his	fingertips	dig	into	my	skin	like	he’s	trying	not	to	be	that	aroused.	Later.	I	can	hear	Ryke	whispering	quietly	to	Daisy,	but	I	can’t	make	out	any	of	the	words.	Across	from	me,	Rose	pulls	her	silky	brown	hair	in	a	pony	while	she	speaks	to	Connor	in	French.
And	then	her	gaze	drifts	to	mine	and	she	goes	quiet.	“Talking	about	us?”	Lo	asks	her,	and	I	can	feel	his	bitter	half-smile	behind	me.	Rose’s	eyes	narrow.	“You’re	spending	too	much	time	with	my	husband,”	she	says.	Connor	barely	even	balks	at	this,	knowing	exactly	where	she’s	going.	My	brows	pinch	in	confusion	with	Lo’s.	“Why	is	that?”	Lo	asks.
“You’ve	acquired	his	narcissism.	No,	we	were	not	talking	about	you.”	She	snaps	her	hairband	in	place.	“Get	over	yourself.”	Lo’s	face	sharpens.	“Hey,	Rose,”	he	says.	Oh	no.	“You	want	to	know	what	karmic	justice	looks	like?	Your	baby,	ripping	slowly	through	your	vagina	on	its	way	out.”	He	flashes	another	dry	smile,	and	I	punch	him	in	the	arm.	He
barely	even	acknowledges	the	attack.	The	get	over	yourself	comment	must	have	really	eaten	at	him.	Rose	straightens	to	attention	and	shoots	him	two	middle	fingers.	“Fuck.	You.	Times	two.”	“I	can	count,	thanks,”	Lo	says.	Connor	is	leaning	against	the	sink	counter	with	his	arm	hooked	around	Rose’s	waist.	His	grin	grows	and	grows	the	longer	they	go
at	it.	That’s	great	for	him,	but	I’m	starting	to	sweat	profusely,	scared	their	back-and-forth	verbal	fight	will	go	down	a	bad,	bad	road.	They’ve	been	there	before,	and	it	can	easily	happen	again.	“They	teach	algebra	in	detention?”	she	says	with	the	tilt	of	her	head.	“Weak,”	he	replies	back.	She	purses	her	lips.	I	glance	down	at	Daisy,	who’s	still	sitting	on
the	floor	with	Ryke.	He	spins	the	blue	baseball	cap	backwards	on	her	head	again,	her	tears	dried.	She	rarely	wears	makeup	like	me,	so	she	has	no	mascara	streaks.	Ryke	leans	in	to	kiss	her,	and	she	swiftly	turns	her	head.	The	bottom	of	my	stomach	drops	at	the	rejection.	Ryke	is	rigid	and	unmoving.	And	then	Daisy	says,	“I	threw	up	earlier…”	Oh…
Daisy.	I	cringe	at	how	many	moments	she	probably	wishes	she	could	alter	and	rewind.	She	rises	to	her	feet	and	heads	to	the	sink.	Connor	scoots	over	so	she	has	room	to	brush	her	teeth.	Ryke	stands	and	rubs	his	lips	in	thought	as	he	wanders	over	to	us.	And	then	he	whispers	to	me,	“She	threw	up?”	I	nod.	“She	was	nauseous.	She’s	better	now,	I	think.”
“At	least	she	gave	you	a	warning,”	Lo	tells	Ryke.	“Lily	would’ve	just	kissed	me.”	I	gape	and	then	think	about	it	for	a	second.	“Yeah…maybe.”	I	probably	would’ve	forgotten	that	I	threw	up.	I	crinkle	my	nose.	“Am	I	that	gross?”	“No,	love,”	Lo	says	and	then	kisses	the	outside	of	my	lips	like	the	biggest	tease.	I	just	realize	that	Ryke	has	already	left	our	side
and	gone	to	Daisy’s.	Rose	clears	her	throat	to	rein	everyone’s	focus.	“Hairball?”	Lo	questions.	Rose	ignores	him	by	clasping	her	hands	loudly	together.	“We	were	holding	a	vote	before	you	three	showed	up.	We	want	to	payback	these	guys—”	“No,”	Lo	immediately	says,	surprising	me	so	much	that	my	mouth	falls.	Rose	crosses	her	arms,	drawing	more
attention	to	her	br**sts,	which	have	grown	considerably	since	her	first	week	of	pregnancy.	“I	despise	uninformed	voters.”	“I	get	it,”	Lo	forces,	taking	a	step	forward	and	unlatching	from	me.	“You	want	to	scare	them	as	badly	as	they	scared	your	little	sister.	But	you	retaliate,	and	you’re	provoking	them	even	more.”	I	breathe	deeply.	This	is	a	new	Loren
Hale.	One	that	has	learned	from	all	of	his	mistakes.	One	that	understands	right	and	wrong	and	every	gray,	messy	part	in	between.	It’s	a	better	Loren,	the	version	of	himself	that	he	has	been	fighting	for	all	along.	I’m	so	overwhelmed	by	his	proclamation	that	I	have	to	quickly	wipe	tears	before	they	appear.	“This	isn’t	an	autocracy.”	Rose	points	her
folded	paper	fan	at	him.	“You	can’t	decide	what	the	house	is	going	to	do.”	“If	it’s	a	democracy,”	Connor	cuts	in,	“then	why	were	you	voting	without	us,	Rose?”	Good	points.	“You	weren’t	here,	Richard.”	She	spins	to	him.	“Now	that	you	are,	you	can	have	your	vote.”	“A	pity	vote,”	Connor	says	easily.	“You’re	giving	me	something	you	hate.”	Rose’s
narrowed	eyes	actually	soften	at	this	blow.	Her	shoulders	slacken	for	a	second.	Daisy	switches	off	the	faucet,	and	I	realize	she’s	already	rinsed	the	toothpaste	from	her	mouth.	Ryke	is	holding	her	hand,	which	is	really	cute.	I	try	to	contain	a	burgeoning	smile.	One	second,	I’m	near	tears	and	now	I’m	almost	beaming.	My	hormones	need	to	take	a	water
break	and	let	me	be	at	a	content	stasis,	for	once.	“I	don’t	think	we	should	fight	about	this,”	Daisy	says	softly.	“We’re	not,”	almost	everyone	says	in	unison—everyone	but	Ryke	who	just	rolls	his	eyes	at	us.	“It’s	toilet	paper,”	I	suddenly	pipe	in.	“We’re	reclaiming	our…”	Page	6	“Power,”	Rose	proclaims,	raising	her	chin.	Ryke	shakes	his	head.	“There’s
better	f**king	ways	to	feel	safe	than	retaliating.”	His	eyes	ping	from	me,	to	Rose,	to	Daisy,	and	then	back	to	me.	I	hesitate	between	siding	with	Lo,	who	I	believe	is	right	about	not	provoking	our	neighbors,	or	with	my	sisters,	who	need	my	support.	“Daisy	should	decide,”	I	realize.	I	want	to	do	what	Daisy	feels	is	best.	She’s	the	one	who’s	frightened	the
most.	Daisy	wavers	uneasily,	all	eyes	pinning	to	her.	Ryke	stands	behind	her,	his	arms	wrapped	around	her	chest	so	no	one	can	see	her	ni**les.	That’s	even	cuter	than	the	hand	holding.	I	catch	my	expression	in	the	mirror.	Oh	my	God,	my	smile	is	so	dopey	looking.	“I…don’t	want	to	upset	anyone,”	she	finally	says.	“You	won’t,”	Connor	tells	her.
“Everyone	has	their	own	opinions,	and	we’ll	respect	yours.	Though	there	is	a	right	answer	and	a	wrong	answer	here.”	Rose	smacks	his	chest	with	the	back	of	her	hand.	He	catches	it	and	kisses	her	palm.	“Can	I	have	some	time	to	think	about	it?”	Daisy	asks.	“Yes,”	I	say	before	Rose	shoots	her	down.	“It’s	probably	better	if	you	think	about	it	first.”
Surprisingly,	Rose	nods	in	agreement,	though	I	bet	she’s	still	plotting	revenge	scenarios	in	her	mind.	I	wish	I	had	a	voodoo	doll	or	magic	where	I	could	enact	non-lethal	punishment	from	afar.	Like	Sabrina	the	Teenage	Witch.	Though	her	spells	usually	backfired.	I	hook	my	finger	through	the	hem	of	Lo’s	sweatpants,	and	I	lock	eyes	with	Daisy.
“Sleepover?”	“What	are	you	talking	about?”	Ryke	asks.	Rose’s	fingers	are	laced	with	Connor’s.	“We	were	considering	spending	the	night	in	one	of	the	guest	rooms,	just	us	girls.”	Ryke’s	features	darken	like	an	incoming	thunderstorm.	He	obviously	would	rather	her	sleep	with	him,	but	maybe	he’s	afraid	she’ll	kick	us	too.	And	I	wonder	what	he	does	at
night	to	make	her	feel	safe	and	whether	she’ll	even	be	able	to	fall	asleep	with	us.	“Speak,”	Rose	snaps	at	him.	“If	Daisy	wants	to	have	a	sleepover	with	you	two	that’s	f**king	fine,”	Ryke	declares.	“I’m	not	going	to	tell	her	what	to	do.	All	I	want	is	what	she	wants.”	The	corners	of	Rose’s	lips	curve	upwards.	“You	are	so	much	better	than	Julian.”	Lo	lets
out	a	dry	laugh.	“Over	half	of	the	male	population	is	better	than	Daisy’s	ex-boyfriend.”	“Don’t	f**king	remind	me	about	him,”	Ryke	says.	Daisy	clears	her	throat.	“I	do	know	what	I	want	to	do,	about	sleeping	tonight.”	Everyone	focuses	on	her.	She	inhales	strongly	and	says,	“I	think	I	should	sleep	in	my	own	bed.	I	really	don’t	want	to	roll	over	onto	one	of
you,	and	I’m	afraid	I’ll	be	so	freaked	about	it…and	other	things	that	I	won’t	fall	asleep.”	I	nod	understandingly,	as	does	Rose.	“Thanks	for	telling	us	your	feelings,”	I	say	to	Daisy	with	a	smile.	She	smiles	back.	I	would’ve	liked	either	one	she	chose,	but	this	one	is	a	very	good	option.	I’m	getting	Loren	Hale	tonight.	My	most	favorite	thing	in	the	world.	4
LILY	CALLOWAY	The	champagne-colored	comforter	bunches	at	the	bottom	of	the	king-sized	bed,	and	neither	of	us	wastes	energy	to	tug	them	up.	A	thin	layer	of	sweat	coats	my	body,	and	despite	the	faint	exhaustion	swirling	around	me,	I	crave	a	repeat.	My	fluctuating	hormones	have	not	helped	my	cause.	At	all.	Lo	tilts	his	head	on	the	dark	red	pillow
beside	me,	lying	on	his	back	as	his	chest	rises	and	falls	in	a	heavy	rhythm.	Of	all	the	places	we’ve	lived	together,	this	room	is	the	most	spacious	and	suits	our	personalities	the	best.	A	black	chandelier	with	candles	(instead	of	glitzy	diamonds)	hangs	above	our	bed.	Two	black	armoires	sit	beside	a	comfy	suede	couch	and	dark	purple	chairs,	red	throw
pillows	and	a	champagne	rug	in	addition.	It	actually	feels	like	home.	I	squirm,	clamping	my	thighs	together,	while	I	watch	Lo’s	breathing,	and	I	ache	to	touch	his	abs.	He	licks	his	lips	and	says,	“Not	good	enough,	I	take	it.”	“What?”	I	squeak	out,	my	eyes	wide.	It	was	very	good.	Stellar.	Worthy	of	rocket	ships	and	trips	to	the	moon.	Dimples	dot	his
cheeks	as	he	tries	hard	not	to	smile.	“You	have	that	look.”	“What	look?”	I	turn	to	face	him	fully,	my	hip	on	the	soft	mattress.	“The	one	that	says	you	want	me	to	f**k	you	again,”	he	tells	me,	so	casually.	But	it	has	a	way	of	lighting	up	my	core	with	newfound	eagerness	and	desire.	“Oh…that	look.”	I	try	to	clear	my	face.	It	barely	works.	I’m	staring	too	hard
at	his	lips,	the	soft	pink	ones	that	beg	to	be	kissed.	“You	know	just	because	I	may	want	to	do	it	again,	it	doesn’t	mean	that	the	other	time	wasn’t	good	enough.”	“I	know,”	he	breathes.	“I’m	just	teasing	you,	Lil.”	He	draws	me	closer	to	his	waist,	and	I	think,	maybe,	his	hand	will	descend	to	the	very	wet	spot	between	my	legs.	Instead,	his	palm	slides	from
my	collar	to	my	stomach.	I’m	partly	grateful	that	I’m	not	that	big	and	round	yet.	Some	positions	will	be	harder	during	sex,	and	yeah,	it’s	a	selfish	thought,	one	that	I	have	been	trying	really	hard	to	overcome.	Because	in	about	five	months,	I’ll	need	to	be	completely	selfless—or	at	least	have	a	somewhat	controlled	sex	life.	“Have	you	felt	anything	yet?”
he	asks	softly,	his	fingers	circling	my	belly.	I	don’t	know	if	he’s	trying	to	distract	me	from	sex	or	if	this	is	a	legitimate	question.	When	he	grabs	the	crumpled	sheet	by	his	ankles	and	pulls	it	over	our	waists,	hiding	his	c**k	from	view,	I	think	it’s	probably	the	former.	But	I	answer	anyway.	“No,”	I	whisper.	“Not	that	I’m	looking	forward	to	it.	It’s	going	to
be	weird.”	I’ll	like	knowing	my	baby	is	alive	and	active,	but	just	the	idea	of	something	alive	and	moving	inside	of	me	has	a	certain	creep	factor.	Remembering	that	the	baby	is	a	part	of	Lo	lessens	some	of	that.	“You’d	tell	me	though,	right?”	he	asks,	his	eyes	flitting	to	mine.	“I	want	to	know	when	it	happens	for	the	first	time.”	It’s	my	turn	to	try	and
contain	my	smile.	Lo	has	been	supportive	since	he	found	out	that	I	was	pregnant.	The	fact	that	he	never	wanted	children—that	this	baby	was	an	unwelcome	surprise	rather	than	a	joyous	one—has	been	shelved	somewhere	else.	Somewhere	too	far	to	ever	reach	again.	“I	tell	you	everything,”	I	remind	him.	“Like	how	I	dumped	my	goldfish	crackers	in	a
bowl	of	mint	chocolate	chip	ice	cream.	Which	was	so	good	but	so	gross.”	It’s	my	favorite	snack.	“It	was	disgusting,”	Lo	confirms.	He	props	his	elbow	on	the	bed,	his	fingers	lightly	brushing	my	hipbone.	I	close	my	eyes,	practically	melting,	and	his	hand	drifts	back	up	to	my	collar.	So	mean.	When	I	open	them	again,	I	catch	sight	of	the	white	envelope	on
the	nightstand.	“Maybe	we	shouldn’t	wait.”	Lo	follows	my	gaze	and	shakes	his	head.	“Rose	will	kill	you.”	He’s	right.	A	few	weeks	ago,	she	was	obsessively	eating	oranges	while	I	dunked	my	gold	fish	in	an	ocean	of	ice	cream.	As	she	ripped	the	peel	off,	she	said	that	she	wanted	to	be	present	when	I	learned	the	sex	of	my	baby.	She	was	intimidatingly
scary,	but	I	would’ve	said	yes,	even	if	she	was	all	smiles.	So	after	my	ultrasound,	we	told	the	doctor	to	seal	the	news	in	an	envelope.	There	it	rests.	I	think	I	can	wait	until	the	morning.	“What	do	you	want?”	I	ask	him	a	question	that	we’ve	both	dodged	for	some	time.	“A	boy	or	a	girl?”	Deep	down,	I	know	my	answer,	even	if	I	wish	I	could	be	neutral	and
long	for	a	boy	and	a	girl	equally.	Page	7	“It	shouldn’t	matter,”	he	evades,	his	amber	eyes	searching	mine,	looking	for	my	response	to	the	same	question.	It’s	okay.	I	can	admit	it	first.	I	open	my	mouth	to	say	the	words,	and	they	lodge	in	my	throat,	barred	from	exit	by	internal	fears.	“Lily?”	he	murmurs,	leaning	over	my	small	frame	and	combing	the	hair
from	my	face.	He’s	halfway	on	my	body,	semi-cloaked	in	Loren	Hale.	I	tangle	my	legs	with	his.	Better.	“You	don’t	have	to	say	anything,”	he	tells	me.	I	think	I	need	to	though.	I’d	rather	let	these	things	out.	“If	we	have	a	girl…”	I	breathe	softly.	“…there’s	a	good	chance	she’ll	be	ridiculed.”	Her	mom	will	be	a	sex	addict.	It’ll	be	like	Daisy,	pegged	as	one
just	for	being	my	sister.	I	can	imagine	my	daughter	having	a	bumpier,	rockier	road.	And	Daisy’s	is	already	horrible	enough.	Lo	finds	my	hands	and	intertwines	our	fingers	together.	My	leg	brushes	his	thigh,	nearing	his	crotch,	and	my	pulse	speeds	up	a	fraction.	His	hand	lowers	back	to	my	hipbone,	holding	me	still.	And	I	relax	in	this	position,	the	heat
of	his	body	warming	me.	It’s	effortless.	Our	normal.	“Maybe	in	the	future	people	won’t	judge	girls	differently	than	guys,”	he	says.	“What	do	you	mean?”	I’m	staring	at	his	lips	again,	but	I	focus	on	his	words.	He	tucks	a	flyaway	piece	of	hair	behind	my	ear.	“When	girls	sleep	around—maybe	they	won’t	be	called	sluts	and	whores.	Maybe	they’ll	be	treated
like	guys.	Then	no	one	will	care	about	your	addiction,	not	enough	to	harass	Luna.”	Luna.	My	heart	palpitates	at	the	name	we	chose	if	we	have	a	girl.	The	world	he	described	seems	imaginary.	One	made	from	fiction.	Not	a	future.	“Doubtful,”	I	whisper.	He	stares	down	into	me	and	says,	“I’ll	keep	her	safe.”	My	eyes	well	with	tears	while	my	lips	pull	high.
“Against	the	world,	Loren	Hale?”	“Yeah,”	he	nods.	“Against	the	world,	Lily	Calloway.	I’m	familiar	with	that	battle.”	I	kiss	him,	lifting	my	head	off	the	pillow	to	meet	those	pink	lips.	He	deepens	the	kiss,	his	tongue	sliding	sensually	against	mine	before	drawing	away.	“So	you	want	a	boy	then?”	he	asks,	figuring	me	out.	I	think	I	could	raise	a	boy	better
than	a	girl.	I	think	he’d	like	me	as	a	mom.	At	least,	I	hope	so.	“Yeah,”	I	say	in	a	whisper,	searching	Lo’s	eyes	now	for	his	answer.	“Do	you	want	a	boy?”	“If	you	want	one,	then	yeah,”	he	nods.	I	punch	him	lightly	in	the	arm.	“That’s	not	an	answer,”	I	refute.	“Stop	placating	me.”	His	amber	eyes	narrow	and	he	blinks	a	couple	times	like	I’m	no	longer	Lily
but	some	alien	girl.	“Since	when	do	you	use	the	word	placate?”	“Since	Connor	gave	me	that	thesaurus	for	Christmas.”	Rose	said	it	was	a	rude	present,	but	he	took	the	time	to	scribble	notes	in	the	margins.	Like	the	word	bastard,	he	wrote:	the	best	looking	one	is	in	your	arms.	A	literal	truth.	I	run	my	hands	along	Lo’s	shoulder	muscles.	“He	highlighted
all	the	cool	words	for	me.”	Lo	lets	out	a	short	laugh.	“Connor’s	definition	of	cool	isn’t	the	same	one	you	and	I	follow.”	“Oh.”	That’s	probably	true	too.	He	grins,	and	then	he	takes	my	face	in	his	hands	and	kisses	me	before	I	realize	what’s	happened.	A	surprise	kiss.	One	that	oozes	my	bones	and	rouses	my	soul.	His	lips	suck	gently	on	my	bottom	one,	and
his	hand	tangles	in	my	brown	hair.	I	moan	into	the	next	kiss,	especially	as	his	thumb	rubs	the	soft	spot	on	my	neck.	He	smiles	just	before	his	tongue	flicks	into	my	mouth.	My	pelvis	bucks	up	into	his,	and	my	legs	spread	on	either	side	of	him.	Yes.	Breathless,	he	says,	“That’s	what	placating	you	looks	like.”	Oh.	I	flush.	“Can	you	do	it	again?”	I	wonder.
“You	told	me	to	stop,”	he	teases.	“My	wish	is	your	command.”	I	rap	my	fist	on	his	shoulder	once	more,	but	his	smile	only	intensifies,	really	dimpling	his	cheeks	this	time.	And	then	he	suddenly	says,	“I	want	a	girl.”	His	smile	vanishes	with	his	words.	I	want	it	to	return.	“Why?”	I	whisper.	I	think	I	know.	“I	don’t	want	our	kid	to	turn	out	like	me,”	he	says,
the	angles	of	his	face	more	tortured	looking	than	before.	“Spiteful	and	bitter—a	complete	f**king	ass**le.”	He	shakes	his	head,	his	gaze	dropping.	“I	want	him	to	be	like	you.”	“A	sex	addict?”	I	frown.	“No,	Lil,”	he	murmurs.	“Kind-hearted,	loving…introspective.”	“I’m	not	introspective.”	He	kisses	the	outside	of	my	lips.	“Yes	you	are,	love.”	He’s	only	a
breath	away	from	me	as	he	adds,	“I	just	can’t	make	the	same	mistakes	as	my	father	did	with	me.”	“You’re	not	him,”	I	say	softly.	Jonathan	alienated	one	son	and	drove	the	other	down	a	dark,	dark	path.	Lo	would	never	do	that.	He	kisses	my	temple	and	then	slides	out	from	under	the	sheet.	“I’m	going	to	take	a	shower.”	As	he	climbs	off	the	bed,	buck
naked,	he	gives	me	a	look	that	says	join	me.	My	face	brightens,	and	I’m	about	to	run	into	his	arms	when	my	phone	pings.	Lo’s	phone	vibrates	on	the	nightstand	too.	He	checks	his	screen	while	I	check	mine.	7:30	p.m.	at	my	house	on	Wednesday.	This	is	mandatory,	so	if	you’re	considering	cancelling,	think	again.	–	Jonathan	I	look	at	who	he	group
texted:	Daisy,	Ryke,	Lo	and	me.	He’s	reminding	us	about	the	“meeting”	he’s	called.	“It	looks	like	just	a	dinner,”	I	say,	though	my	stomach	flips.	“Yeah.”	Lo’s	voice	isn’t	as	optimistic.	I’m	trying	to	prepare	for	the	worst—but	at	this	point,	I’m	not	even	sure	what	the	worst	is	anymore.	5	LOREN	HALE	Heavy	sleet	and	snow	confines	us	indoors	for	the
morning,	but	even	though	we	can’t	run	outside,	I	stop	by	my	brother’s	room	to	see	if	he’ll	workout	with	Connor	and	me.	My	muscles	pull	taut,	my	chest	bound	tight,	and	I	need	to	release	this	tension	before	I	open	the	envelope	and	especially	before	we	meet	with	our	father.	When	I	try	to	turn	the	doorknob,	it	clicks	locked.	I	sigh	agitatedly.	I’ve	already
tried	texting	him,	and	he	didn’t	answer.	Fuck	it,	I’m	waking	him	up.	I	bang	my	fist	on	the	white	wood	and	wait	for	a	response.	After	a	few	seconds	of	hushed	noises	and	footsteps,	the	door	swings	open.	Ryke	holds	the	frame	with	a	rigid	arm	while	I	catch	Daisy	skirting	into	her	bathroom	behind	him.	“What?”	Ryke	asks	curtly,	only	wearing	drawstring
pants.	It’s	not	his	lack	of	clothes	or	even	Daisy	sleeping	with	him	that	I	have	a	problem	with.	Those	facts	I’ve	accepted,	no	matter	how	weird	it	is	at	times.	It’s	his	apparent	exhaustion	that	bothers	me.	Even	beneath	his	hardened,	dark	glare,	I	can	spot	how	tired	he	is	by	his	eyes.	“Did	you	sleep	last	night?”	The	shower	squeaks	through	the	wall.	Ryke
shakes	his	head	and	speaks	quietly.	“She	was	terrified,	and	nothing	I	did	helped…”	He	runs	his	fingers	through	his	thick	hair.	My	older	brother	likes	to	insert	himself	in	any	situation,	to	fix	it,	so	this	is	probably	killing	him.	“She	has	to	go	to	the	meeting	Wednesday,”	I	remind	him.	“I	know	it	f**king	sucks,	but	we	need	to	play	by	his	rules.”	I	don’t	want
to	find	out	what	happens	if	one	of	us	cancels	on	our	dad.	And	I	also	fear	pushing	him	to	drink.	He’s	been	sober	for	this	long—and	he’s	different	now.	Sure	he’s	still	an	ass**le,	not	exactly	soft,	but	he	filters	a	lot	of	his	comments.	Page	8	It’s	easier	to	be	around	him.	Ryke	pinches	his	eyes	and	then	rubs	them	wearily.	“I’m	going	to	call	Daisy’s	therapist
and	hopefully	she’ll	see	her	before	the	meeting.”	I	listen	to	the	shower	water	splash	against	the	tiles,	and	a	thought	barrels	into	me,	one	that	twists	my	face	in	a	cringe.	But	I	put	it	out	there	anyway.	“Have	you	tried	just	having	sex?”	I	ask.	Ryke	glowers	and	his	hand	tightens	on	the	door	frame	like	he’s	going	to	slam	it	in	my	face.	I	elaborate	with	an
edged	voice.	“I’m	not	saying	it’s	a	solution,	but	she’ll	be	exhausted	if	you	go	at	it	long	enough	and	then	she’ll	fall	asleep.”	“Is	that	what	you	do	with	Lily?”	he	asks	tensely.	I	grind	my	teeth.	He’s	not	spinning	this	back	on	me.	“It’s	one	f**king	time,	you	ass**le,”	I	tell	him,	“Daisy	won’t	be	addicted	to	it.	So	go	f**k	her,	so	she	can	shut	off	her	brain	and
sleep.”	Ryke’s	shoulders	slacken.	“She’s	on	her	period,	and	she’s	not	excited	about	the	idea	of	being	f**ked	right	now.”	Jesus	Christ.	I	rub	my	mouth	and	try	not	to	think	hard	about	who	we’re	discussing.	“She’s	in	the	damn	shower.	Stop	talking	to	me	and	go	have	sex.	And	when	you’re	done,	I’ll	be	at	the	gym	with	Connor.”	I	start	walking	backwards	as
I	talk.	“Come	with	her,	don’t	come	with	us,	and	I’ll	see	you	later.”	He	flips	me	off,	but	I	catch	him	nod	as	he	shuts	his	door.	I	descend	the	stairs	and	round	into	the	kitchen—twice	as	large	as	the	one	in	the	Princeton	house.	The	expensive	silver	appliances,	granite	countertops,	gray	walls,	and	leather	bar	stools	are	all	thanks	to	some	interior	designer
Rose	hired.	Every	time	I	notice	the	mansion	décor,	modern	and	classic	and	more	adult	than	I	am,	I	realize	that	I’m	supposed	to	have	my	shit	together.	That	I’m	no	longer	in	my	college	years.	I’m	twenty-four.	Time	to	grow	up.	I’m	trying.	God,	I’m	trying.	By	the	marbled	sink,	Connor	grabs	a	blue	mug	from	a	glass	cabinet.	“Morning,	darling,”	he	says.
He’s	dressed	in	Nike	athletic	pants	and	a	navy	blue	T-shirt,	so	I	don’t	have	to	ask	if	he’s	still	on	for	the	gym.	I	nod	to	him	and	rest	my	forearms	on	the	cold	counter.	“Boy	or	girl?”	I	ask,	the	question	already	jailing	my	muscles	in	an	uncomfortable	vice.	I	decide	to	do	sit-ups	in	the	kitchen	while	I	wait	for	him.	I	walk	in	front	of	the	island	and	lie	on	the
floorboards.	“Is	this	what	I	want	or	what	I	think	Rose	will	have?”	he	questions.	“What	you	want.”	I	watch	him	pour	his	coffee,	and	then	I	rest	my	hands	behind	my	head	and	use	my	core	to	rise	to	my	bent	legs.	Connor	walks	over	and	steps	on	the	tops	of	my	shoes,	keeping	me	stationary.	He	cups	his	mug.	“I	want	many	children,	so	I	don’t	really	mind
which	one	is	first,	as	long	as	there’s	a	second.”	It	surprises	me,	and	I	freeze	midway	to	my	knees.	“Why?”	He’s	arrogant,	conceited—really	self-absorbed,	not	in	a	bad	way	exactly.	It’s	just	a	fact.	And	none	of	those	things	say	I	want	a	big,	loud	family.	He	grins	into	his	sip	of	coffee,	towering	above	me	at	six-four.	“The	challenge	is	worth	the	reward,	and
I’m	ready	for	a	new	one.”	At	least	one	of	us	is	confident.	I	scowl,	my	back	touching	the	floor	again.	“You’re	going	to	do	fine,	Lo,”	Connor	assures	me.	I	want	to	believe	him,	but	if	anyone	is	good	at	placating	people,	it’s	Connor.	I	can’t	put	faith	in	every	word	he	says	when	I	know	it’s	designed	to	calm	me.	I	love	it.	I	need	it.	But	my	past	history	says	I’m
more	likely	to	fail	than	succeed.	So	I	tell	him,	“We’ll	see.”	Feet	patter	against	the	floorboards,	and	I	turn	my	head,	first	noticing	a	hemp	ankle	bracelet.	Long	legs	hidden	beneath	sweatpants—Ryke’s	sweatpants—and	a	yellow	cut-off	top	with	the	words:	flower	power.	What	the	hell.	“Where’s	your	boyfriend?”	I	ask	Daisy	as	she	opens	the	fridge.	There’s
no	way	they	had	sex.	He’d	last	longer	than	one	minute	with	her.	I	stifle	a	worse	cringe.	Don’t	think	about	it.	“Huh?”	She	plays	dumb,	grabbing	a	Lightning	Bolt!	energy	drink.	I	rest	my	forearms	on	my	knees,	and	Connor	watches	her	closely,	still	drinking	his	coffee.	She	has	dark	rings	beneath	bloodshot	eyes.	“You	look	like	shit,”	I	tell	her	flatly.
“Where’s	your	boyfriend?”	She	dips	her	baseball	cap	low,	shrouding	her	gaze.	That’s	annoying.	“Your	dad	won’t	care	how	I	look,	right?”	I	don’t	know.	“If	you’re	worried	about	it,	you	can	put	on	makeup,”	I	say,	my	sharp	tone	cutting	my	eardrums.	“Lily	won’t,	so	you	don’t	have	to.”	I	exhale,	and	Connor	steps	off	my	shoes	to	refill	his	coffee.	Something
tells	me	that	we’re	not	going	to	make	it	to	the	gym	today.	“Ryke’s	right	here.”	She	motions	past	me	and	takes	a	swig	of	her	energy	drink.	That’s	when	my	brother	rounds	the	island	corner,	entering	the	kitchen.	He	beelines	straight	for	Daisy	and	snatches	the	baseball	cap	off	her	head,	her	damp	blonde	hair	soaking	her	shirt.	“Hey,	bro,”	I	say,	not
adding	anything	more	since	Daisy’s	here.	It’s	normal	for	the	three	of	us	to	talk	about	the	girls	and	sex,	but	not	when	they’re	around.	And	I	have	a	pretty	good	feeling	they	do	the	same	to	us.	Ryke	turns	his	head,	and	I	give	him	a	look	like	what	the	f**k	happened?	I	thought	he	had	a	plan	in	motion.	“She’s	not	Lily,”	he	suddenly	tells	me.	My	eyes	narrow,
my	blood	heating.	“What	is	that	supposed	to	mean?”	“Yeah?”	Daisy	asks	Ryke	with	a	frown.	Ryke	lets	out	a	frustrated	groan.	“Just	drop	it.”	“No,”	I	snap.	Now	my	mind	is	reeling.	“You	started	it.	You	finish	it.”	“Words	to	live	by,”	Connor	smiles.	He’s	completely	at	ease	with	no	information	about	this	argument,	but	maybe	he	has	everything	he	needs	by
observing	us.	“All	I	f**king	meant,”	Ryke	says,	extending	his	arms,	“is	that	Lily	will	do	almost	anything	in	bed.”	The	fact	that	he	talks	to	Lily	about	sex	often	still	unnerves	me.	“Daisy	won’t,	and	I’m	not	going	to	force	her	to	have	sex	when	she	doesn’t	want	it.”	Daisy’s	mouth	has	dropped,	her	face	reddening	in	embarrassment.	She	glances	quickly	at
Connor	and	blushes	even	more.	“This	is	not	happening,”	she	mutters.	“It’s	happening,”	I	tell	her	with	a	sardonic	smile.	“Don’t	be	a	f**king	dick,”	Ryke	snaps,	trying	to	close	the	subject	now.	I	could	wait	to	ask	Lily	about	whether	or	not	Daisy	has	used	sex	to	fall	asleep—therefore	not	being	a	“fucking	dick.”	Or	I	could	wait	to	ask	Ryke	after	Daisy	leaves.
But	frankly,	that	sounds	like	too	much	work.	Plus,	Ryke	frequently	talks	to	my	girlfriend	about	sex,	so	guess	what?	This	is	how	it	feels.	“Daisy,”	I	call	to	her,	stretching	my	leg	while	I	sit	on	the	floor.	Ryke	shoots	me	a	look.	“Lo,	f**k	off.”	I	ignore	him	while	Daisy	acknowledges	me.	And	I	ask	point-blank,	“Have	you	ever	tried	to	sleep	by	having	sex?”	It
takes	more	effort	to	keep	a	straight-face,	not	cringing,	than	it	does	to	say	the	words.	“You	don’t	have	to	answer	him,”	Ryke	tells	her.	And	he	mouths	to	me,	shut	the	f**k	up.	Too	late	for	that.	Her	face	stays	red.	“Not	on	purpose,	no…”	She	opens	her	mouth	to	add	more	but	she	hesitates.	Page	9	“Don’t	be	afraid	to	hurt	my	feelings,”	I	tell	her.	“I	can	take
it.”	That’s	why	she	always	holds	back—why	everyone	walks	on	eggshells	around	Lily	and	me.	Afraid	they’ll	fracture	us	like	we’re	glass	dolls.	I’m	past	that.	All	the	damage	has	been	done.	You	can’t	break	something	that’s	already	broken.	“…I	didn’t	want	to	use	sex	like	that.”	She	adds	quickly,	“Not	to	say	that	what	you	do	with	Lily	is	wrong,	I	just…”	She
lets	out	a	breath.	“Maybe	I	should	try…”	“No,	you	don’t	want	to,”	Ryke	interjects.	“But	Lo	says—”	“Lo,	I’m	going	to	f**king	kill	you,”	Ryke	growls	at	me,	his	glare	murderous.	“You	don’t	have	all	the	f**king	answers.”	I	raise	my	hands.	“Calm	down,	Chewbacca,	it	was	just	a	suggestion.”	I	nod	to	Daisy.	“He’s	right.	You	obviously	don’t	want	to	do	it,	so
don’t	do	it.”	“Don’t	do	what?”	Lily	suddenly	plops	down	on	my	crotch,	straddling	my	lap.	Her	hands	lie	flat	on	my	chest.	She	puts	her	face	really	close	to	mine	and	whispers,	“Why	are	you	on	the	floor?”	Her	cheeks	are	glowing	with	this	euphoric	happiness	that	causes	me	to	smile	almost	immediately.	She’s	wearing	long	johns	and	her	white	fuzzy
Wampa	hat,	and	I’m	swept	in	a	flashback:	she	was	seventeen,	standing	outside	my	childhood	house	in	those	same	camping	underwear.	Just	as	adorable	as	she	is	now.	My	nose	brushes	hers	in	a	feather-light	touch,	and	I	hear	her	breath	sharpen.	My	lips	to	her	ear,	I	murmur,	“I	was	prepared	for	you	to	straddle	me.”	She	shoves	my	chest	playfully	and	I
laugh,	grasping	her	h*ps	so	she	realizes	that	I	want	her	right	here,	not	any	further	away.	Not	a	foot	or	a	yard.	She	subconsciously	digs	her	pelvis	into	me,	and	I	swallow	a	groan	as	the	pressure	builds	in	my	cock.	I’m	used	to	it.	I’m	even	used	to	the	red	flush	that	grows	from	her	neck	to	her	forehead.	She	catches	herself	mid-grind	and	freezes.	I	tug	on
her	Wampa	ear-flaps	while	she	notices	everyone	staring.	“Hi,”	she	says.	“…what’d	I	interrupt?”	“Nothing,”	Daisy	says	quickly.	“That’s	not	suspicious,”	Connor	announces	as	though	he	expected	better	from	her.	Like	she’s	a	goddamn	master	of	deception.	I	mean,	she	hid	a	lot	from	us,	but	she’s	not	that	good.	Lily’s	gaze	darts	from	Ryke	to	Connor	to	me.
“You	guys	aren’t	ganging	up	on	her	are	you?”	She	pauses	with	a	sharp	inhale.	“I	mean	not	like	that!”	I	wince,	suddenly	realizing	that	she	took	“gang”	to	a	sexual	level.	“Lily,”	Ryke	groans,	his	hands	on	his	head	in	distress.	He	looks	how	I	feel.	Connor	is	still	complacent.	I	wish	I	could	be	like	that,	but	my	mind	needs	scrubbed.	“Sorry!”	she	shouts,
covering	her	eyes.	“I	thought	everyone	was	thinking	it.”	She	peeks	out	at	me.	“You	were	thinking	it,	right?”	“Sure,”	I	lie.	She	moans	into	her	hands,	catching	my	dry	tone	easily.	“Lily,	it’s	okay,”	Daisy	says.	“No	big	deal.”	Lily	blows	out	a	long	breath,	and	I	massage	her	shoulders.	Then	a	pair	of	heels	clicks	across	the	floorboards.	Here	we	go.	“Is
everyone	ready?”	Rose	asks,	an	envelope	between	her	fingers.	“I	thought	we	were	waiting	till	the	afternoon?”	I	say.	“Everyone’s	together	right	now.”	She	actually	withholds	a	spiteful	retort.	And	it’s	clear	how	nervous	she	is,	the	fear	flickering	in	her	yellow-green	eyes.	Connor	must	sense	it	too	because	he	instantly	draws	her	to	his	chest	and	grips	her
waist	firmly.	Her	black	dress	shows	off	her	baby	bump,	which	is	much	bigger	than	Lily’s	small	one.	It	scares	me.	I	know	every	girl’s	body	is	different—but	sometimes	I	wonder	whether	Lily	may	lose	our	baby,	just	in	comparison	to	Rose’s	size.	And	that	frightens	me	even	more…that	I’d	fear	losing	something	that	I	never	wanted	to	begin	with.	These
feelings	are	crazy.	I	get	to	experience	every	f**ked	up	emotion	without	a	crutch.	No	Maker’s	Mark.	No	Macallan	or	Jameson.	I	think	I’m	okay	with	that.	Even	when	it	hurts.	Lily	unfurls	her	crumpled	envelope,	and	my	back	straightens,	leaning	against	the	lower	cupboards,	Lil	still	on	my	lap.	“Are	you	going	first?”	Lily	asks	her	sister,	craning	her	neck
over	her	shoulder.	Rose	shakes	her	head,	her	collarbones	protruding	as	she	holds	in	a	breath.	“No,	you	go.”	Connor	speaks	in	French,	not	caring	that	Ryke	can	eavesdrop,	and	Rose	replies	in	a	hushed	voice.	“Should	I	get	my	camera?”	Daisy	asks	with	a	bright	smile.	It	almost	distracts	me	from	the	dark	circles	under	her	eyes.	“Use	your	phone,”	Lily
says,	her	hands	shaking	with	nerves.	“But	don’t	post	anything	on	Instagram.”	Daisy	mock	gasps.	“I	already	did.”	“Ha	ha,”	I	say	dryly.	Ryke	looks	like	he	could	f**k	her	against	the	cupboards,	an	expression	I	don’t	like	catching	from	him.	And	then	Daisy	struggles	to	hop	on	the	high	counter	with	one	good	hand,	the	other	in	a	cast.	Without	hesitation,
Ryke	easily	lifts	her	up.	She	swings	her	legs	and	holds	out	her	smart	phone.	Instead	of	a	photo,	she	begins	recording	us.	Even	narrating,	“It’s	Saturday,	February	7th.	Lily	Calloway	is	about	to	find	out	the	sex	of	her	baby.	Will	it	be	a	boy	or	a	girl?	Predictions?”	Her	phone	whips	to	Ryke.	“Girl,”	he	deadpans.	“One	smile,”	Daisy	says.	His	lips	barely	rise.
“Pathetic,”	I	tell	him.	“You	can’t	even	smile	for	my	future	kid.”	“Yeah,	Uncle	Ryke,”	Daisy	jokes.	Ryke	gives	her	a	hard	look.	“Don’t	say	that	again.”	And	then	he	actually	smiles,	not	a	full-blown	one	with	teeth,	but	it’s	good	enough.	This	video	recording	actually	lessens	the	tension	in	my	muscles.	Lily	even	perks	up	with	more	excitement,	her	worries
fluttering	somewhere	else.	Thanks,	Daisy.	“What’s	your	prediction,	Connor	and	Rose?”	She	points	the	camera-phone	at	the	couple	by	the	coffee	pot.	Rose	stiffens,	“Girl.”	“Boy,”	Connor	says,	setting	his	mug	on	the	counter.	Rose	rotates	to	face	him.	“You	have	to	disagree	with	me?”	“I	don’t	have	to.”	He	pauses	to	grin.	“Though	I	like	to.”	Rose	is
suddenly	quiet,	and	his	hand	slips	beneath	her	hair	and	he	kisses	her	forehead.	Then	Daisy	whips	her	phone	lens	at	us.	“Lily	and	Lo,	predictions?”	Lily’s	green	eyes	flicker	up	to	mine,	and	they	tumble	with	so	many	fears	and	hesitations	that	I	wish	we	were	alone.	In	this	solitary	moment.	So	I	could	hold	her.	Shut	out	the	rest	of	the	world.	Just	us.	No
more	noise.	“A	girl,”	Lily	breathes.	It’s	not	what	she	wants.	It’s	what	I	want,	but	it’s	going	to	hurt	either	way.	“Boy,”	I	whisper.	Her	chest	collapses,	and	she	shakes	her	head	at	me	like	it	won’t	be	a	boy.	It	may	be.	Half	of	me	will	be	happy	for	Lily.	The	other	half	will	be	scared	shitless	again.	The	parts	of	me	that	I	love	the	most	are	the	parts	that	belong
to	her.	“Hurry	up,”	Rose	says,	her	voice	abnormally	high-pitched.	I	cringe.	She’s	nothing	short	of	petrified	because	she’s	going	next.	And	no	matter	how	much	Rose	aggravates	me	on	a	daily	basis,	I’m	not	a	fan	of	watching	her	like	this	Connor	whispers	quickly	in	her	ear,	and	I	notice	how	she	rubs	her	hands	anxiously.	He	clutches	one	so	she	stops
making	her	skin	raw.	Page	10	“You	open	it,”	Lily	whispers	to	me,	rerouting	my	attention.	She	pushes	the	envelope	in	my	hands.	My	stomach	tightens,	but	somehow,	I	force	my	joints	to	work.	I	tear	the	seal	and	unfold	the	white	paper.	My	pulse	races	like	I’m	about	to	jump	off	a	building	and	make	a	speech	in	front	of	a	packed	stadium.	I	can	barely	read
the	typed	letters	at	first.	They	blur	together,	and	it	takes	a	few	extended	seconds	to	piece	them	apart.	She	studies	my	expression	for	a	long	moment	and	says,	“It’s	a	boy.”	I	am	flooded	with	temperatures	below	zero,	and	I	pass	the	paper	to	her,	so	she	can	verify	what	she	already	knows	is	real.	Her	eyes	travel	eagerly	over	the	words	and	then	she
delicately	folds	the	paper.	“You	can	smile,	Lil.”	Please	smile.	A	tear	rolls	down	her	cheek.	No.	I	lean	forward	and	cup	her	face	in	my	hands.	“Lily.	I’m	happy.”	Somewhere.	In	all	the	good	places	that	belong	to	her.	There,	I	know	I	am.	Her	lips	are	chapped	as	she	licks	them,	and	she	glances	back	at	the	paper	to	reaffirm	that	we’re	really	having	a	boy.	I
wipe	her	tears	that	fall.	“Say	something,”	I	breathe.	Smile,	Lil.	“I’m…really,	really	happy.”	Her	voice	trembles.	And	then	she	laughs	into	a	smile,	one	that’s	half-pained.	For	me.	On	the	precipice	of	two	polar	opposite	emotions.	“It’s	better	this	way,	with	a	boy,”	I	whisper,	her	glassy	eyes	flitting	between	me	and	the	paper.	“You	have	to	believe	that	I
believe	it.”	All	I	want	is	to	sense	her	joy	and	rid	the	tar	that’s	seeped	from	me	to	her.	I	ruin	most	things	I	touch,	and	she’s	the	best	thing	I	have	left.	She	nods	repeatedly,	trying	to	accept	this	as	truth,	and	then	I	kiss	her,	desperation	drowning	my	veins,	my	bones,	my	very	fractured	soul.	A	noise	ripples	through	her	throat.	She	clutches	to	me	the	way
that	I	do	to	her—our	bodies	promising	things	that	our	words	can’t.	I	inhale	sharply	into	a	deeper	embrace,	my	tongue	tangling	with	hers.	Her	chest	merges	with	mine,	my	hands	disappearing	in	her	short	hair	beneath	her	hat.	There	are	moments	with	Lily	where	I	feel	like	we’re	one	person.	Where	we	share	every	sensation	that	bites	our	skin.	No	one	is
in	the	kitchen	but	us.	And	yet,	they	are.	I	become	aware	of	this	fact	the	moment	Rose	shouts	something	loud	in	French.	Lily	and	I	abruptly	part.	Rose	is	pointing	at	us	while	she	yells,	and	Connor	is	quick	to	shout	back,	the	seriousness	of	the	conversation	illuminated	the	moment	Connor	grips	her	wrists,	clutching	her	so	she	stops	flailing	around.	Lily
and	I	rise	quickly	to	our	feet.	“What’s	going	on?”	Lily	asks	the	only	person	who	would	know	besides	the	couple	fighting.	Ryke	has	a	hand	on	Daisy’s	thigh	while	he	watches	Rose,	his	brows	hardened.	“She’s	saying	that	she	can’t	do	it,”	he	translates.	Daisy	clicks	off	her	phone	and	sets	her	camera	aside.	“Do	what?”	I	frown.	She	can’t	be	that	scared	to
have	a	boy.	“See	the	gender,”	Ryke	clarifies.	“Connor	is	telling	her	that	she	needs	to	stop	acting	like	it’s	not	happening.”	Lily’s	mouth	falls	and	her	head	whips	between	her	sister	and	Ryke.	“And?”	she	prods.	Having	a	translator	is	nice,	which	begs	the	question…	“Why	haven’t	you	done	this	before?”	I	snap.	His	hand	rises	on	Daisy’s	thigh,	who	swings
her	legs	that	dangle	off	the	counter.	“Because	it	hasn’t	been	f**king	important	before	now.	You	don’t	want	to	hear	the	things	they	say	to	each	other	on	a	daily	basis.	Fucking	trust	me.”	Yeah,	I	do.	Lily	rocks	forward	on	her	feet.	“What	did	Rose	say?”	Ryke	listens	for	a	second.	“That	it	doesn’t	matter	if	they	find	out	the	gender	now	or	when	the	baby	is
born.”	Connor	breathes	heavily,	more	emotions	coursing	through	his	features:	anger,	concern,	determination—things	that	he	usually	conceals.	He	speaks	again.	In	French.	They’re	in	their	own	world.	Kind	of	like	the	one	Lily	and	I	were	just	in.	Blocking	out	our	surroundings	for	one	serious	moment.	Ryke	continues	to	translate,	“He	says,	don’t	you	want
to	prepare	in	any	way	that	you	can?”	Rose	jerks	in	his	grasp	and	snaps	back.	“She	says,	I	can’t	prepare	for	a	baby,	no	matter	how	much	I	read	and	study.	I’ll	never	be	ready.”	A	weight	drops	in	the	room	with	that	truth.	It’s	a	fear	I	think	we	all	share,	but	Rose	has	never	liked	kids,	so	it’s	different	for	her,	maybe.	I	don’t	know.	I	shake	my	head.	It	goes
beyond	having	a	boy,	having	a	girl—it’s	just	having	a	child	at	all.	Ryke	sighs	like	this	translating	thing	is	frustrating	him.	“I	can’t	hear	Connor.”	Because	he’s	whispering	in	Rose’s	ear.	And	then	Rose	tries	to	untangle	out	of	her	husband’s	strong	grasp	again.	“Let	me	go,	Richard,”	she	says,	finally	switching	to	English.	“Rose,”	he	forces	her	name,	his
voice	so	cold	that	the	hairs	on	my	arms	rise.	“Connor,”	she	says	just	as	icily.	“Stop.”	Her	yellow-green	eyes	assault	him.	He	releases	her	arms,	and	I	notice	the	white	envelope	clenched	in	her	fist.	“We’re	having	a	girl,”	she	states	like	it’s	a	fact.	It’s	definitely	not	one.	And	then	she	starts	opening	and	closing	kitchen	drawers,	searching	for	something.
“Rose,”	Connor	says	again,	his	tone	more	even	and	temperate.	“It’s	okay.	Just	stop	and	breathe	for	a	second.”	She’s	tuning	him	out.	“Rose.”	I	shake	my	head	as	I	watch	Rose	slam	the	fourth	drawer	shut.	“She’s	lost	it.”	“Shut	up,	Loren!”	Rose	shouts.	I	flinch.	I	honestly	didn’t	think	she	was	listening	to	me	either.	And	then	in	the	fifth	drawer,	she	finds	a
packet	of	matches.	“Rose!”	Daisy	and	Lily	scream	in	unison,	but	Connor	is	beside	his	wife	before	her	sisters	can	swarm	her.	She’s	already	lit	a	match	and	holds	it	to	the	paper.	The	flame	eats	the	document	quickly,	and	Connor	steals	it	out	of	her	hand	and	tosses	it	in	the	sink.	He	holds	her	from	behind,	his	arms	wrapped	tightly	around	her	waist,	and	as
he	murmurs	in	her	ear,	her	rigid	body	starts	to	uncoil,	like	he’s	expelling	every	volatile,	toxic	emotion	and	leaving	her	bare.	My	face	is	stuck	in	a	permanent	cringe	again.	Her	breakdowns	happen	more	often	since	her	pregnancy.	Connor	spins	her	around	and	then	presses	her	head	into	his	shoulder.	His	eyes	flit	up	to	mine	and	I	read	them	well	enough.
He	needs	privacy.	Daisy	hops	off	the	counter,	and	she	leaves	to	the	living	room	with	Ryke.	Lily	and	I	follow	close	behind,	my	hand	in	hers.	There’s	no	way	anyone	is	finding	out	the	sex	of	Rose’s	baby.	We’re	not	going	to	know	until	the	day	he	or	she	is	born.	When	we’re	out	of	earshot	from	the	kitchen,	Daisy	walks	backwards	and	she	says,	“Maximoff
Hale.	He’s	going	to	have	the	coolest	parents	alive.”	She	holds	her	fist	out	to	Lily,	who	actually	smiles	brightly	now.	It	falters	only	a	little	when	she	glances	at	me—to	make	sure	it’s	okay.	I	hate	that	she	worries	about	upsetting	me.	For	smiling.	I	nod	to	her	and	try	to	relax.	Lily	fist-bumps	her	sister.	Then	Daisy	raises	her	fist	to	me	with	a	sunny
expression	that	makes	my	life	seem	better	than	it	is.	I	look	up	at	my	brother	who	meets	my	eyes.	I	get	it.	Why	he	loves	her.	She’s	a	light	in	a	dark	place.	Even	when	she’s	going	through	deep	shit	too.	Daisy	and	Ryke	are	the	definition	of	selfless.	In	comparison,	I’m	the	monster,	the	ass**le,	the	villain.	But	in	Lily	Calloway’s	eyes	I’m	the	hero.	Page	11
That	has	to	count	for	something.	6	LOREN	HALE	My	best	friend,	my	girlfriend,	my	someday	wife	is	insatiable.	I’m	drenched	in	sweat,	my	hair	slick	while	I	push	inside	of	Lily,	my	hands	gripping	her	wrists	above	her	head	on	our	mattress.	I	kiss	her	deeply	and	rock	my	pelvis	harder.	She	tears	away	from	my	lips	to	cry	out,	her	mouth	permanently	open,
gasping.	I	watch	her	eyes	shut,	her	limbs	trembling	for	release,	and	my	body	lights	on	fire.	My	c**k	screams	to	come.	Right	now.	I	ignore	its	demand.	With	shallow	breaths	and	a	groan	aching	my	throat,	I	thrust	rhythmically	against	Lil	and	try	to	make	this	good	enough	for	her.	I	let	go	of	her	wrist	to	reach	down	between	our	bodies,	my	fingers
brushing	her	swollen	clit.	She	loses	it,	her	back	arching,	her	pelvis	digging	right	into	mine.	“Lo!”	she	screams.	Don’t	come,	I	force	myself	in	my	head.	Even	as	I	feel	her	pulse	around	my	dick	as	she	hits	a	cl**ax.	I	don’t	want	to	peak.	Not	yet.	Still	hard	and	full	inside	Lil,	I	keep	moving,	and	her	free	hand	massages	her	tender	breast,	her	chest	much
larger	since	her	pregnancy.	I	lightly	push	her	hand	aside	and	pinch	her	erect	nipple	with	my	fingers.	She	buries	her	cheek	into	the	pillow.	“Yes,”	I	hear	her	breathe.	Christ.	I’m	going	to	come	soon.	I	press	my	lips	to	her	temple.	I	hit	a	spot	that	blinds	me	for	a	second,	and	I	grunt,	“Lil.”	She	whimpers,	her	legs	vibrating	around	my	waist.	My	body	is
welded	against	hers.	No	separation	between	us.	At	fourteen,	we	had	sex	together	and	it	felt	wrong,	even	if	I	begged	for	it	to	be	right.	Ten	years	later,	I	fit	inside	of	her	like	we’ve	never	been	apart.	And	maybe	it’s	still	not	the	“right”	that	every	other	couple	has—but	this	isn’t	a	wrong	kind	of	love.	It’s	just	the	kind	that	belongs	to	us.	I	push	hard,	and	I
come,	my	nerves	firing	and	my	skin	blazing.	I	keep	her	full	while	my	chest	falls	and	rises	for	air.	She	stretches	her	arms	across	my	shoulders	and	squeezes	her	thighs	tighter	around	my	waist.	I’m	almost	rock	hard	again.	I	stifle	a	groan	and	study	her	expression.	The	only	exhaustion	lies	in	her	eyelids	that	sag.	Just	slightly.	“Again,”	she	whispers,	trying
to	thrust	up	against	me	with	what	energy	she	has	left.	Pregnant	Lily	is	the	horniest	Lily	I’ve	ever	encountered.	She	was	hard	to	please	before.	But	I	always	managed	to.	Now	it’s	literally	impossible.	I	roll	onto	my	side	while	she’s	still	tucked	against	me.	I	don’t	pull	out.	I	comb	her	damp	hair	away	from	her	face,	and	she	eyes	my	lips	like	they’re	calling
out	to	her.	And	then	she	kisses	me	hungrily,	rocking	her	h*ps	while	we	lie	on	our	sides	together.	The	sheets	are	bunched	at	the	foot	of	the	bed,	the	comforter	hanging	off.	The	dim	lights	illuminate	her	features	perfectly	for	me,	and	every	inch	of	her	skin	is	just	flooded	with	arousal	that	I	can’t	squash.	“Lil,”	I	breathe,	breaking	the	kiss	to	whisper	in	her
ear.	“Shhh.”	“Just	one	more…”	she	says,	one	of	her	hands	dips	down	like	she’s	going	to	touch	herself	to	get	off	if	I	don’t	help.	I	seize	her	wrist	again	and	pull	her	arm	to	my	shoulder,	forcing	her	clutch	there.	“Look	at	me,	love.”	She	tilts	her	head,	but	her	eyes	pin	to	my	lips.	“Higher,”	I	say.	I	recognize	that	my	body	for	Lily	is	the	equivalent	of	me	being
tucked	in	bed	with	a	bottle	of	bourbon.	Her	green	irises	finally	flit	up	to	my	amber	ones,	her	lips	parted	in	need.	She	subconsciously	rocks	forward,	especially	as	she	trails	my	jawline.	I	place	a	firm	hand	on	her	hip,	and	I	have	to	shut	my	eyes	not	to	harden	all	the	way.	When	I	open	them,	she’s	staring	at	me,	not	my	lips	or	body.	Good	job,	Lil.	I	lean
closer	so	that	my	arm	is	behind	her	head,	nestling	her	to	me.	“Once	more,”	she	says	with	wide	eyes.	“I	promise	it’ll	be	the	last	time.	Cross	my	heart.”	I	hate	rejecting	her,	especially	when	her	hormones	are	f**king	with	her	body.	“My	c**k	belongs	to	you,	but	you	can’t	f**k	it	all	night,	Lil.”	I	might	as	well	be	her	personal	sex	toy,	which	honestly,	I	would
have	no	problem	with	if	she	wasn’t	addicted	to	sex.	She	flushes,	and	her	breath	shallows.	I	watch	her	gaze	descend	to	my	shaft,	the	rest	of	me	disappeared	between	her	legs,	one	thigh	draped	over	my	waist.	She	starts,	“I	can	blow—”	“No,	listen	to	me,	Lil,”	I	say	forcefully.	“We’re	going	to	sleep,	and	later…”	I	check	the	clock.	3	a.m.	“…in	the	morning,



we’ll	have	sex	again.	But	you	have	to	wait.”	I’m	not	even	going	to	fantasize	that	she	can	last	twenty-four	hours	without	another	cl**ax.	“Okay,”	she	breathes,	and	I	go	to	pull	out.	But	she	grips	my	biceps,	her	fingers	digging	deep.	“Waitwaitwait.”	I	hesitate	and	then	ease	back	into	her.	Her	big	green	eyes	look	up	at	me.	“I	just…want	you	inside	of	me.”
My	skin	heats	at	her	words.	I’d	love	to	stay	inside	of	her,	but…	“You	can’t	move.”	“I	won’t!”	she	says,	her	chest	lifting	in	eagerness.	“I’ll	be	really	still,	I	promise.”	Any	giddy	promises	that	she	makes	during	sex	are	adorable—but	completely	unreliable.	I	skim	the	length	of	her	body	for	a	second,	her	skin	beaded	with	sweat,	her	lankiness	and	bony	h*ps
actually	healthy,	feminine	and	delicate.	“Let	me	try,”	she	pleads.	And	this	does	it	for	me.	I	won’t	steal	an	accomplishment	from	her,	even	if	I	think	it’ll	end	in	defeat.	“You	can	try,	love.”	I	kiss	right	outside	of	her	lips,	as	a	small	test.	She	restrains	herself	from	kissing	me	more,	but	I	feel	her	pulse	around	my	dick,	a	sensation	that	almost	causes	me	to
grow	inside	of	her.	I	let	out	a	deep	breath,	and	train	my	body	to	cooperate	with	me.	For	her.	I	can’t	be	hard,	or	else	she’ll	start	thrusting	and	I	won’t	be	able	to	control	my	wants	either.	“Close	your	eyes,”	I	remind	her.	“Sleep.”	With	her	cheek	on	the	pillow,	she	finally	shuts	her	eyes.	“I	still	see	you	in	my	sleep,”	she	says,	her	lips	rising	in	a	smile.	I’m
smiling	too.	“Try	to	imagine	an	ugly	version	of	me.”	“No,”	she	says	with	this	adorable	pout.	I	kiss	her	quickly	on	the	lips,	my	palm	pressed	to	the	small	of	her	back,	above	her	ass.	I’m	familiar	with	every	inch	of	her	body,	and	that	knowledge	likes	to	grip	my	shaft	harder	than	Lily’s	best	hand	job.	I	whisper	in	her	ear,	“Dream	of	a	mutant	war	with	dozens
of	superpowers	at	work	and	even	more	casualties.”	It’s	the	least	sexy	thing	I	can	think	of	right	now.	Her	shoulders	relax,	and	she	exhales	strongly.	Exhaustion	starts	to	unwind	my	muscles.	But	concern	for	her	binds	them	back	again.	I	want	to	make	sure	she	falls	asleep	before	I	do.	Mere	minutes	pass	before	she	bucks	up	into	me.	Goddammit.	The
pressure	causes	me	to	harden,	and	she	lets	out	the	most	breathless,	pleasured	cry.	I	almost	come	in	seconds.	“Lil,”	I	chastise	while	her	eyes	snap	open.	“What	happened?”	She	grips	my	shoulder.	“I	pictured…”	Her	cheeks	roast.	“…Hellion	screwing	X-23.	It’snotmyfault!”	she	slurs.	“They	were	a	part	of	the	mutant	war	that	you	said	I	should	imagine.”
“No	more	mutants	for	you,	love.”	“Nonono,”	she	says	quickly.	“I	can	handle	them.	And	you.	And	your…”	Her	eyes	drop	to	our	pelvises.	Her	legs	and	arms	tremble,	willing	herself	not	to	move.	Right	now	I	just	want	to	grind	deep	against	her	until	I	fill	her	full	of	my	cum.	Page	12	But	we’re	straddling	a	bad	line.	“You’re	going	to	move,	right?”	she
whispers.	“Please,	Lo.	You’re	hard,	and	it	feels…”	she	bucks	up	again.	Jesus	Christ.	My	nerves	light	up.	“Easy…easy,”	I	whisper.	I	rest	my	forehead	on	hers	and	take	a	long	breath.	“What’d	you	imagine?”	I	run	my	hand	up	her	belly	to	her	breast,	and	I	rub	her	nipple	with	my	thumb.	“Hmm?”	“With	Hellion	and	Laura?”	I	ask,	bringing	up	my	favorite	X-
Men	couple.	“His	hardness…between	my	legs…I	mean	her	legs,”	she	says	softly.	“Please…”	I	dip	my	head	down	and	flick	her	nipple	with	my	tongue,	and	she	hits	another	high	that	rolls	her	eyes,	her	mouth	frozen	open.	I	clutch	her	ass	and	push	her	up,	much	harder	into	me	while	she	contracts	around	my	cock.	God.	Dammit.	Even	though	my	mind
bursts	with	my	veins,	I	somehow	don’t	come	with	her.	Force	of	habit.	I	held	back.	“Again,”	she	breathes.	Insatiable.	No	matter	how	many	times	we	f**k,	she	will	keep	saying	again.	“Later,”	I	tell	her.	“You’re	hard,”	she	notes,	her	eyes	on	my	lips	for	the	thousandth	time.	“Ignore	my	cock,	Lily	Calloway.”	She	gawks.	“Never.”	I	shouldn’t	smile,	but	I	do.
“Guess	what,	Lil?”	“What?”	Her	eyes	light.	“I’m	going	to	f**k	you	slowly,	and	then	I’m	going	to	stay	right	inside	of	you.	You	come	again	after	that,	and	I	pull	out.”	I	literally	cannot	handle	Lily	contracting	and	pulsing	and	clenching	against	my	cock.	The	intensity	and	pressure	is	too	much	for	me.	Her	brows	pinch.	“That’s	not	very	nice.”	I	lean	close,	my
lips	a	breath	from	hers.	“You	must	be	the	last	one	to	hear	then…I’m	very…very…mean.”	I	kiss	her	so	strongly	that	her	head	rises	off	the	pillow	when	I	draw	back,	inhaling	her	body.	Then	I	grind	right	against	her.	She’s	so	tight	around	me	that	I	can	hardly	pull	my	shaft	back	and	ram	in.	I	just	dig	forward,	now	on	top	of	her	instead	of	side-to-side,	and	I
taste	her	with	my	tongue,	my	lips	stinging	and	swelling	above	hers.	The	whole	bed	rocks	with	my	movement,	the	wooden	posts	thudding	into	the	wall.	She’s	small	beneath	me,	like	a	ravenous	tiny	girl,	aching	for	carnal	things.	I’m	aware	that	she’s	carrying	our	child,	and	it	only	heightens	the	sensations	that	heat	me.	Two	more	thrusts	and	Lily	moans
into	the	pillow	again.	I	rest	my	forearm	on	the	bed,	an	edged	noise	slicing	my	throat.	I	hold	still	in	her	warmth,	pooling	my	mind	with	exhaustion.	We’re	both	caked	with	sweat,	our	hair	doused	like	we’ve	been	running	a	marathon.	We’re	back	on	our	sides,	and	I	inspect	her	features.	Even	if	she	doesn’t	say	it,	her	eyes	do.	Again.	No.	This	has	to	be	it.	I
kiss	her	lips	lightly.	“No	more.”	She	nods,	understanding,	but	her	limbs	quake	like	they	long	for	another	round.	“I’ll	go	to	sleep	this	time.	I	promise.”	She	nods	determinedly.	My	lips	brush	her	temple,	and	I	stroke	her	damp	hair.	It’s	going	to	be	a	long	night.	7	LILY	CALLOWAY	My	orgasms	are	out	of	this	world	amazing.	Which	is	the	best	and	worst
thing.	I	just	want	more	and	more.	“I	think	it’s	like	you	tasting	the	most	delicious	whiskey	ever,”	I	tell	Lo	while	he	pulls	me	onto	my	feet,	the	morning	after	we’ve	fooled	around	for	a	long,	long	time	with	naps	in	between.	I’m	sore	all	over,	and	I	can	barely	even	shuffle	forward	without	feeling	an	ache	in	my	joints	and	my	sweet	spot.	I	won’t	let	my	mind
believe	this	is	a	regression,	not	when	it’s	a	symptom	of	pregnancy:	great	orgasms	and	higher	libido.	What’s	not	normal:	the	uncontrollable,	compulsive	beast	inside	of	me.	But	the	Lily	beast	is	at	bay,	hibernating	in	a	cozy	cave.	I’m	sure	of	it.	She’s	not	ever	supposed	to	come	out	again.	She’s	very	aware	of	this.	In	black	boxer-briefs,	Lo’s	amber	eyes
descend	from	my	head	to	my	toes.	I	stand	completely	naked,	my	skin	reddening	the	more	he	grazes	me	with	his	sight.	“Are	you	drunk	off	me,	love?”	he	asks,	those	intoxicating	eyes	flitting	back	to	mine.	Maybe.	“Just	not	addicted.”	My	metaphor	was	a	bad	one,	I	realize.	“Good.”	He	tugs	me	to	him	and	playfully	bites	my	neck.	“You	bath.	Me	shower.”
And	then	he	kisses	my	nose.	I	frown.	“Why	can’t	we	both	take	a	bath	or	shower	together?”	He	suddenly	lifts	me	in	his	arms,	a	cradle.	“Because,”	he	says	with	a	playful	tone	while	he	walks,	“boys	and	girls	don’t	bathe	together.	Everyone	knows	this,	Lil.”	“We	broke	that	rule	a	long	time	ago,”	I	mention.	He	sets	my	butt	on	the	cold	edge	of	the	white
marbled	tub,	and	he	turns	the	silver	handles	to	the	bath.	He	tests	the	temperature.	“Did	we?”	he	feigns	confusion	and	stares	at	the	ceiling.	“I	don’t	remember	bathing	with	a	Lily	Calloway.”	He	glances	back	down	at	me.	“What	does	she	look	like?”	How	do	I	even	describe	my	features?	“Brown	hair…”	I	have	a	hard	time	concentrating	when	Lo’s	gaze
drops	to	my	br**sts	that	have	grown	much	larger	in	the	past	weeks.	“Really	tiny	boobs,	a	bony	butt—”	“You	mean	the	most	adorable	ass,	the	cutest	boobs	and	the	prettiest	brown	hair?”	He	mockingly	gasps	and	says,	“I	do	know	her.”	He	snaps	his	fingers.	“She	does	this	thing…”	He	lets	out	a	trained,	playful	laugh.	I	smile.	“What	thing?”	“You	wouldn’t
understand.	It’s	between	me	and	her,	an	inside…”	He	trails	off	as	he	looks	back	at	me,	his	face	sharpening	a	little.	“Put	your	feet	in	the	bath,	love.”	I	realize	that	I’m	straddling	the	edge	of	the	tub.	Oh	my	God.	Am	I	grinding?	I	lick	my	dry	lips	and	set	my	soles	into	the	warm	water.	To	erase	this	horrible	awkwardness	that	I’ve	caused,	I	just	say,	“I
understand	inside	things,”	I	say.	“Not	in	like	a	perverted	way.”	Oh	my	God.	I	climb	into	the	half-full	tub	so	I	can	drown	beneath	the	water	and	never	surface.	As	soon	as	I	plop	down,	Lo	must	sense	my	plan	because	he	laces	his	fingers	with	mine,	holding	me	upright.	I	reach	for	the	bath	foam	ball	in	a	basket	of	beauty	products	that	Rose	set	out	for	me.
“She	does	this	thing…”	Lo	continues,	his	voice	lighter.	“…with	her	nose.”	I	frown.	“What?”	“There	it	is,”	Lo	smiles.	And	then	he	pretends	to	be	shocked.	“Jesus	Christ,	you’re	her!”	I	splash	water	at	him	but	it	hits	the	side	of	the	tub	pathetically,	not	high	enough.	“What	do	I	do?”	“You	crinkle	your	nose,”	he	tells	me,	“when	you’re	thinking	hard	or	when
you’re	confused.”	My	mouth	falls.	No.	“I	have	the	‘who	farted	face?’	All	the	time?”	I	groan	and	sink	into	the	water.	It’s	betrayed	me,	barely	rising	to	cover	my	br**sts.	Spigot,	work	faster!	I	need	a	water	shield	to	hide	under.	“It’s	painfully	adorable,”	Lo	assures	me.	He	rises	to	his	feet	and	then	drops	his	boxer-briefs.	“Eyes	up	here,	Lil.”	Sure.	I	focus	my
gaze	on	his	face	and	not	his	beautiful	package	down	below.	I	expect	him	to	share	the	water	with	me,	but	instead,	he	heads	to	the	shower.	“Don’t	forget	to	wash	your	pretty	hair.”	“You’re	still	not	going	to	share	a	bath	with	me?”	“Not	this	morning.”	“I	promise	I	won’t	touch	you,”	I	say,	feeling	good	about	this	proclamation.	I	can	withstand	Loren	Hale.	I
know	I	can.	Page	13	“It’s	more	than	tempting.	Trust	me,	Lil.”	He	opens	the	glass	door	and	disappears	inside	the	tiled	shower.	Once	the	water	gushes,	I	can’t	hear	him	any	longer.	Am	I	that	bad	that	he	can’t	take	a	bath	with	me?	I	drop	my	hands	in	the	water	and	clench	my	thighs	together,	the	soreness	still	present.	I	crave	touch,	I	do.	A	part	of	me
wonders	if	I	can	clean	with	a	washcloth	down	there	without	rubbing	my	clit.	I	can.	I	find	a	purple	washcloth	and	do	a	quick	little	rub	and	then	toss	it	aside,	not	allowing	myself	to	go	further.	See,	I’m	not	that	bad.	I	lower	into	the	water	as	it	rises,	and	after	I	dunk	my	head	and	scrub	some	shampoo,	I	relax	a	little,	and	drowsiness	takes	over.	Very	gently,
I	begin	to	fall	asleep.	8	LILY	CALLOWAY	Today	is	a	big	day.	Not	delivery	day.	I’m	many	months	away	from	that.	But	it’s	the	one	where	we	find	out	what	Jonathan	Hale	wants.	I	send	the	Superheroes	&	Scones	store	manager,	Maya,	a	quick	text	about	purchasing	the	new	editions	of	Deadpool	while	I	wait	for	everyone	to	meet	me	at	the	kitchen	bar.	I
suppose	I’m	early,	the	oven	clock	reading	6:30	p.m.	Lo	should	be	back	from	Halway	Comics	in	a	few	minutes,	breezing	through	the	door.	“You	don’t	have	to	come,	Dais,”	Ryke	says	adamantly,	his	rough	voice	echoing	from	the	living	room.	I	crane	my	neck	to	try	to	spot	them,	but	they’re	blocked	by	the	wall.	“Your	dad	said	it’s	mandatory,”	she	tells	him,
“and	I	want	to	be	there.”	“I	don’t	want	you	to	be	there	because	you’re	in	f**king	pain	right	now.”	What?	I	spring	off	the	barstool	and	rush	into	the	living	room.	“I	feel	amazing,”	she	says	the	word	like	she	could	run	five	miles.	I	step	into	the	room	as	Ryke	tells	her,	“I	would	believe	you	more	if	you	weren’t	doubled	over,	Calloway.”	Daisy	is	hunching,	her
hand	on	the	back	of	the	couch	like	a	support.	Her	cast	hangs	by	her	side	and	her	head	dips	down	low.	“I’m	standing	upright,”	she	says.	“I’m	taller	than	tall.”	And	then	I	notice	her	casted	wrist	curving	to	her	stomach	like	her	abdomen	hurts.	“Fuck	this.”	Ryke	picks	her	up	and	cradles	her	easily	in	his	arms.	“What’s	wrong?”	I	ask.	Ryke	spins	towards
me,	and	Daisy	turns	her	head	into	his	chest,	clearly	wincing	in	pain	now.	“Cramps,”	Ryke	answers.	I	frown,	and	I	feel	myself	crinkling	my	nose	like	Lo	mentioned.	I	try	to	wipe	away	that	look.	“Are	you	about	to	f**king	sneeze	or	something?”	he	asks	in	that	mean,	blunt	way.	“No.”	I	flush.	“I’m	just	confused…”	I	scan	Daisy	who	fists	Ryke’s	plain	white
tee,	her	discomfort	clear.	“I	don’t	see	how	this	is	f**king	confusing,”	Ryke	deadpans.	Afraid	to	embarrass	Daisy,	I	hesitate	delving	into	the	subject,	but	he	started	it	so…maybe	he	already	knows	everything.	She	seems	to	be	open	with	him	since	they’re	dating	anyway.	“Daisy?”	I	say	softly.	“Huh?”	She	won’t	remove	her	face	from	his	shoulder,	refusing	to
let	me	see	her	in	pain.	“This	is	kind	of	long	for	a	period,	isn’t	it?”	I	try	to	count	the	days	since	she	said	she	started.	It	has	to	be	about	nine.	Ryke	stiffens	but	he	stares	down	at	Daisy,	not	speaking	for	her.	“It’s	been	awhile,”	she	says	slowly.	“But	I’ve	had	ten	day	periods	before…you	know,	I	have	this	theory…”	She	grimaces.	“…that	it’s	my	body’s	way	of
saying	it	loves	me.”	She	almost	climbs	higher	onto	Ryke’s	body	as	the	cramps	most	likely	return	with	a	vengeance.	Ryke	wears	this	hard	concern	that’s	nothing	short	of	masculine	and	kind	of	scary	and	cute	at	the	same	time.	For	her,	not	me.	Just	to	be	clear.	And	then	it	clicks.	“You	still	have	irregular	periods?”	She	used	to	have	them	during	her
extreme	dieting	phases.	I	blame	modeling.	“They’re	not	as	bad	as	they	were,”	Daisy	says.	Ryke	doesn’t	seem	as	optimistic.	“Four	months	of	nothing	and	then	this?”	he	tells	her.	“I	can’t	imagine	what	they	were	like	before	you	met	me.”	“Heaven,”	she	says	sarcastically.	“And	now	you’re	in	hell,	f**king	around	with	me.”	She	laughs,	but	it	dies	quickly.
“Do	you	need	Midol?”	I	ask.	“I	took	some	already.	It’ll	pass	if	I	don’t	think	about	it.	That’s	what	Rose	always	says	about	cramps.”	Mental	power.	That’s	a	smart	person	trait	that	I’m	not	so	sure	I	have.	With	bad	cramps,	I	just	curl	on	my	side,	cling	to	Lo	and	have	a	Marvel	movie	marathon.	I	usually	can’t	concentrate	on	the	films,	just	focused	on	the
clenching	in	my	abdomen.	I	have	faith	that	Daisy	can	do	it	though.	She’s	strong.	Shoes	suddenly	clap	against	the	hardwood,	and	Lo	appears	from	the	kitchen,	entering	through	the	backdoor.	“Hey,”	he	says	to	us,	first	scrutinizing	my	wellbeing,	then	his	brother	and	Daisy.	“We	should	leave	now	in	case	there’s	traffic.”	I	spot	his	nervous	anxiety	from	his
locked	shoulders	and	cut	jawline.	His	hand	even	shakes	a	little,	but	he	balls	it	into	a	fist	when	he	catches	me	watching.	Lo	approaches	me	while	Ryke	carries	Daisy	out	the	front	door,	still	cradling	her.	“I’m	fine,	Lil,”	Lo	assures	me.	“Come	on.”	He	wraps	his	arm	around	my	shoulders.	“How	was	work?”	I	ask.	“Boring,”	he	says,	rubbing	his	lips,	another
giveaway	that	he’s	anxious.	I	reach	out	and	hold	his	hand.	His	shoulders	slacken	by	a	fraction.	He	shuts	the	front	door	behind	him.	“What’s	up	with	Daisy?”	“Cramps,”	I	say.	His	face	scrunches	like,	what?	“I	questioned	it	too,	but	her	periods	are	still	out	of	whack.”	What’s	strange	is	that	discussing	Daisy’s	periods	has	been	the	norm	for	some	time.	I
wonder	if	she	realizes	that	Rose	spreads	this	news	like	wildfire,	and	it	becomes	a	topic	among	the	guys	too.	I	hope	she’s	not	that	embarrassed	by	it.	We	descend	the	short	stairs	and	walk	to	Lo’s	matte	black	Audi,	parked	by	the	fir	tree.	Growing	up,	Lo	always	bummed	rides	with	me,	but	when	he	first	started	Halway	Comics,	Jonathan	removed	the
monthly	cap	on	Lo’s	trust	fund	so	he	had	enough	to	buy	a	car.	Ryke	always	tries	to	drive	the	Audi	when	he’s	with	Lo.	Really,	his	love	and	obsession	with	the	two-door	car	is	grounds	for	cheating	on	his	silver	Infinity.	This	time,	instead	of	asking	Lo	to	drive,	Ryke	climbs	in	the	backseat	with	Daisy,	ahead	of	us.	He’d	rather	take	care	of	his	girlfriend	than
drive	a	cool	car.	If	I	was	allowed	on	social	media,	I’d	document	this	moment	and	upload	it,	literal	cute	proof	that	Raisy	is	meant	to	be.	Say	that	was	me	in	Daisy’s	position,	Ryke	wouldn’t	crawl	in	the	backseat	on	my	account.	In	fact,	he’d	beg	Lo	to	drive	so	he	didn’t	have	to	withstand	my	moaning	and	groaning.	Our	families’	publicists	can’t	see	how
useful	this	evidence	is	against	the	three-way	rumors.	Lo	lets	out	a	short,	amused	laugh.	“Ryke	has	to	be	dying.”	I	have	a	feeling	this	isn’t	about	the	car.	Since	Daisy	is	on	her	period,	Ryke	probably	hasn’t	had	any	action	in	a	while.	“He	went	four	months	without	sex,”	I	remind	Lo.	“This	has	to	be	easy.”	“So	easy	that	he’s	most	likely	jerking	off,	counting
the	days	until	he	can	get	laid	again.”	I	don’t	know.	Ryke	is	a	guy,	but	for	some	reason,	I	got	the	impression	that	he’d	rather	Daisy	have	periods	than	none	at	all.	Page	14	“You	know	that	I	can’t	have	sex	for	weeks	after	I	give	birth,	right?”	I	suddenly	blurt	out.	I	never	thought	it’d	be	an	issue	with	him,	but	I	forgot	that	he	has	needs—ones	I’ve	built	to
extreme	levels.	Ryke	even	said	it:	Lo	f**ks	the	most	out	of	all	the	guys.	And	I’m	going	to	take	that	away	from	him.	Lo	says	quickly,	“I	know,	Lil.”	He	rests	his	hands	on	my	shoulders	and	guides	me	towards	the	Audi.	And	then	his	lips	nestle	against	my	neck	and	he	groans,	a	not	so	good	one.	“Your	hair	smells	like	Rose.”	“I	think	it’s	the	stuff	in	the	basket
she	gave	me.”	He	kisses	my	temple.	“I’m	burning	that	shit.”	“It	was	a	present.”	He	grimaces.	“Fine,	whatever.	It	can	stay	as	decoration.”	I	crane	my	neck	over	my	shoulder	to	catch	a	glimpse	of	him,	and	I	notice	his	muscles	have	unwound	a	lot	more.	“Lily.”	“Yeah?”	“Move	faster.”	He	pats	my	ass,	and	my	breath	hitches.	I’ve	stopped	about	ten	feet	from
his	car.	With	this	incentive,	I	quicken	my	pace.	And	the	reality	of	where	we’re	headed	sets	in.	To	Jonathan	Hale’s	we	go.	*	*	*	“He	changed	the	location	to	the	country	club,”	Lo	tells	us	as	he	drives	out	of	our	gated	neighborhood.	Oh.	So	to	Jonathan	Hale’s	we	don’t	go?	Lo	passes	me	his	iPod	that’s	connected	to	the	stereo	system.	This	is	the	best	part	of
being	the	side	passenger.	I	have	complete	control	over	the	music.	That	and	I’m	in	touching	distance	of	Loren	Hale.	I	cross	my	legs	on	the	black	leather	seat	and	glance	back	at	Daisy,	her	head	on	Ryke’s	lap	while	she	curls	in	a	ball.	“Theories?”	she	asks	everyone	about	what’s	going	to	happen	with	Jonathan.	I	scroll	through	the	iPod.	“I	think	he’s	just
lonely.”	Lo	taps	the	steering	wheel.	“He	says	it’s	important.”	“He	thinks	brunch	and	golf	is	f**king	important,”	Ryke	says	roughly,	his	arm	stretches	along	the	black	leather	seat.	It	looks	like	he’s	giving	the	Audi	a	little	hug.	His	eyes	suddenly	land	on	me.	“Why	are	you	smiling	at	me	like	that?”	“Can’t	a	person	smile	at	you?”	I	say.	“No,”	he	deadpans.	I
flip	my	hair	at	him	as	I	turn	around,	feeling	cooler	than	I	know	I	look,	and	I	find	my	favorite	song	in	the	whole	wide	universe	of	brilliant	tunes.	The	moment	the	electronic	beats	start	blaring	through	the	speakers,	I	turn	the	volume	way	up.	It’s	the	only	way	to	listen	to	Skrillex’s	“Bangarang.”	Lo’s	lips	rise	the	moment	he	hears	the	song,	as	though
memories	and	sentiments	flood	him.	We’ve	had	good	bedroom	dance	parties	to	this	one.	And	epic	sex	against	the	wall.	Ryke	groans	while	I	start	head-bobbing	and	shoulder	dancing.	If	I	wasn’t	in	a	car,	I’d	be	grinding	up	on	Lo.	This	song	deserves	some	body	contact.	“This	song	f**king	sucks,”	Ryke	declares.	I	immediately	freeze,	and	my	jaw	drops.
With	one	hand	on	the	wheel,	Lo	uses	his	free	one	to	shoot	Ryke	the	middle	finger.	Ha!	I	stick	my	tongue	out	at	him,	a	very	immature	slight,	but	I	feel	younger	again	with	Lo.	Like	when	we	were	teenagers,	drowning	out	everything	else.	Daisy	is	laughing	so	hard,	her	medicine	probably	kicking	in.	Ryke	says,	“If	your	kid	inherits	your	musical	taste,	I’m
going	to	f**king	rip	my	hair	out.”	I	smile.	I	kind	of	hope	Maximoff	does.	“Shit,”	Lo	curses,	his	jaw	muscles	twitching.	Through	his	window,	I	notice	a	tan	mini-van	in	the	next	lane,	matching	the	Audi’s	speed.	I	highly	doubt	the	van	is	full	of	preteens	and	a	soccer	mom.	The	paparazzi	must’ve	either	seen	us	leave	the	neighborhood	or	they	were	tipped	on
our	whereabouts.	I	have	battled	a	lot	of	my	“going	out	in	public”	phobias,	but	having	a	van	tucked	so	close	to	Lo	makes	me	nervous.	I	bite	my	nails,	and	I	shift	so	my	heel	is	pressed	to	the	spot	between	my	legs.	“Try	speeding	up,”	Ryke	suggests	while	Daisy	lifts	her	head	off	his	lap	to	peek	at	the	paparazzi.	The	van	window	rolls	down	and	a	cameraman
points	the	lens	at	the	Audi’s	tinted	glass.	I	doubt	he’ll	have	any	good	shots,	but	he	snaps	photos	anyway,	flashes	blinking.	Lo	shifts	the	manual	car	into	another	gear,	going	about	twenty	over	the	speed	limit	on	an	uncongested	two-lane	road.	I	lower	the	volume	of	the	song	so	he	can	concentrate.	“Turn	it	back	up,”	Lo	tells	me,	his	voice	only	slightly
edged.	He	doesn’t	look	panicked	and	neither	does	Ryke,	so	I	increase	the	stereo	volume	once	more.	He	switches	into	the	left	lane	and	then	checks	the	rearview	mirror.	“My	theory,”	Daisy	says	to	lessen	the	tension,	“is	that	Jonathan	wants	us	to	host	some	kind	of	charity	function	for	him.	Like	PR	stuff.”	“That’s	a	pretty	good	theory,”	I	nod.	I	can	see	that
happening.	My	finger	stings…I	nibbled	the	nail	to	the	bed.	Shit.	“Lil,	put	your	feet	on	the	floor,”	Lo	tells	me.	He	must	notice	the	position	of	my	heel.	“You	should	be	watching	the	road,”	I	say	as	I	set	my	soles	on	the	floor	mat,	but	I	clench	my	thighs	together,	kind	of	hoping	for	a	stronger	pressure,	just	to	take	away	this	anxiety.	A	cl**ax	sounds	nice.
Stop,	Lily.	“I	can	multitask,”	he	says,	checking	the	rearview	again.	“Connor	Cobalt	didn’t	patent	that	skill—goddammit.”	The	stupid	van	has	caught	up	to	our	car,	and	I	squirm	uneasily	in	the	seat.	Lo	looks	to	me	for	a	second,	“Lil.”	I	flinch	at	his	reprimanding	tone.	My	hand	is	creeping	like	a	criminal	between	my	legs.	Nonono.	I	raise	my	palms	in	the
air,	surrendering.	“I’m	fine.	I	promise.”	His	concern	has	elevated	to	extreme	proportions.	“Maybe	we	shouldn’t	go	to	this	meeting—”	“Nonono.	I	can	do	this.	Lo,	please.”	My	eyes	widen	like	believe	in	me.	He	studies	my	state	of	being,	his	gaze	flitting	from	the	road	to	me.	And	then	he	nods.	“Hey,	bro,”	he	calls	back	to	Ryke.	“I’m	going	to	pull	off	the	side
of	the	road.	Lil	and	I	are	going	to	switch	with	you	and	Daisy.”	“Fine	with	me,”	Ryke	says,	actually	looking	happy	about	driving.	Lo	is	this	worried	about	my	anxiety.	“I’m	okay,”	I	try	to	convince	him.	“I	lied,”	Lo	tells	me,	slowing	down	onto	the	emergency	lane.	He	parks	the	Audi	and	snaps	off	his	buckle.	“I	can’t	multitask.”	Oh.	I	lick	my	dry	lips.	“Okay.”
I	unclick	my	seatbelt.	The	van	parks	ahead	of	us,	the	doors	already	opening.	We’re	on	public	property	so	they	have	every	right	to	take	photos.	By	the	time	we	all	step	out	of	the	Audi,	two	cameramen	have	left	their	van	to	snap	pictures.	“Lily,	look	right	here,”	one	of	them	calls	out.	I’ve	learned	not	to	take	the	camera	bait,	focusing	on	Lo’s	car	and
nothing	else.	As	Ryke	passes	his	brother,	he	flips	off	both	camera	guys,	and	the	flashbulbs	blink	repeatedly.	“Is	Lily	pregnant	with	your	baby?”	one	asks	Ryke.	“Daisy,	how	do	you	feel	about	Ryke	sleeping	with	your	sister?”	My	stomach	somersaults.	I	hate	that	she’s	still	being	affected	by	my	mistakes.	Except	for	Ryke’s	middle	fingers,	none	of	us	answer
the	paparazzi.	We	slip	into	our	new	seats,	and	Lo	immediately	wraps	his	arm	around	my	waist,	his	hands	in	mine.	It’s	affection	and	touch	that	calms	my	nerves	by	a	few	degrees.	Ryke	and	Daisy	buckle	their	seatbelts,	and	then	Daisy	reaches	deep	into	Ryke’s	front	pocket…	Uhhh…I	grow	unexpectedly	hot,	and	I	can’t	tell	if	it’s	from	embarrassment	or
something	worse.	I	try	to	convince	myself	it’s	the	former.	Page	15	I	look	around	to	see	if	anyone	notices	what	she’s	doing,	but	Lo	is	texting,	probably	his	father.	And	Ryke	is	adjusting	his	seat	and	mirrors.	Daisy	retrieves	Ryke’s	smart	phone	and	plugs	it	into	the	stereo.	I	relax	a	little.	My	mind	is	a	dirty,	dirty	place.	“You	two…”	Ryke	rotates	to	look	at
me	and	his	little	brother.	“Put	your	f**king	seatbelts	on.”	“Just	don’t	kill	me,”	Lo	says	as	we	both	buckle.	“I’m	too	young	to	die.”	He	flashes	his	signature	half-smile.	Ryke	reverses	the	car,	even	with	one	hand	on	the	wheel.	He	drives	with	much	more	precision	than	Lo,	but	Ryke	succumbs	to	road	rage	the	fastest	out	of	everyone.	In	my	opinion,	it’s	not	a
very	good	tradeoff.	Daisy	chooses	a	song	I	vaguely	recall,	and	I	spot	the	title	in	the	dashboard	screen:	“Dark	Center	of	the	Universe”	by	Modest	Mouse.	I	bet	it’s	more	of	a	“Ryke”	song	since	she	usually	goes	for	the	upbeat	tunes	and	less	angsty	ones.	The	moment	Ryke	shifts	the	car	out	of	reverse,	we	go	from	zero	to	I’m-gonna-die.	I	wrap	my	arm
around	my	belly	and	then	clutch	Lo’s	leg.	“He’s	gonna	kill	us,”	I	whisper-hiss	to	Lo.	He’s	too	busy	watching	the	cameramen	jump	back	into	their	van	to	reply.	“There	aren’t	any	cops	in	twenty	miles,”	Daisy	tells	Ryke.	I	frown.	“How	do	you	know	that?”	She	waves	her	cell.	“An	app.”	My	daredevil	little	sister	would	have	an	app	alerting	her	of	nearby
policemen.	“Bonnie	and	Clyde,”	Lo	says	dryly,	“we’re	not	robbing	a	bank.	And	really,	I	don’t	want	to	know	what	gets	you	off.	K,	thanks.”	Ryke	leans	forward	to	look	out	the	window.	“Motherfuckers.”	Yep,	they’ve	caught	up	to	us.	He	steps	on	the	gas,	and	my	lungs	suddenly	rocket	to	my	throat.	“OhmyGodohmyGod.”	This	is	like	one	of	those	theme	rides
in	amusement	parks—the	ones	where	I	end	up	peeing	a	little	bit	because	I’m	terrified	of	heights.	Only	this	is	worse	because	Ryke	is	operating	the	machinery.	He	slams	on	the	brakes.	“Hold	on,”	he	tells	us,	the	warning	coming	way	too	late.	I	think	I	just	peed.	I	check	my	crotch.	Not	that	much.	Thank	God.	Lo	clasps	my	hand	while	the	van	speeds	ahead
and	Ryke	swerves	through	the	grassy	median	into	the	lanes	going	the	other	way.	Now	we’re	headed	in	the	opposite	direction	of	the	van.	And	the	country	club.	Daisy	is	not	only	smiling	like	this	is	the	best	experience	she’s	had	all	week,	but	she	lowers	the	window	and	sticks	her	hand	out.	They	are	really	meant	for	each	other.	“You	both	are	insane,”	Lo
says	matter-of-factly.	“You	shouldn’t	worry	about	children	because	I	don’t	think	either	of	you	will	live	long	enough	to	have	any.”	Daisy	mock	gasps.	“Too	late.	I’m	already	pregnant.”	“Cute,	Calloway,”	Ryke	says,	speeding	up	and	pulling	off	the	nearest	exit	so	he	can	go	a	new	way.	He’s	still	speeding.	“Should	we	start	praying?”	I	whisper	to	Lo.	“Or
maybe	if	we	concentrate	hard	enough	our	teleportation	powers	will	kick	in	and	we	can	blink	away.”	I	pause.	That’s	really	selfish,	leaving	Ryke	and	Daisy	to	fend	for	themselves.	“Or	maybe	we’ll	be	able	to	stop	time.”	And	that’s	when	a	giant	white	Trailblazer	merges	into	our	lane	and	hits	our	Audi,	crashing	into	the	driver’s	door	and	the	one	nearest	Lo.
The	side	airbags	pop	and	little	bitty	pieces	of	glass	rain	down	on	both	Ryke	and	Loren,	crunchy	like	gravel.	“Fuck,”	Ryke	curses.	We	must’ve	been	in	their	blind	spot.	The	seatbelt	has	dug	hard	on	my	belly,	and	I	feel	more	wetness	between	my	legs.	I	solidify,	wondering	if	it’s	something	worse	than	just	pee.	Ryke	has	to	pull	over	into	a	nearby	gas	station
with	the	Trailblazer,	especially	since	the	Audi	is	driving	strange.	“I	think	the	wheels	are	f**king	bent,”	Ryke	says.	Daisy	turns	off	the	stereo	and	brushes	some	of	the	glass	out	of	Ryke’s	hair.	I	should	do	the	same	to	Lo,	but	my	eyes	are	just	too	wide,	transfixed	on	one	issue.	I	open	my	legs	and	peer	down,	but	I	can’t	see	much	since	my	leggings	are	black.
“Lil?”	Lo	says,	worry	edging	his	voice.	I	can’t	move.	Ryke	tries	to	open	his	car	door,	but	it’s	jammed.	Daisy	climbs	out	the	Audi	first,	then	Ryke	crawls	over	the	middle	console	and	exits.	I’m	next.	I	can’t	move.	“Lily,”	Lo	forces	my	name	and	cups	my	face,	turning	it	to	him.	“What’s	wrong?”	“I	either	peed	or…”	My	eyes	burn.	Lo	glances	down	at	my	lap.
“You’re	bleeding?”	“I	don’t	know,”	I	say	in	one	tight	breath.	He	lifts	up	my	sweater	and	tugs	at	the	band	of	my	leggings	to	peer	down.	After	pulling	at	my	panties,	we	both	see	a	few	droplets	of	blood.	“Lo…”	I	say,	tears	welling.	“It’s	probably	nothing…”	But	he	already	has	his	phone	out,	dialing	a	number.	I’m	guessing	911.	He	kisses	my	temple	and	then
whispers,	“Climb	out.	I’m	right	behind	you.”	I	swallow	a	lump	and	step	out	of	the	car.	Police	sirens	blare	in	the	distance,	and	glass	sprinkles	the	pavement.	The	Trailblazer	isn’t	as	beat	up	as	our	smaller	car,	but	the	driver	is	still	inspecting	his	bumper.	“Daisy,”	Ryke	says,	his	voice	full	of	concern.	My	head	whips	to	the	side,	and	I	spot	my	little	sister
leaning	against	the	Audi’s	hood.	She	stares	faraway,	lost	in	her	mind	it	seems.	Ryke	keeps	waving	a	hand	at	her,	but	she’s	not	even	responding.	“Daisy,	f**king	look	at	me.”	“What…”	She	blinks	in	a	daze,	and	her	arms	tremble.	It’s	like	she’s	somewhere	else	entirely,	maybe	back	in	Paris,	in	the	riot,	where	her	face	was	scarred.	The	sirens	and	wreck
could’ve	triggered	the	trauma	from	that	night.	Lo	emerges	from	the	Audi	and	immediately	places	his	hands	on	my	hips.	“Lily,”	he	whispers,	“an	ambulance	is	coming.	I	just	want	to	get	you	checked	out.	As	a	precaution,	okay?”	He	tucks	a	piece	of	hair	behind	my	ear.	I	bite	my	gums	to	keep	my	watery	gaze	at	bay.	“What	about	the	meeting	with	your
dad?”	“I’ve	texted	him.”	He	hugs	me	to	his	chest.	“It’s	probably	nothing,”	he	says	again.	Yeah.	It’s	probably	nothing.	I	feel	a	hot	tear	escape.	I’m	at	the	mercy	of	fate.	It’s	a	cruel	thing.	To	be	in	the	hands	of	the	universe.	Forces	that	are	rarely	on	our	side.	9	LOREN	HALE	“I	just	wish	I	could	feel	him,”	Lily	says.	She	rests	on	the	hospital	bed,	one	of	her
palms	on	her	lower	abdomen.	I	hold	her	other	hand,	standing	beside	her	while	we	wait	for	the	ER	doctor	to	return	and	do	an	ultrasound.	“I	mean,	I	know	I	haven’t	felt	him	before.	But	now	I	just	really	wish	he’d	kick	or	move,	just	to	let	me	know	that	he’s…”	Tears	build	in	her	green	eyes,	her	cheeks	splotched	with	red.	I	squeeze	her	hand.	“He’s	fine,”	I
say,	my	voice	more	edged	than	I	like.	My	pulse	hasn’t	slowed.	I	don’t	want	to	lose	him—it’s	a	realization	that	crushes	my	lungs.	I	don’t	want	to	lose	this	kid	that	I	never	even	wanted.	He’s	a	piece	of	me	and	Lily,	and	most	people	would	consider	that	a	tainted,	damaged	thing.	But	the	more	I	think	about	it—and	the	longer	she	carries	our	child—I
recognize	all	of	the	good	parts	of	us.	They	f**king	exist.	And	there	is	a	hope,	a	chance,	that	he	could	be	more	than	what	I	am.	That	he	could	be	better	than	me.	Page	16	Lily	sniffs,	and	I	wipe	beneath	her	eyes	with	my	thumb.	I	turn	my	head	to	check	on	my	brother.	By	the	door,	Ryke	sits	hunched	over.	A	cellphone	on	his	lap.	His	face	buried	in	his
hands.	He’s	apologized	about	a	hundred	times.	Once	for	my	totaled	car,	ninety-nine	times	for	Lily.	“It’s	not	your	fault,”	I	say	for	the	fiftieth.	The	car	hit	us.	It	was	just	a	freak	accident.	“I	was	speeding,”	Ryke	says,	dropping	his	hands.	His	eyes	are	bloodshot.	Mine	remain	dry	and	continue	to	burn,	so	I’m	guessing	they	mirror	his.	“Not	by	much.”	He
slowed	down	by	that	point.	His	phone	buzzes,	and	he	quickly	picks	it	up.	His	face	contorts.	“She’s	getting	f**king	psych	evaluated.”	He	tried	to	follow	Daisy	to	her	hospital	room,	but	a	nurse	told	him	family	only	and	so	he	was	shuffled	to	ours.	Now	we	know	why	they	kicked	him	out.	“Maybe	that’s	a	good	thing,”	I	tell	him.	Her	eyes	didn’t	look	right.	The
Paris	riot—it’s	still	with	me.	Ryke’s	eyebrow	is	slit	in	the	corner,	a	literal	scar	from	that	night	like	Daisy’s	cheek.	I	have	no	external	wounds	to	show	for,	but	I	remember	the	fear,	the	complete	lack	of	control,	and	I	never	want	to	experience	that	again.	It’s	panic	so	deep	that	death	feels	close.	Suffocating.	Inside	out.	Today	was	a	very	small	taste	of	that,
and	I	think	we	all	know	it	triggered	something	in	Daisy	that	we	can’t	see.	Ryke	runs	his	hands	through	his	hair,	distressed,	and	then	he	scans	Lily	on	the	hospital	bed.	“I’m	so	f**king	sorry,	Lily.”	“It’s	okay,”	she	says	in	a	soft	voice.	Her	chin	quakes.	“Shh,	love.”	I	lean	closer	to	her	and	hold	her	face	between	two	hands.	“He’s	okay.”	My	chest	collapses
at	the	pain	in	her	eyes.	“I	can’t	feel	him,”	she	cries,	tears	leaking.	My	heart	is	torn	to	shreds.	“You	could	never	feel	him,”	I	remind	her.	“It	doesn’t	mean	he’s	dead.”	The	moment	I	say	the	word,	she	bursts	from	a	cry	to	a	guttural	sob.	I	can’t	explain	this	hurt	that	courses	through	me,	it’s	like	being	submerged	beneath	water.	“Shh,	Lil,”	I	choke	out	her
name.	I	end	up	stroking	her	head,	wishing	I	could	just	crawl	on	the	hospital	bed	and	hold	her	in	my	arms.	The	door	suddenly	opens,	but	it’s	Ryke.	Leaving.	I	catch	him	pinching	his	eyes	before	he	disappears.	After	a	few	minutes	of	silence,	Lily	breathes	out	trained	breaths,	her	eyes	shut	as	wet	trails	streak	her	cheeks.	When	Ryke	enters	the	room
again,	so	does	the	doctor,	and	I	wonder	if	my	brother	tracked	him	down.	I	have	a	feeling	he	did.	The	man	with	combed	blond	hair	and	blue	scrubs	does	a	small	double-take,	recognizing	our	faces	from	the	media,	probably.	He	snatches	a	chart	off	the	wall.	“I’m	Dr.	Adams.	I’ll	be	taking	your	ultrasound.”	“You	seem	young,”	I	say.	“I’m	a	first	year
resident.”	As	long	as	he	can	read	the	machine,	I	don’t	really	care	what	year	he	is.	Dr.	Adams	sits	on	a	stool	and	lifts	Lily’s	sweater	to	her	ribs.	While	he	squirts	gel	on	her	stomach,	his	gaze	pings	between	me	and	Ryke,	deep	in	thought.	“So	who’s	the	father?”	Ryke	crosses	his	arms,	and	I	glower.	He	can’t	be	serious.	“Loren	is,”	Lily	answers	softly.	“I
may	have	lost	my	kid	and	that’s	what	you	ask	me?”	I	say	to	this	guy.	Dr.	Adams	switches	on	the	ultrasound	monitor.	“If	you	need	a	paternity	test—”	“She	doesn’t	f**king	need	one,”	I	cut	him	off.	My	throat	is	too	closed	up	to	add	anything	else.	I	can’t	even	flash	a	dry	smile.	I	just	glare.	Ryke	adds,	“You	have	the	worst	f**king	bedside	manner	I’ve	ever
seen.”	“I’m	working	on	it,”	he	says	unenthusiastically.	And	then	he	presses	the	probe	on	her	stomach,	smoothing	the	gel	out	as	he	runs	it	across	her	skin.	The	sonogram	pops	up	on	the	monitor,	and	Lily’s	fingers	tighten	around	mine,	her	collar	protruding	as	she	inhales.	And	slowly,	I	hear	the	beep,	beep,	beep	of	another	heart.	The	relief	almost	buckles
my	legs.	He’s	okay.	I	rub	my	lips	as	my	body	asks	me	to	exhale,	to	breathe,	to	cry.	I	bottle	every	sentiment	that	normal	people	let	out.	Why	are	you	f**king	crying,	Loren?	I	hear	my	dad’s	voice	in	the	pit	of	my	ear.	And	I	shut	down	any	tears.	Just	like	that.	“He’s	looking	good,”	Dr.	Adams	affirms.	“Vitals	of	both	mother	and	child,	no	internal	bleeding,
everything	in	check.”	He	quickly	stands	up,	wiping	the	gel	off	her	stomach	with	a	towel.	“I	suggest	consulting	your	Ob/Gyn	within	the	week,	just	as	routine,	but	it	all	should	be	fine.	I	have	to	do	some	paperwork,	and	I’ll	have	a	nurse	release	you	when	you’re	free	to	go.”	He	speaks	so	fast	that	he’s	out	the	door,	and	the	weight	of	this	good	news	hits	me
harder.	My	life	wasn’t	rerouted	again.	Not	this	time.	I	sit	on	the	edge	of	the	hospital	bed,	and	Lily	immediately	flings	her	arms	around	my	shoulders,	her	forehead	to	my	chest.	I	hug	her	closer,	my	heart	pounding	so	hard	that	I	wonder	if	she	can	feel	it.	I	want	him.	Goddamn	I	want	this	kid	more	than	I’ve	wanted	a	lot	of	things	in	life.	And	I	know	it’s
because	he’s	a	part	of	us.	I’d	never	want	to	destroy	a	piece	of	Lily.	No	matter	if	the	road	ahead	will	be	rougher.	Without	her,	it’d	be	unbearable.	We’ve	crossed	a	point	where	losing	our	son	would	hurt	more	than	actually	having	him.	“Lil,”	I	whisper,	my	lips	brushing	her	ear.	“I	love	you.”	My	hand	slides	across	her	neck,	and	she	lifts	her	head	and	kisses
me,	so	tenderly	that	I	understand	she	wants	it	to	be	one	kiss	and	nothing	more	sexual.	I	open	my	mouth	to	ask	if	she’s	okay.	But	she	speaks	before	I	can.	“You’re	relieved.”	I	shake	my	head	and	tilt	her	chin	up.	She	frowns.	“I’m	happy,”	I	clarify.	Despite	all	of	my	fears,	I’m	happy	that	he’s	alive.	She	kisses	my	cheek	and	then	I	can’t	hold	back	any	longer,
I	kiss	her	full-force,	my	breath	becoming	hers	and	hers	mine.	One	of	my	arms	wraps	along	her	back.	When	the	door	creaks	open,	we	instantly	part.	“Thanks,”	Daisy	says	to	a	nurse	who	must’ve	led	her	here.	“Do	you	need	anything	else,	honey?”	“No,	I’m	good.”	She	has	stapled	papers	in	her	hand,	and	she	waves	to	the	nurse	as	she	leaves.	When	Daisy
spins	around,	Ryke	approaches	her	without	hesitance	or	caution—he	kisses	her	on	impact	with	deep	concern.	And	she	holds	onto	his	waist,	her	body	curving	towards	him	in	acceptance	and	want	of	that	embrace.	I’m	about	to	look	away,	but	he	pulls	back	and	says,	“You	f**king	scared	me.”	“I	scared	myself,”	she	whispers,	searching	his	eyes.	“Don’t
make	me	cry.”	“It’s	okay	to	cry,	Dais.”	My	stomach	knots.	She	nods	and	stands	on	the	tips	of	her	toes	to	kiss	him	once	more.	Then	she	says,	“I	love	you.”	His	shoulders	almost	relax,	but	his	face	stays	hardened.	He	whispers	in	her	ear.	After	I	give	him	the	time	to	say	I	love	you	back,	I	clear	my	throat,	and	they	both	turn	to	look	at	us.	Daisy	steps
forward,	her	eyes	widening.	“Lily—”	“The	baby’s	fine,”	I	explain.	Lily	still	holds	onto	me	like	she’s	learning	how	to	breathe	again.	“What’s	with	the	papers?”	I	gesture	to	the	stack	in	Daisy’s	hand.	“Oh…”	Daisy	pauses	for	a	second,	and	she	glances	between	me	and	my	brother.	“Guess	what?”	She	waves	the	papers	theatrically	in	the	air	and	outstretches
her	arms.	“I’m	pregnant.”	Then	she	bows.	Page	17	The	room	is	dead	silent.	My	brother’s	face	falls.	I	go	utterly	still.	“What?”	Ryke	says,	his	hands	resting	on	his	head.	Lily’s	jaw	has	dropped	to	the	floor.	And	then	Daisy	straightens	up	with	a	playful	smile.	“Just	kidding.”	Ryke	lets	out	a	long	breath	that	turns	into	a	growl.	“Fucking	hell,	Daisy.	I’ve	had
about	five	heart	attacks	in	the	past	f**king	hour.”	“It	was	a	joke,”	she	says	quietly.	“You	know,	the	ones	where	you	laugh	at	the	end.”	“I’m	not	f**king	laughing.”	“Wrong	crowd,”	she	says.	“I	must’ve	missed	the	room	with	the	boyfriend	who	would’ve	laughed.”	“Must	be	the	boyfriend	who	doesn’t	know	you	that	well.”	He	grabs	the	papers	out	of	her	hand
and	flips	through	them.	She	used	the	“I’m	pregnant”	announcement	to	deflect	whatever	those	papers	are	about.	Ryke’s	features	turn	grave,	and	I	understand	how	serious	it	must	be.	“What	is	it?”	Lily	asks	Daisy.	She	shrugs	weakly.	“They	want	to	put	me	on	some	medication	again.”	Ryke	folds	the	paper,	which	must	be	prescriptions	that	she’ll	need	to
pick	up,	and	he	stuffs	it	in	his	back	pocket.	My	phone	buzzes,	but	so	does	everyone	else’s.	We	all	check	the	group	text.	Please,	one	of	you,	f**king	call	me.	We’ll	reschedule	the	meeting.	I	just	want	to	know	if	my	grandson’s	alive.	–	Dad	He’d	probably	be	here	if	traffic	wasn’t	gridlocked	from	the	wreck.	I’m	the	first	to	text	him	back.	Yeah.	I	hesitate	on
what	else	to	add,	my	body	binding	with	more	emotion.	I	try	to	smother	these	feelings	on	instinct.	I	swallow	and	type:	He’s	okay.	10	LOREN	HALE	With	a	grocery	bag	in	hand,	I	slowly	open	the	door	to	my	bedroom.	I	hope	Lily	is	either	asleep	or	watching	Thor	from	where	we	left	off—right	before	she	craved	apples	and	cream	cheese	icing.	Both	of
which,	weren’t	in	the	house.	I	had	to	take	Lily’s	car—since	mine	is	out	of	commission—to	make	a	run	to	the	store.	When	I	walk	through,	I	see	Lil	on	our	bed,	my	tablet	cupped	in	her	hand	while	her	brows	furrow.	The	moment	I	shut	the	door,	she	flinches	and	hides	the	tablet	beneath	the	comforters.	Not		p**n	,	is	my	first	and	only	thought.	“Hiding
something?”	I	ask	her.	She	holds	out	her	hands	for	the	grocery	bag,	her	eyes	widening.	I	stand	at	the	foot	of	the	bed.	She	looks	ridiculously	adorable	dressed	in	her	red	Spider-Man	onesie,	pajamas	that	she	bought	in	college.	“Did	you	get	the	icing?”	She	perks	up	and	reaches	for	the	plastic	bag.	I	retract	my	arm,	keeping	a	hard	demeanor.	“How	about
we	trade?	Give	me	the	tablet	and	I’ll	give	you	the	food?”	“I	wasn’t	doing	anything	wrong,”	she	says,	but	makes	no	movement	to	grab	the	tablet.	I	suddenly	seize	her	ankle	and	tug	her	to	the	edge	of	the	bed	quickly.	The	breath	rushes	out	of	her,	and	her	eyes	land	solely	on	my	package.	I	put	my	face	very	close	to	hers	so	she	stares	right	into	my	gaze.
“Lily	Calloway,	are	you	looking	at		p**n	?”	“No,”	she	says.	I	don’t	detect	the	lie.	“Were	you	on	Tumblr?”	She	presses	her	lips	together.	I	give	her	a	no-nonsense	look.	“Lil.”	“Lo.”	I	shake	my	head	at	her.	“What	could	be	so	goddamn	interesting	that	you’d	risk	your	precious	apples	and	icing?”	She	raises	her	hands.	“I	can	explain.”	Her	mouth	stays	frozen,
wide	open,	and	no	words	escape.	To	cut	to	the	chase,	I	rest	a	knee	on	the	bed,	lean	forward	and	steal	my	tablet	back.	She	doesn’t	even	attempt	to	retrieve	it.	She	just	buries	her	face	in	the	comforter,	her	cheeks	reddening	in	embarrassment.	I’m	more	confused.	I	type	in	my	password	on	the	lock	screen.	And	what	pops	up	is	an	article,	not	on	Tumblr,
titled:	Best	sex	positions	during	pregnancy.	It’s	not	even	close	to	being	bad.	She	mumbles	something	into	the	comforter	that	sounds	like,	I	was	just	curious.	I	take	the	tub	of	icing	and	the	tray	of	sliced	apples	out	of	the	bag	and	then	roll	Lily	on	her	back.	She	shields	her	face	with	her	hands.	“I	couldn’t	help	it.	I	mean,	I	could,	but	I	just	wondered	what
would	feel	the	best	and…and	I’m	going	to	stop	talking	now.”	I	straddle	her,	my	knees	on	either	side	of	her	hips,	and	she	peeks	out	of	her	fingers,	inspecting	the	icing	and	the	apples	in	my	clutch.	“Am	I	dreaming?”	she	whispers.	“No,	love.”	She	crinkles	her	nose.	“This	seems	an	awful	lot	like	one	of	my	fantasies.”	She	pauses.	“Only	you’re	supposed	to
be	naked.”	“In	time,”	I	tell	her,	snapping	open	the	tub	of	icing.	“So	you’re	not	mad	at	me?”	she	asks,	propping	her	body	on	her	elbows.	“I	trust	you,	Lil.”	I’d	rather	her	be	comfortable	when	we	sleep	together	than	panicked	and	anxious	anyway.	I	recognize	how	unfair	it	must	be	when	I	can	read	all	of	these	sites,	have	all	of	this	knowledge,	and	she’s
supposedly	not	allowed	any	of	it—for	the	sake	of	not	arousing	her.	We’re	going	to	f**k	regardless.	She	reddens	even	more	as	she	whispers,	“Are	we	going	to	have	sex	right	now?”	“Why	are	you	whispering?”	I	say.	“Are	you	hiding	someone	under	the	bed?”	“No,”	she	says,	watching	me	dip	an	apple	in	icing.	With	my	other	hand,	I	cup	the	spot	between
her	legs,	and	she	writhes	beneath	me,	a	breathless	sound	leaving	her	lips.	My	c**k	throbs	a	couple	times.	I’m	about	to	put	the	apple	between	her	lips,	but	the	moment	I	lean	forward,	our	window	suddenly	shatters.	I	flinch	as	a	projectile	thuds	hard	on	the	floorboards.	What	the	hell?	Lily	goes	rigid	in	fright,	her	fingers	gripping	my	biceps.	Climbing	off
her	body,	I	instinctively	position	her	behind	me.	“Lil,	stay	back.”	My	command	is	muffled	through	shouting	outside,	alarmed	voices	that	echo	into	our	bedroom.	“Come	on,	go,	go!”	“Run.	Run!	He’s	going	to	see	us!”	My	pulse	is	racing	with	blood-red	heat	as	I	start	to	piece	together	this	incident.	A	prank.	I	grind	my	teeth.	A	stupid	prank.	I	immediately
stand	off	the	bed,	and	Lily	crawls	to	the	edge.	I	give	her	a	warning	look.	“Lily,	stay	back.”	Too	much	glass	litters	the	floor,	and	I	don’t	want	her	near	it.	My	eyes	fall	to	her	abdomen.	I	have	someone	else	to	look	out	for	too.	This	must	trigger	a	maternal	impulse	in	Lily.	She	remains	still,	not	following	me.	With	a	pit	in	my	stomach,	I	step	around	the	sharp
shards	and	pick	up	a	brick,	a	note	attached	with	a	rubber	band.	I	head	to	the	window	before	I	read	it,	my	muscles	in	taut	strands.	Right	outside,	I	spot	about	five	teenagers	in	black	hoodies,	sprinting	across	our	yard.	Floodlights	still	illuminate	the	grass.	Only	one	of	the	guys	turns	to	look	back.	And	his	eyes	meet	mine.	Dead	on.	I	feel	how	severely
sharpened	my	face	is—I	sense	the	malice	in	my	eyes.	But	it	all	bleeds	away	the	moment	I	see	the	same	exact	expression	in	this	teenager.	The	same	guy	that	I	grabbed	in	the	street	during	the	paintball	prank.	I	shake	my	head	at	him.	He	inhales	heavily.	And	then	he	sprints	away,	following	his	friends.	My	gaze	falls	to	the	cold	brick.	I	snap	off	the	rubber
band	and	unfurl	the	white	paper.	“What	does	it	say?”	Lily	asks.	Roses	are	red.	Violets	are	blue.	Fuck	your	slut.	We	all	know	your	brother	will	too.	With	white	knuckles,	I	crumple	the	paper,	my	veins	on	fire.	I	suppress	this	irritation.	I	hate	the	three-way	rumors,	but	what	I	hate	more	are	the	ones	about	our	kid	belonging	to	Ryke.	Page	18	“Lo?”	she	says.
And	what	I	can’t	stomach—is	Lily’s	reaction	to	these	things.	It	tears	her	down,	and	I	want	her	to	rise	above	it	all.	But	it	f**king	hurts.	I	know	it.	So	I’m	going	to	do	my	best	to	shield	her	from	this	shit.	I	pull	the	velvet	purple	curtains	closed,	a	lie	already	concocted	in	my	head.	“It’s	a	bad	joke	about	small	dicks.	It’s	not	even	funny.”	She	nods,	probably	not
even	believing	me,	but	she	lets	it	go	anyway.	Her	gaze	travels	to	the	glass,	the	broken	window	already	concealed	behind	the	curtain.	“I’ll	clean	it	later,”	I	say	the	moment	our	door	blows	open	without	a	knock.	“Hey,”	Ryke	says.	“I	heard	a…”	He	sees	the	glass	and	then	the	brick	in	my	hand.	“Here.”	I	step	around	the	shards	and	hand	him	the	brick	and
balled	note.	“Do	what	you	want	with	this.	It’s	nothing	to	me.”	His	shoulders	tighten,	and	he	unfurls	the	note,	reading	it	quickly.	His	voice	lowers	so	Lily	can’t	hear	him.	“This	is	f**king	wrong.”	“We’ve	heard	it	all	before,”	I	say.	“I	can	deal	with	it.”	I	don’t	need	Ryke	to	threaten	these	guys	on	my	behalf.	I	have	a	louder	voice	than	him	anyway.	I’ve	always
been	capable	of	lashing	out.	This	is	the	route	I’ve	never	taken	before.	Wait	and	see.	Be	calm.	Try	to	put	my	emotions	aside	to	find	the	better	option.	“Are	you	sure?”	Ryke	asks	me,	his	eyes	flickering	to	Lily	on	the	bed	and	back	to	me.	“They’re	not	going	to	break	our	fragile	hearts	into	little	pieces,”	I	say	dryly.	“So	no	one	needs	to	contact	a	realtor.
We’re	not	moving.”	Everyone’s	lives	have	changed	too	many	times	because	of	outside	forces.	This	house	is	supposed	to	be	our	stability,	and	these	teenagers	aren’t	going	to	take	that	away.	We’ve	lost	way	too	much	already.	“You	feel	like	you	need	something,	and	you	come	to	me,	okay?”	Ryke	suddenly	says.	He	means	booze.	I	play	dumb.	“Sure.	Next
time	I	need	a	shoulder	to	cry	on,	I’ll	make	sure	to	blow	snot	on	your	shirt.”	He	flips	me	off,	but	we	both	end	up	smiling	weakly.	I	rub	the	back	of	my	neck.	“Can	you	just	let	everyone	else	know	what	happened?	I	want	to	be	alone	with	Lily	right	now,	and	Rose	hasn’t	learned	how	to	knock	either.”	Ryke	rolls	his	eyes.	“Yeah,	I’ll	tell	everyone	to	give	you	an
hour—”	“Longer,”	I	say.	Lily	inhales	in	surprise	and	partial	arousal.	Both	Ryke	and	I	turn	to	look	at	Lil,	her	skin	nearly	blending	into	her	red	onesie.	She	flings	a	blanket	over	her	head	so	Ryke	can’t	see	her	embarrassment.	I	can’t	hold	back	a	smile.	Goddamn,	I	love	her.	“I	already	f**king	saw	you,	Lily,”	my	brother	says	like	she’s	being	ridiculous.	Lily
mumbles	out	a	response	that	sounds	like,	no	you	didn’t.	I	pat	Ryke’s	shoulder.	“See	you	later.”	He	takes	the	hint	and	exits	the	bedroom,	shutting	the	door	on	his	way	out.	I	climb	back	on	the	bed,	straddle	her	and	yank	the	blanket	off	her	face,	her	hair	frizzing	with	the	static.	Her	lips	part	while	her	gaze	trails	my	body.	“In	my	fantasy,	you’re	naked,”	she
reminds	me.	“Do	you	want	this	to	last	longer	than	an	hour,	love?”	She	nods	with	wide,	desirous	eyes.	I	kiss	her	lips	tenderly	and	then	whisper,	“Then	we’re	going	to	go	really,	really	slow.”	She	smiles	and	kisses	me	back,	agreeing	to	this	plan.	She	pauses	for	just	a	second	and	I	sense	the	hesitation	in	her	body,	which	is	unlike	Lily.	“Do	you	think	they’ll
stop?”	she	asks	me	seriously.	I	realize	she’s	talking	about	the	teenagers.	“Maybe,”	I	say.	“I	don’t	know.”	I	frown.	“Are	you	scared?”	“Not	really.	We	dealt	with	worse	ass**les	in	prep	school,	right?”	Me,	I	think.	I	was	worse.	I	poured	pig’s	blood	on	a	guy’s	front	door	and	did	countless	other	things.	“Right,”	I	breathe.	“They	can’t	come	in	the	house…”	she
says	with	unease.	“No,”	I	say	forcefully.	“They	wouldn’t.	Plus,	we	have	a	security	system.”	She	nods	repeatedly	and	then	she	kisses	me	quickly	and	deeply.	I	rest	her	back	against	the	mattress	again.	I	just	try	to	forget	about	the	interruption,	the	teenagers,	and	the	sharp	look	of	the	young	guy	down	the	street—the	one	that	simultaneously	said	f**k	you.
And	kill	me.	11	LILY	CALLOWAY	“How	could	I	have	slept	through	a	f**king	car	accident?”	Rose	says,	aghast	for	the	umpteenth	time.	She	sits	on	a	leather	bar	stool	with	a	winter	recipe	book	cracked	open.	“Queen	Rose¸	it’s	been	ten	days,”	Loren	says	with	little	amusement.	“You	weren’t	even	there,	so	let	us	peons	reflect	on	the	situation	and	you	can
let	it	go.”	He	gives	her	a	bitter	smile	and	dusts	flour	off	his	hands	with	a	towel.	That	was	one	of	his	nicer	comments	of	the	day.	Baking,	I	have	found,	makes	Loren	Hale	mean.	Almost	like	smiling,	happy	gingerbread	men	frustrate	him.	He	already	put	frowny	faces	on	the	second	batch	of	cookies,	just	to	ensure	that	they	all	share	in	his	irritated	state	of
being.	“I	can’t	let	it	go,”	Rose	says	in	a	huff.	“No	one	even	called	us.”	She	angrily	flips	a	page	in	her	recipe	book.	They	found	out	about	the	car	accident	from	Celebrity	Crush	before	we	could	tell	them.	We’ll	never	live	it	down.	But	I	know	it’s	more	than	not	calling.	Rose	is	scared	that	she’s	now	part	of	the	outer	circle.	Connor	isn’t	happy	either.	They
both	like	to	know	everything	before	everyone—so	this	stings.	I	watch	Daisy	and	Ryke	man	the	blender	in	our	stainless	steel	kitchen.	Measuring	cups,	cupcake	trays,	sugar	and	butter	are	splayed	on	the	countertops.	I’m	not	wandering	around,	but	I	eat	chocolate	chips	out	of	the	bag	next	to	Rose,	which	I’d	like	to	think	helps	in	some	way.	I’m	taste-
testing	the	food.	It’s	edible.	Just	in	case	someone	out	there	is	wondering.	“I	would’ve	liked	a	text	message,	at	least,”	Connor	says,	opening	a	carton	of	eggs.	He	stands	closest	to	Lo	on	the	other	side	of	the	bar	counter.	Lo	leans	against	the	cupboard.	He	snaps	back,	“I’ll	send	you	one	right	now	if	it	makes	you	feel	better.”	He	doesn’t	even	add	love	on	the
end	of	it,	which	he	reserves	only	for	me	and	one	of	his	best	friends.	Connor’s	eyebrow	arches	and	he	stares	blankly	at	him.	I	say	to	Lo,	“Baking	makes	you	mean.”	He	grips	the	counter,	takes	a	deep	breath,	and	his	narrowed	amber	eyes	flit	up	to	me.	“My	dad	texted	me	about	the	meeting.”	The	kitchen	goes	quiet	except	for	the	whirling	blender.	“And?”
I	ask,	caging	a	breath.	“And	nothing.	He	just	keeps	saying	he’ll	explain	in	person,	but	now	he’s	not	even	saying	when	that’ll	be.”	He	straightens	up	as	he	exhales	again.	“It’s	annoying	as	shit.”	Ryke	says,	“He’s	just	messing	with	us.	It’s	what	he	f**king	does.”	Lo	shakes	his	head	again	in	disagreement.	“It’s	like	he’s	scared	or	something…I	don’t	know.	I
don’t	want	to	think	about	it,	honestly.”	Rose	points	to	a	photo	of	peppermint	cookies.	“Whole	Foods	sells	this	exact	cookie.”	Lo	looks	grateful	for	the	digression,	even	if	it’s	coming	from	Rose.	My	older	sister	is	ready	to	hop	off	the	barstool,	grab	her	keys	and	go	shopping.	Her	shopping	skills	far	outrank	her	cooking	skills.	Page	19	And	I	agree,	this
sounds	like	a	brilliant	plan.	I	perk	up.	I’m	about	to	call	quits	on	our	attempt	at	baking.	I’m	known	to	be	lazy,	so	I	have	a	perfect	excuse.	But	Connor	rips	the	recipe	book	out	of	Rose’s	hand	and	skims	the	ingredients.	“You	can	make	this	easily,	darling.”	Her	yellow-green	eyes	pierce	his	forehead.	“I	don’t	cook.	The	smart	thing,	Richard,	would	be	to	save
time	and	buy	all	of	this.”	She	gestures	to	the	tray	of	misshapen	gingerbread	men	(Lo’s),	burnt	snickerdoodles	(Daisy’s)	and	perfectly	brown	oatmeal	raisins	(Ryke’s).	“It’s	the	efficient	thing,”	Connor	says.	“But	Maria	asked	for	homemade	cookies,	not	store	bought	ones.”	Poppy’s	daughter	is	having	some	sort	of	baked	goods	sale,	and	my	oldest	sister
enlisted	our	help.	“Maria	also	knows	that	I	loathe	baking.”	Rose	stretches	over	the	bar	to	talk	to	Connor.	Oh	this	is	good.	I	eat	the	chocolate	chips	like	popcorn,	my	lips	rising	in	entertainment.	The	nerd	stars	are	sparkling.	Lo	is	watching	too,	and	he	joins	my	side	and	sticks	his	hand	in	the	chocolate	chip	bag.	Connor	is	practically	grinning.	“Are	you
really	implying	that	she’s	doing	this	on	purpose?”	“Yes.”	Rose	pulls	back	her	shoulders	like	a	cat	ready	to	pounce.	Connor	grins,	full-on	now.	“She’s	six.”	Lo	whispers	to	me,	“Burn.”	“Rose	has	this,”	I	whisper	back.	“Watch.”	I’m	Team	Nerd	Stars,	but	if	I	must	choose	an	allegiance,	I	will	go	with	my	sister,	every	time.	“All	kids	are	devils	in	disguise,”
Rose	retorts,	her	forearms	on	the	bar,	“and	apparently	I’m	the	only	one	who	sees	them	for	what	they	really	are.”	“And	what	is	that?”	“Small,	tiny	gremlins.”	Lo	chokes	on	a	chocolate	chip.	I	pat	his	back	and	keep	eating	mine,	my	eyes	widening	with	delight.	This	is	better	than	a	summer	blockbuster.	Rose’s	butt	rises	off	the	stool	as	she	continues,	“The
kind	that	will	suck	up	all	of	your	time	and	energy,	and	before	you	know	it,	you’re	an	old	hag	with	nothing	but	saggy,	disgusting	cookies.”	“Your	hyperboles	are	nothing	new,”	he	tells	her.	I	think	he	only	likes	them	when	they	come	from	her.	She	scoffs.	“I	speak	the	truth.”	“If	anyone	here	is	a	truthteller,	it’s	me,	darling.”	He	winks.	She	glares.	“Next	time
you	wink	at	me,	Richard,	I’m	going	to	scratch	out	your	eyeball	and	set	it	on	fire.”	He	leans	closer	to	her,	their	lips	a	breath	apart.	“Go	ahead	and	try.”	Her	gaze	falls	to	his	mouth,	the	sexual	tension	heightened,	but	it	doesn’t	stir	me	to	bad	places.	Their	intellectual	love	is	always	more	amusing	to	me	than	erotic.	“If	you’re	a	truthteller,”	she	says,	“then
what	does	that	make	me,	Richard?”	“A	storyteller.	The	world	needs	those,	so	don’t	feel	bad.”	Ohhhhh.	“Double	burn,”	Lo	says.	He	looks	to	me.	“You	were	saying,	love?”	He’s	Team	Connor,	all	the	way.	I	refuse	to	concede.	My	sister	will	come	out	on	top.	Rose’s	cheeks	are	flushed	though—half	in	anger	and	half	in	arousal,	her	breath	shallow.	And	she
glowers.	“Don’t	smirk	at	me.”	Her	eyes	flit	to	his	lips	again	and	back	to	his	deep	blues.	Connor’s	grin	only	overtakes	his	face,	arrogant	and—	“I	married	an	egomaniac,”	Rose	says.	“What	is	wrong	with	me?”	Okay,	so	maybe	she’s	going	to	come	out	on	bottom,	but	I	think	that’s	a	place	she	likes	to	be	in	the	bedroom.	In	my	book,	she	won.	I	nod
definitively.	Connor	leans	forward,	his	wrists	on	the	counter,	fingers	skimming	her	arms.	“Rien	du	tout.”	Nothing	at	all.	I	flinch	in	surprise	with	the	candy	bag	in	hand,	chocolate	chips	sailing	through	the	air.	Everyone	turns	to	me,	and	I	redden.	Still	I	point	at	Connor.	“I	understood	you!	Ha!”	My	French	translation	book	is	finally	paying	off.	And	Connor
gives	me	one	of	the	most	genuine	smiles,	and	then	he	claps,	not	in	sarcasm,	like	real	applause	for	someone	who	aced	a	test	and	deserves	an	A-plus.	It	fills	me	with	more	confidence	than	I	think	I’ve	ever	had.	I	can	be	on	the	same	level	as	the	two	smartest	people	in	the	house.	It	just	takes	a	little	work	and	dedication.	Things	they	excel	in—things	I’m
learning.	Lo	kisses	my	temple,	his	hands	swooping	around	my	waist	from	behind.	My	body	warms	at	his	touch,	and	I	purposefully	avoid	his	features,	not	able	to	stare	too	long.	His	gorgeous	jawline	and	amber	eyes	will	send	me	on	a	one-way	ticket	to	the	bedroom,	and	I’ve	been	doing…not	so	hot	these	past	few	days	in	the	sex	department.	It’s	just
difficult	being	so	aroused	all	the	time.	Lo	even	reads	me	well,	no	teasing.	He	just	keeps	his	one	loose	arm	around	me	and	stays	by	my	side.	He	says	to	Rose,	“It’s	funny	how	you’re	bitching	when	we’ve	done	most	of	the	baking.”	He	gestures	from	his	chest	to	Ryke	to	Connor.	“Daisy	helped	us,”	Ryke	reminds	him,	popping	the	lid	off	the	chocolate	icing.
“And	Daisy,”	Lo	amends.	“I’m	bitching	for	Lily	too,	not	just	for	myself.”	She	raises	her	chin	to	me.	“You’re	welcome.”	And	then	she	folds	her	hands	on	the	counter	and	sits	straighter.	I	do	love	Rose,	even	when	she’s	standing	on	the	opposite	side	from	Lo.	He	flashes	her	a	half-smile	and	then	walks	back	to	Connor.	He	pats	him	on	the	shoulder.	“She’s	all
yours,	love.”	Connor	grins	a	billion-dollar	grin,	and	his	eyes	never	waver	from	Rose’s	and	hers	never	detach	from	his,	like	they’re	speaking	in	their	brains.	Mind	reading—a	smart	person	superpower.	I	smile	and	scoop	some	chocolate	chips	off	the	counter	while	Lo	checks	the	oven.	When	I	look	up,	I	catch	Ryke	and	Daisy	flirting,	two	of	his	fingers
dipping	into	the	chocolate	icing.	My	body	actually	reacts,	my	skin	warming	in	places	it	shouldn’t.	I	stiffen,	remembering	a	similar	icing	situation	in	the	past	with	them.	When	they	weren’t	together.	But	I	never	heated	back	then.	I	definitely	didn’t	break	into	an	aroused	sweat.	I	wipe	my	arm	over	my	clammy	forehead,	cursing	myself	for	feeling	anything
at	all.	Daisy	faces	her	older	boyfriend,	holding	onto	his	belt	loops,	and	then	Ryke	sucks	the	chocolate	off,	his	fingers	deep	in	his	mouth,	and	his	eyes	roll	back	in	a	fake	orgasm.	Holy	shit.	I	need	to	look	away.	Ryke	Meadows	cannot	be	arousing	me.	No,	no,	no.	If	there	is	one	constant	it’s	this:	Ryke	Meadows	is	my	mood	killer,	my	go-to	image	to	make	me
dry.	My	hormonal	body	doesn’t	realize	how	annoying	Ryke	can	be.	As	soon	as	Ryke	drops	his	fingers,	he	kisses	Daisy	so	deeply,	with	skilled	tongue	action.	Her	hands	grip	his	thick	brown	hair.	I	grow	wet	and	force	my	gaze	anywhere	else.	That	was	not	hot,	I	try	to	fool	myself.	I	would	like	to	crawl	beneath	the	bar	stool,	hide	and	disintegrate	into	the
floorboards.	This	is	too	awkward	to	even	talk	about,	let	alone	ponder	in	my	dirty,	messed	up	mind.	Now	my	elbows	are	even	red.	Great.	I	hear	a	tray	clatter	on	the	stove,	and	I	realize	Lo	not	only	saw	me	squirming	but	he	may	have	caught	the	source	of	my	arousal.	Oh	God.	My	face	contorts	in	humiliation.	I’m	not	turned	on	by	his	brother—he	can’t
believe	that.	Not	when	Mr.	Clean	on	the	Febreze	bottle	made	me	hot	and	bothered	the	other	day.	And	he’s	old	and	bald	and	very	two-dimensional.	But	Lo’s	features	have	marbleized	in	this	I	hate	the	f**king	world	expression	that	he	carries	almost	twenty-four-seven.	“Your	cookies	are	burnt,”	he	snaps	at	Ryke,	breaking	my	gaze.	Page	20	Wait,	come
back.	Ryke	detaches	from	Daisy	in	an	instant.	“Fuck,”	he	curses	and	checks	the	tray	on	the	stove.	His	brows	pinch.	“They	look	fine	to	me.”	He	flips	one	over,	the	bottom	light	brown.	“My	bad,”	Lo	says	dryly.	I	open	my	mouth	to	call	him	over,	but	his	back	suddenly	spins,	like	he’s	icing	me	out.	My	heart	lurches.	Turn	around.	I	need	to	know	I	didn’t
upset	him…or	offend	him.	I	usually	have	the	best	read	on	Lo,	and	I	have	no	superpowers	of	mental	persuasion	or	any	magic	like	Connor.	I	am	too	much	of	a	squib	to	fix	this.	Turn	around.	Nothing.	Lo	whispers	with	Connor,	and	a	pit	wedges	even	further	in	my	lungs.	And	then	Daisy’s	phone	rings	while	Ryke	washes	his	hands.	“Who	is	it?”	Rose	asks.
Daisy’s	face	falls	a	little.	“Mom.	She’s	trying	to	convince	me	to	go	to	a	plastic	surgeon	for	the	scar	again,	on	top	of	planning	my	birthday.”	She	lets	out	a	tired	breath	and	rubs	her	eyes.	“I’ll	be	a	couple	minutes.”	“I’ll	talk	to	her,”	Rose	says,	outstretching	her	hand	to	snatch	the	phone	as	Daisy	passes.	“No.”	Daisy	hugs	the	cell	to	her	chest	and	walks
backwards	to	the	basement	door.	“You	don’t	need	the	stress.	It’s	all	cool.	I	can	handle	her.”	With	this,	Daisy	disappears.	The	last	thing	I	hear	her	say	is,	“Hey,	Mom.”	I	try	not	to	worry	about	Daisy	or	Lo,	and	instead	focus	on	Ryke	who	chucks	some	dirty	bowls	into	the	sink.	Maybe	I	can	squash	this	and	convince	Lo	that	nothing	is	happening.	I’m
repelled	by	Ryke.	We’re	so	platonic	it	hurts.	In	a	nonsexual	way.	I	cringe.	I	really	need	to	stop	thinking.	I	ask	Ryke,	“What	are	you	getting	her?”	He	rotates	to	me,	his	features	all	dark.	All	stone	to	his	brother’s	ice.	“For	what?”	Rose	lets	out	a	not-so-surprised	half-laugh.	“Her	birthday,”	she	says	flatly.	“Tell	me	you’ve	already	bought	her	something.”
“For	f**k’s	sake,	it	was	just	Valentine’s	Day.”	And	he	cancelled	his	plans	of	camping	under	the	stars	with	Daisy	that	day,	the	paparazzi	just	too	rabid	after	the	small	car	wreck.	Any	time	we	pop	up	in	the	tabloids	like	a	newsworthy	blip,	our	photos	start	selling	for	more	money.	So	February	14th,	Ryke	just	cooked	Daisy	dinner	and	spent	the	night	indoors
like	Lo	and	me.	Connor	and	Rose	were	the	only	two	who	ventured	out,	and	Rose	called	the	evening	“hellish”	since	they	were	late	for	their	dinner	reservations	in	New	York.	Even	though	their	whereabouts	were	tipped	to	the	media,	Rose	returned	home	with	an	uncharacteristically	giddy	smile	and	a	limo	full	of	red	and	pink	roses.	They	were	from	her
fans,	who	showed	up	to	see	her,	just	to	say	I	love	you,	Rose	Calloway,	and	give	her	a	present	on	Valentine’s	Day.	I	love	our	short-lived	reality	show	for	bringing	this	type	of	unexpected	joy	into	our	lives,	and	it	verifies	why	these	kinds	of	fans	should	rule	the	world.	“So	what	if	it	was	just	Valentine’s	Day,”	Rose	snaps,	redirecting	my	thoughts	to	the
present,	“it’s	still	her	birthday	on	the	twentieth,	and	she’ll	expect	a	gift	from	her	boyfriend.”	“I’m	working	on	it,”	Ryke	says,	nearing	the	bar	counter	while	Lo	and	Connor	share	furtive	whispers	a	few	feet	away.	I	tuck	a	piece	of	hair	behind	my	ear,	my	palms	sweaty.	I	wish	I	wasn’t	on	the	outs.	“Look,”	Ryke	continues,	“a	lot	is	going	on…”	He	trails	off	as
Rose	snatches	the	nearest	utensil—a	whisk—and	points	it	at	him	threateningly.	This	would	be	scarier	if	it	was	something	sharp.	Like	a	knife	or	a	fork.	“Do	not	tell	me	that	you	forgot	her	birthday,”	Rose	says	in	her	icy	tone.	Oh	no.	But	I	remember	that	Ryke	isn’t	Lo.	He	holds	his	hands	up	defensively.	“Daisy	is	not	the	type	of	f**king	person	to	remind
anyone	about	her	birthday.	It’s	not	my	fault.”	“That	was	directed	towards	me,”	Rose	says	like	she	caught	an	insult	midair	with	a	baseball	glove.	Ryke	frowns	in	confusion.	“What?”	“Because	I	emailed	you	my	birthday	itinerary	in	advance…”	Off	Ryke’s	scrunched	gaze,	she	adds,	“Do	you	even	check	your	email?”	“To	be	honest,	I	don’t	even	know	my
password,”	Ryke	tells	her.	“And	who	plans	their	birthday	six	months	in	advance?”	Solid	points.	I	look	to	Lo,	wondering	if	he	sees	how	cordial	this	conversation	is—how	unsexy	we	all	are.	My	heart	just	keeps	sinking	the	longer	I	stare	at	his	back.	Rose	drums	her	fingers	on	the	bar	counter.	“I’m	not	ashamed.	It’s	the	one	day	of	the	year	dedicated	to	me,
so	if	three-hundred-and-sixty-four	days	fail	to	live	up	to	my	standards,	I	still	have	this	one.”	“You	sound	like	Connor,”	I	point	out	with	a	small	smile.	She	glares.	“If	Connor	appreciated	the	narcissism	in	his	own	birthday	that’d	make	sense,	but	he	refuses	to	believe	they’re	anything	more	than	meaningless.”	I	wait	for	Connor	to	pipe	in	about	how	he	won’t
celebrate	his	birthday,	but	like	Lo,	he’s	not	paying	attention	to	our	discussion.	I	find	myself	scratching	my	arm,	and	I	immediately	freeze	in	slight	panic.	I	haven’t	done	that	in	a	while.	Ryke’s	face	hardens	in	that	masculine	concern—something	I	do	not	want	to	see	right	now.	In	fact,	I	need	to	stop	making	eye	contact	with	him	altogether.	I	have	a	new
tactic:	Avoid	Ryke	Meadows.	Rose	is	still	drawn	to	the	birthday	topic,	thankfully	not	noticing	my	strangeness.	“Buy	her	diamond	earrings,”	she	says.	“She’d	f**king	hate	that.”	I	stare	at	the	bar	counter	while	I	mutter,	“She’ll	like	anything	you	get	her.”	Daisy	is	pretty	much	the	easiest	person	to	please.	“Is	there	something	interesting	about	the	counter
that	we	don’t	f**king	know	about?”	Ryke	suddenly	asks	me.	I	squint	at	the	granite,	speckles	of	gray,	white	and	black.	“I	think	if	you	close	one	eye	like	this…you	can	see	a	bunny	rabbit.”	“Everyone	is	so	f**king	weird.”	Rose	dismisses	that	comment	with	the	swat	of	her	hand.	“Just	wait	until	you	have	your	first	fight	with	Daisy.”	She	says	it	like	she’s
expecting	the	moment	to	happen.	Why	is	she	putting	that	thought	into	his	head?	I	lightly	elbow	Rose.	“Don’t	say	that.	They	don’t	fight.”	I	can’t	see	Daisy	being	that	upset	over	a	present.	“Everyone	fights.”	I	point	my	finger	at	Ryke,	and	it	accidentally	pokes	him	in	the	eye.	Oh	my	God!	When	did	he	get	that	close	to	me?	“Fuck,	Lily,”	he	curses,	his	hand
flying	to	his	face.	I	wince.	“Sorry…	I	was	going	to	tell	you	not	to	fight	with	her.”	“I	f**king	got	that.”	He	sighs	with	a	heavy	growl.	“I	didn’t	mean	to	say	it	like	that.”	He	drops	his	hand,	his	eye	a	little	reddened	from	my	attack.	He	glances	at	the	basement	door	and	then	back	to	me.	“You	okay?”	“Yeah?”	Do	I	not	look	okay?	My	heart	is	racing	with	anxiety.
If	I	shift	a	little,	I	can	feel	how	soaked	my	panties	are,	and	I	hate,	hate,	hate	that	he	was	the	cause.	I’m	not	even	attracted	to	him	right	now.	He	suddenly	walks	around	the	bar	counter,	his	nearness	alarming	me,	especially	as	I	notice	Lo	watching	us	and	my	reaction.	Ryke	clasps	my	wrist,	prying	my	hand	from	my	arm,	half-moon	nail	indentions	by	my
elbow.	I	was	scratching	again?	I	can	feel	his	body	heat,	and	I	instinctively	hop	off	the	stool	and	push	him	away	with	two	firm	palms,	a	little	more	aggressively	than	I	intended.	Page	21	“What	the	f**k?”	Ryke	swears.	“Just	stay	back,”	I	say,	breathing	heavily.	I	shuffle	into	the	kitchen.	“Lily—”	“Shh.	It’s	better	if	you	don’t	talk	of	this,”	I	tell	him.	Let’s	just
forget	my	weirdness	ever	happened	and	pretend	that	everything	is	okay.	Nothing	is	happening	between	Ryke	and	me.	Nothing.	Ryke	glowers.	“Are	you	reading	the	f**king	tabloids	again?”	“Yes.”	I	nod.	“It’s	important	that	I’m	up	to	date	on	all	the	rumors.”	The	three-ways,	the	I’m	having	Ryke’s	baby	ones	are	out	of	control.	Lo	says	it	doesn’t	bother
him,	but	at	the	hospital,	I	could	tell	that	comment	from	the	doctor	dug	underneath	his	skin.	It	hurt	me	just	as	much.	“That’s	the	stupidest	f**king	excuse,”	he	tells	me.	“We’re	friends,	Lily.	That’s	it.	You	know	it.	I	know	it.	So	what	if	the	f**king	world	doesn’t	believe	us?”	“I	care!”	I	shout.	I	can’t	turn	it	off	like	he	can.	After	a	while,	the	ridicule	hurts.
“You’re	f**king	stronger	than	that!”	he	yells	back.	I	don’t	feel	it.	Not	today.	I	think	Ryke	just	wishes	I	was	at	his	level.	If	all	of	us	didn’t	give	a	shit,	then	he’d	never	have	to	watch	us	crumble.	I	feel	tears	crest	my	eyes.	I	wish,	so	badly,	that	I	could	be	more	like	him.	Doesn’t	he	understand	how	much	we’d	all	replace	parts	of	ourselves	just	to	have	a	little
of	what	he	possesses?	“Hey,”	Lo	cuts	in,	his	tone	not	as	sharp.	“Leave	her	alone,	man.”	My	heart	skips,	and	even	though	Lo	sticks	up	for	me,	I	still	can’t	read	him.	It	frightens	me.	We’re	out	of	sync,	and	I	can’t	remember	the	last	time	where	this	happened.	Maybe	in	college,	when	we	went	without	talking	for	a	whole	week	and	our	addictions	overtook
our	lives.	Ryke	breathes	heavily.	“I	don’t	want	the	f**king	tabloids	ruining	my	friendship	with	her.”	Rose	pipes	in,	“That’s	what	they’re	hoping,	for	all	of	us	to	break	apart.	Little	ass**les…”	she	stares	off	like	she’s	plotting	someone’s	demise.	“We’re	still	friends,”	I	tell	Ryke.	“Then	why	can’t	you	f**king	look	at	me?”	I’m	scared	of	you.	It’s	an	awful	truth.
Really,	I’m	scared	of	me,	but	the	weight	on	my	chest	lessens	when	I	place	the	guilt	somewhere	else.	I	raise	my	head,	but	I	only	meet	Loren	Hale’s	gaze.	He	stares	straight	through	me,	like	he	is	reaching	right	into	my	soul	and	piecing	apart	all	of	my	intricate	fears.	What	frightens	me	most:	not	knowing	what	my	best	friend	feels.	I’m	about	to	approach
him	in	the	middle	of	the	kitchen	and	collide	with	his	hard,	rigid	body.	But	I	don’t	have	to	lift	a	foot.	He	walks	to	me.	And	he	pulls	my	small	frame	to	him,	embracing	me	with	two	strong	arms,	a	warm	cocoon	where	my	heart	begins	to	slow.	I	rest	my	cheek	on	his	chest,	his	body	pressed	along	mine,	and	I	shut	my	eyes.	His	hand	lowers	to	the	small	of	my
back,	and	he	dips	his	head.	His	lips	to	my	ear,	he	whispers,	“I’m	not	going	anywhere.”	He	pauses,	an	extended	one	that	stops	my	pulse.	“Lil…how	aroused	are	you?”	He	would’ve	checked	without	asking	if	we	were	alone.	I	flush	and	tilt	my	chin	up.	I	whisper	quickly,	“I’m	only	aroused	by	you.”	His	face	sharpens	and	he	says,	“Shhh.”	Why	is	he	shushing
me?	“It’s	true.”	My	voice	shakes.	He	kisses	the	outside	of	my	lips,	really	tenderly.	Where	is	his	head	at?	“Lil,”	he	warns,	like	I	did	something	wrong.	I	concentrate	and	realize	I’m	pushing	my	pelvis	right	up	against	him,	his	bulge	edging	towards	my	wetness	as	I	hike	my	leg	around	him.	I	drop	my	foot,	my	whole	body	flaming	with	embarrassment.	I
cover	my	face	with	both	my	hands.	This	is	one	of	those	days	I	wish	I	could	erase.	Dr.	Banning,	my	therapist,	says	that	everyone	has	them,	but	I	always	play	my	bad	days	on	loop,	tormenting	me	for	eternity.	“It’s	okay,	Lil,”	he	breathes.	“Look	at	me.”	He	grips	my	wrists,	tearing	them	away	from	my	face.	Still	I	tighten	my	eyes	closed,	too	ashamed…I’d
like	to	vanish	again.	Invisibility,	kick	in.	Please.	“I	love	you,”	he	says	so	empathetically	that	it	tears	open	my	heart.	“I	understand	you.	Please	hold	onto	that,	Lil.”	He	should	be	angry	at	me.	He	should	hate	how	disgusting	I	am—what	my	body	is	craving.	It’s	not	right.	“Lily,”	he	forces,	cupping	my	face	in	both	his	hands.	“Breathe,	love.”	I	take	a	deep	one,
and	then	I	sense	a	tall	masculine	body	a	couple	feet	behind	me.	Most	likely	Connor.	He’s	not	too	close,	but	the	longer	he	stands	there,	the	more	my	body	reacts	in	ways	I	dislike.	Lo	studies	all	of	my	muscle	tics	and	spasms.	Diagnosing	me.	I	cross	my	ankles	and	shut	my	eyes	again,	snuffing	out	every	perverted	image	that	I	should	not	have	in	public	or
at	all.	Why?	Why	do	I	have	to	like	things	that	I	shouldn’t?	The	heat	of	two	bodies	stimulates	parts	of	me	that	my	brain	has	abandoned.	The	sensual	parts	that	cares	little	about	names,	relations	and	faces.	Just	the	high	of	a	cl**ax.	Not	Connor.	I	can’t	grow	wet	from	him.	This	is	so	wrong.	I	cling	to	Lo,	shaking,	afraid	of	myself.	I	haven’t	felt	this	gross	in	a
while.	His	lips	fall	to	my	ear	at	the	right	moment	while	he	rubs	my	back.	“Shh,	Lil.”	He	pulls	me	even	closer	to	his	body.	No	space	between	us.	“I’m	going	to	take	care	of	you,	love.”	With	sex?	I	wonder.	The	guilt	sinks	to	a	low,	hollow	place.	“Not	with	sex,”	he	says,	as	though	he	can	read	my	mind.	“I’msorry,”	I	mumble	together,	burying	my	face	in	his
arm	and	refusing	to	acknowledge	Rose,	Ryke	or	Connor.	Today	is	a	not-so-good	day.	I	could	have	reined	myself	in,	but	I	slipped	off	the	diving	board	and	belly-flopped	in	the	deep	end.	I	know	addictions	are	up-and-down	kind	of	things,	but	the	downs	really,	really	hurt.	At	least	Lo	was	wading	in	the	water,	there	to	keep	me	from	drowning	this	time.	He
hasn’t	given	up	on	us.	It’s	silly	to	think	that’s	a	possibility	anyway.	It’s	an	irrational	fear	that	I	should	never	let	cling	to	me.	He	is	my	soul.	I	am	his.	The	moment	we	give	up	on	each	other	is	the	moment	that	neither	of	us	exists.	Lo	lifts	me	in	a	front-piggyback,	and	he	carries	me	towards	the	staircase	while	I	clutch	him	like	a	koala	bear	to	a	tree.	As	we
leave,	I	hear	Daisy	enter	the	kitchen.	“Mom	has	already	planned	my	birthday.”	A	long	pause	before	she	adds,	“We’re	taking	the	yacht	out,	and	everyone’s	invited.”	I	can	barely	even	concentrate	on	that	future	drama	when	my	mind	has	zeroed	in	on	Loren	Hale	and	only	Loren	Hale.	I	need	him.	I	want	him.	I	just	can’t	let	myself	have	all	of	him	tonight.
No	sex.	But	it	will	be	enough.	It	has	to	be.	Lo	climbs	two	more	stairs	before	the	front	door	bursts	open	and	bangs	against	the	wall.	He	cranes	his	neck	over	his	shoulder,	and	every	muscle	in	his	arms	and	abdomen	tenses	against	me.	I	peek	from	the	crook	of	his	bicep	and	make	direct	eye	contact	with	a	stern,	severe	man.	Dark	brown	hair	that’s	grayed
by	the	temples.	A	jaw	as	hard	and	intimidating	as	Ryke	Meadows’	and	a	glower	as	deathly	as	Loren	Hale’s.	Jonathan	Hale	is	the	scariest	parts	of	both	his	sons.	“Meeting,”	Jonathan	Hale	says	roughly,	his	voice	husky	and	foreboding.	“Now.”	My	arousal	still	exists.	I	can’t	just	extinguish	it	because	of	Jonathan’s	worst	timing.	So	I	recognize	that	I’m	in
serious	trouble.	Page	22	12	LOREN	HALE	I	want	to	f**king	scream.	At	no	one	in	particular.	If	I	could,	I’d	disappear	in	my	bedroom	with	Lily	and	try	to	get	her	to	a	better	place	than	the	one	she’s	at.	I	hate	that	she’s	anxious,	and	I	hate	that	she’s	scared	of	herself.	And	I	recognize	what	just	happened—that	she	became	aroused	from	someone	other	than
me.	It’s	not	a	new	development.	Since	she’s	been	pregnant,	she’s	gotten	hot	from	almost	everything.	What’s	different	is	that	she’s	starting	to	let	her	addiction	f**k	with	her	mind.	Affect	our	relationship.	I	won’t	let	anything	tear	us	apart.	Especially	not	something	we’ve	both	been	fighting	for	so	long.	“Loren!”	my	father	calls.	I	stand	on	the	stairs
uneasily,	about	to	drop	Lil	on	her	feet,	but	she	spiders	my	body,	terrified	more	of	herself	than	of	my	dad	in	the	living	room.	After	years	of	dealing	with	her	sex	addiction,	I	know	how	to	help	her,	but	I	can’t	respond	to	him	and	her	at	the	same	time.	“Lo,”	she	breathes.	“Lil,”	I	say,	cupping	her	face	with	one	hand	and	her	ass	with	the	other.	I	force	her
gaze	to	mine,	and	she	cuts	me	off	before	I	can	speak.	“I’m	only	attracted	to	you.	You	know	that,	right?”	Fear	spikes	her	voice.	I	can	feel	my	face	sharpen	in	aggravation.	Not	at	her.	Just	the	situation.	I	wanted	time	to	take	her	upstairs	and	talk	to	her.	“I	know,	Lil—”	“Loren,	come	here,	now,”	my	dad	interrupts	again.	“One	second!”	I	yell	back.	This	is	my
only	moment	to	get	her	on	the	same	page	as	me.	“Lil,	you	know	how	much	you	love		p**n	?”	She	nods,	and	I	wipe	some	of	her	silent	tears.	My	stomach	twists	the	longer	she’s	upset.	“That’s	all	this	is.	You’re	turned	on	by	a	lot	of	stuff,	love.	We	live	with	two	other	couples,	and	one	is	into	PDA…”	I	watch	her	face	scrunch	as	she	tries	to	understand.	I
figured	out	that	she’d	be	aroused	by	the	PDA	quickly,	and	I	mentioned	to	Connor	that	I	was	concerned	she’d	become	scared	of	Ryke	and	him.	It’s	a	small	regression,	a	speed	bump.	So	we	tested	it	out.	He	stood	behind	her	for	a	few	seconds.	Not	even	that	close.	I’ve	seen	Lily	freak,	but	never	about	Connor—someone	she	used	to	think	was	g*y.	Lily
shakes	her	head	repeatedly	at	me,	confusion	seeping	in	her	green	eyes.	“I’m	not	turned	on	by	your	brother,”	she	whispers	with	wide	eyes,	her	fingers	digging	into	my	shoulders.	“He	could’ve	been	anyone,	Lil.	Do	you	understand?”	The	pain	in	her	eyes—pain	for	me,	thinking	she’s	hurt	me	somehow—breaks	my	heart	into	too	many	goddamn	pieces.	I
just	want	to	hold	her	tightly	until	it’s	just	us	left.	No	one	around	us.	Drown	everything	out.	She	rubs	her	eyes.	“Ryke	is	like	a		p**n		star?”	I	almost	laugh,	but	her	chin	quivers.	“Lil?”	My	lungs	drop.	“I’m	not	allowed	to	watch		p**n	,”	she	says	with	worry.	“So…if	everything	is	like		p**n	,	then…”	No.	Christ	no.	“Lil,	don’t	be	afraid	of	the	f**king	world,
please.”	I	can’t	have	her	scared	to	go	outside	again.	I’m	screwing	this	up,	really	badly.	And	this	isn’t	like	a	failed	grade	on	a	test.	I	am	holding	my	girlfriend’s	wellbeing	in	my	hands	right	now.	“I	just…how	do	I	fix	this?”	she	asks	me.	“LOREN!”	my	dad	calls,	like	a	knife	in	my	gut.	My	fingers	slide	into	her	straight	brown	hair	and	I	say,	“You	just	have	to
accept	that	what	you	feel	is	okay.”	Tears	squeeze	out	of	her	eyes.	“Lo…”	Her	throat	bobs.	“…it	doesn’t	feel	okay.”	I	kiss	her	cheek,	and	I	whisper,	“After	we	get	done	talking	to	my	dad,	I’m	going	to	show	you	that	it	is.”	“LOREN!”	“Give	him	a	f**king	break,”	Ryke	retorts	downstairs.	My	veins	pulse	hard.	I	trust	that	if	I	leave	her	alone,	she	won’t	touch
herself.	But	in	this	moment,	I	don’t	want	her	to	face	a	challenge	that	she’s	already	hurdled	fifty	million	f**king	times.	It’s	one	that’s	never	easy,	and	she	doesn’t	need	to	prove	herself	after	an	agonizing	hour.	I’d	rather	her	not	be	in	pain	at	all.	That	means	I	enable	her	and	have	sex.	I	can’t	do	that.	I	have	to	settle	for	somewhere	in	the	middle	of	pain	and
ecstasy.	Between	a	high	and	a	low.	It	sounds	easier	finding	that	place	than	it	really	is.	I	bring	her	downstairs	with	me,	carrying	her	in	a	front-piggyback.	When	we	enter	the	living	room,	the	fireplace	is	lit,	and	outside	the	fogged	windows,	snow	falls.	The	air	is	strained,	especially	as	Ryke	and	my	father	stay	standing	while	Daisy	fidgets	on	the	suede



loveseat,	crossing	and	uncrossing	her	long	legs.	I	sit	on	the	couch	with	Lily,	and	my	father	scrutinizes	her	for	too	many	seconds.	“You	could	have	called,”	I	tell	him,	“or	texted	me.”	None	of	us	needed	a	spontaneous	meeting	with	him.	Before,	we	had	all	worked	up	to	it.	“But	I	didn’t.	Shit	happens	every	day	that	you	can’t	prepare	for,	Loren,”	he	says,
like	I’m	not	familiar	with	that.	I’ve	walked	through	life	with	a	blindfold,	hoping	I	didn’t	crash	into	things,	sometimes	praying	that	I	did.	Preparation	has	never	been	my	thing.	My	life	is	a	“toss	this	dart	at	me”	kind	of	random.	Let’s	see	which	body	part	it	pierces.	My	dad	disinterestedly	inspects	hardbacks	on	a	tall	wooden	shelf,	all	belonging	to	Rose	and
Connor.	“Think	of	this	as	a	life	lesson,”	he	says.	My	jaw	tics	in	irritation.	“Like	I	need	any	more	of	those.”	I	wait	for	the,	don’t	be	a	little	shit.	He	buries	his	fists	in	the	pockets	of	his	black	slacks,	no	whiskey	in	hand.	And	he	faces	the	couch.	“You’re	probably	right.”	No	insult	for	me.	I	lean	back	in	surprise.	He’s	been	sober	for	almost	four	months.	It	still
seems	like	a	dream,	but	these	moments	make	it	more	real.	I	rub	Lily’s	shoulders,	but	she	squeezes	her	thighs	around	my	waist.	I’d	rather	not	move	her	off	my	lap,	but	I’m	afraid	she’s	going	to	grind	on	me.	I	scoot	her	onto	the	cushion,	and	I	toss	a	purple	blanket	over	her.	She	adjusts	so	her	heel	digs	into	the	spot	between	her	legs.	Christ,	Lil.	My	dad’s
gaze	drifts	over	to	the	foyer.	“This	is	just	between	the	four	of	us.”	“I’ve	never	fought	with	you	about	anything,”	Connor	says	easily,	Rose	by	his	side.	“Let’s	not	change	that.”	It	sounds	like	a	threat.	I’ve	never	seen	anyone	really	hold	the	same	power	in	a	room	as	my	father.	Lily’s	dad	is	submissive	towards	Jonathan.	Soft,	is	what	my	dad	calls	him.	And
Connor	has	always	played	their	game	with	a	fake	smile	and	a	firm	handshake.	This	is	different.	My	father	sizes	him	up,	a	literal	once-over	from	head	to	toe.	Ryke	says,	“Let	them	f**king	stay.”	Rose	has	already	settled	in	a	Queen	Anne	chair	next	to	me,	crossing	her	ankles,	Connor	standing	beside	the	armrest.	My	dad	keeps	his	attention	on	Connor.	“I
understand	why	you	like	Ryke.	What’d	you	call	him	the	other	day?	Your	attack	dog.”	Ryke	flips	Connor	off	without	meeting	his	eyes,	but	it’s	in	jest.	He’s	said	that	plenty	of	times	to	his	face.	“I	like	him	all	the	same,”	Connor	says.	“But	what’s	Loren	to	you?”	my	dad	asks.	He	thinks	he’s	poking	at	a	weak	spot	of	Connor’s,	but	he’s	doing	a	poor	job.	He
can’t	break	the	guy.	He’s	built	of	titanium	or	some	sort	of	indestructible	alien	material.	Like	Superman.	Page	23	I	open	my	mouth	to	tell	my	dad	to	leave	him	alone.	But	he	continues,	“Lo’s	a	college	dropout,	has	failed	at	every	athletic	sport	he’s	ever	tried.”	My	blood	runs	cold,	and	Lily	suddenly	clutches	my	hand,	trying	to	comfort	me.	I	can’t	move.
“He’s	not	smart	or	strong.	Frankly,	he’s	a	goddamn	liability.	So	what	use	is	he	to	you?”	Through	all	these	statements,	I	want	to	believe	my	dad	is	trying	to	protect	me	from	Connor.	Right?	Like	Ryke	once	did.	Connor	is	a	user,	he’s	saying.	My	brows	knot.	Yeah,	I	know	this	about	Connor.	“He’s	my	best	friend,”	Connor	says	without	a	beat.	“I	enjoy	his
company.”	“Do	you?”	My	dad	glares,	one	that	could	shrivel	a	man.	Connor	never	backs	down.	“I	know	what	you’re	implying,	and	you	should	stop.”	“Is	that	a	threat?”	“Yes,”	Connor	says,	pokerfaced.	Honestly,	it’s	terrifying—not	being	able	to	see	his	emotions.	“I’m	not	here	to	ruin	you,	Connor,	but	if	you	stand	in	my	way,	I	will.	Unlike	you,	I’m	a	man
with	very	little	to	lose.”	“Jonathan,”	Rose	suddenly	says,	her	eyes	fiery.	And	it’s	like	my	dad	just	recognizes	her	sitting	right	there.	“You	bring	my	husband	down,	you	bring	me	down.	We’re	staying	right	here.”	She	might	as	well	have	said:	we’re	in	the	inner	f**king	circle,	bitch.	No	one	is	pushing	us	out.	My	dad	grinds	his	teeth	in	distaste.	Connor	won
this.	Rose	is	related	to	Greg	Calloway.	Greg	is	Jonathan’s	best	friend.	As	a	result,	he’d	never	hurt	Rose.	His	eyes	flicker	up	to	Connor.	“You	aligned	yourself	f**king	well.	If	I	had	a	glass	of	bourbon,	I’d	cheers	to	you.”	“I’m	glad	you	don’t,”	Connor	says.	I	wait	for	him	to	add	a	smartass	response,	but	he	holds	back	this	time.	Or	maybe	it’s	the	literal	truth.
I’ll	never	know.	With	Connor,	it’s	hard	to	discern	these	things	unless	you’re	in	his	head.	Ryke	stays	standing	with	Connor,	and	my	dad	addresses	the	entire	room,	though	his	gaze	lands	on	me	and	Lil	the	most.	He	starts	pacing	in	front	of	the	fireplace.	His	hands	now	on	his	hips.	Then	on	the	back	of	his	neck.	He	rubs	his	fingers	together	like	he’s
missing	his	glass	of	liquor.	My	thoughts	scramble.	I	just	don’t	see	what	this	could	be	about—	“You	four.”	He	suddenly	stops	pacing	and	motions	between	Ryke,	Daisy,	Lily	and	me,	appraising	us.	Like	he’s	tallying	our	worth.	When	his	eyes	land	on	me,	they	actually	redden.	“One	of	you	needs	to	grow	the	f**k	up.	I	don’t	care	which	one	of	you	it	is,	but	it
has	to	happen.”	A	noise	between	pain	and	laughter	catches	my	throat.	“What	are	you	even	talking	about?”	My	dad	says,	“Open	your	goddamn	ears,	Loren.”	I	grimace.	“Right,	I	don’t	understand	anything.	Because	I’m	not	smart	enough	or	strong	enough,	because	I	can’t	hit	a	homerun	or	make	a	touchdown,	I	can’t	comprehend	sentences	and	words.”	I
give	him	a	half-smile	that	hurts	my	face.	“Clearly	you’re	not	stupid.	You	just	like	being	a	pain	in	my	ass.”	His	broad	shoulders	lock,	and	he	fixes	his	suit	and	checks	his	watch.	Like	he’s	running	out	of	time.	He	addresses	the	four	of	us	again.	“In	the	media,	you	all	are	represented	about	equally	heinously.	Now	I	think	you’re	all	beautiful	little	shits,	but
my	opinion	really	doesn’t	matter.”	He	digs	into	his	pocket	and	pulls	out	a	creased	paper	with	coffee	stains.	The	only	one	who	doesn’t	look	confused	is	my	dad—the	one	with	all	the	answers.	“There	are	some	people	whose	opinions	do	matter.”	He	reads	off	the	paper.	“In	a	group	of	fourteen—ten	men	and	four	women,	average	age	forty-two—every	single
goddamn	female	found	Ryke	Meadows,	my	eldest	son,	vulgar,	aggressive,	threatening,	and	I	quote,	‘a	hazard	to	children	everywhere.’”	“What	the	f**k	are	you	reading?”	Ryke	asks.	Our	dad	flashes	the	paper	at	us,	and	instead	of	typed	sentences,	all	I	see	are	pen	scribbles.	“My	notes,”	he	clarifies.	“Five	men	labeled	you	as	a	work-in-progress.	The	other
five	saw	no	silver	lining	with	you.	And	a	seventy-five-year-old	said,	I	quote,	‘if	he	spits	in	the	face	of	a	cameraman,	what’s	to	say	he	wouldn’t	spit	in	our	faces?’	A	wise	statement.”	My	pulse	is	racing.	I	keep	shaking	my	head.	No	one	interrupts	him.	He	focuses	now	on	my	brother’s	girlfriend,	Lily’s	little	sister,	someone	who	I	wish	was	far	away	from	my
dad.	“Daisy	Calloway,	daughter	of	a	respected	entrepreneur.	Every	female	said	you’re	too	young,	too	immature,	and	too	reckless.	The	men,	however,	found	you	to	be	charming,	alluring,	and	presentable.”	My	dad	looks	up	from	the	paper.	“I	don’t	take	stock	in	their	opinions	since	they	were	swayed	by	their	dicks.”	Daisy’s	mouth	falls.	Ryke	is	fuming,
steam	practically	rising	off	his	skin.	I’m	too	stunned	and	caught	off	guard.	I	scratch	the	back	of	my	neck	that	heats.	Before	my	brother	actually	charges	forward—which	is	nearing	a	possibility—our	dad	raises	his	hands	in	defense.	“Moving	on	to	Lily	Calloway.”	Shit.	I	clasp	Lily’s	knee	beneath	the	blanket.	She’s	unmoving.	“You	don’t	need	to	read	what
the	public	thinks	of	her,”	I	snap	at	him.	“She	gets	it.”	We’ve	all	heard	everything	before.	He	pushes	his	finger	at	the	paper.	“These	fourteen	people	aren’t	the	entire	public.	It’s	a	fraction,	and	they’re	important.”	He	continues	reading	from	his	notes,	“Lily	Calloway	has	sexual	relations	with	two	of	my	sons	at	once—as	stated	by	five	of	fourteen.	The
women	like	that	you’re	pregnant,	but	they	find	you	shy,	impersonal	and	awkward	on	camera.	Three	men	appeared	to	admire	your	Princeton	undergraduate	degree,	while	the	rest	thought	it	was	insignificant.	One	woman	said,	and	I	quote,	‘she	is	the	most	popular	Calloway	but	also	the	most	unpopular’	which	is	ridiculous	but	true.”	Lily	has	the	most
negative	press,	but	as	a	couple,	we	have	the	biggest	fanbase	because	of	the	way	Princesses	of	Philly	edited	us.	So	I	get	that	comment.	What	I	don’t	understand	is	the	point	to	this	whole	charade.	My	father	suddenly	spins	to	me.	I	freeze	as	he	says,	“Loren	Hale,	my	second-born	son…”	His	shoulders	slacken,	and	when	his	eyes	flicker	to	mine,	I	see	more
admiration	in	them,	more	love.	“…all	fourteen	were	first	scared	to	criticize	you	in	front	of	me,	but	I	goaded	them	into	doing	it.”	“Wait,”	I	frown.	“You	know	these	people,	personally?”	For	some	reason,	I	thought	they	were	a	random	test	group.	Like	someone	asked	pedestrians	on	the	street	their	opinions	about	us.	“Of	course	I	do,”	he	says.	“All	fourteen
make	up	the	Board	of	Directors	for	Hale	Co.”	I	stare	off,	suddenly	realizing	what	this	may	be	about.	No,	it	can’t…	He	continues	while	my	head	rolls,	“Loren	Hale	is	not	as	big	of	a	hothead	as	Ryke	Meadows…They	were	really	going	easy	on	you	at	first.”	He	skims	the	paper.	“The	majority	found	you	to	be	‘angry-looking’	which	is	a	stupid	little	adjective.
The	women	thought	you	came	across	thoughtful	and	caring	towards	your	girlfriend,	but	they	were	worried	if	you	were	a	team	player.	You	are	generally	sympathetic	in	the	media,	being	my	bastard	child,	though	you	appear	standoffish	when	it	concerns	Hale	Co.—which	worries	all	of	them.	It’s	why	I’m	here.”	His	eyes	flit	up	to	mine	again.	And	the
answer	that	we’ve	all	wanted	is	about	to	finally	come.	Page	24	“I’m	socially	and	corporately	tainted	since	the…rumors	about	you	and	me.”	He	can’t	say	it.	The	molestation	rumors.	False	accusations	about	my	dad	touching	me	when	I	was	a	kid.	There	will	always	be	skeptics	believing	they	were	true,	no	matter	how	much	evidence	crops	up	advocating
against	it.	No	matter	how	hard	we	scream,	people	still	won’t	believe	us.	It’s	what	makes	me	sick	most	of	the	time.	“Stocks	have	dropped.	Hale	Co.	isn’t	looking	good,	and	the	board	is	pressuring	me	to	not	only	name	an	heir	but	to	hand	the	company	off.	I	can’t	represent	it	anymore.	But	I	refuse	to	pass	Hale	Co.	to	some	random,	white-collared	little	shit.
It’s	going	to	one	of	you	four	beautiful	little	shits	and	staying	in	the	family.”	He’s	been	sitting	on	this	for	weeks,	months	maybe.	The	board	is	forcing	him	to	step	down,	and	I	can’t	even	wrap	my	head	around	stepping	up.	I	have	a	comic	book	business.	I’m	about	to	have	a	baby.	Lily	is	hormonal	and	starting	to	regress.	I’ve	been	sober	for	only	four	months
since	the	last	time	I	relapsed.	Hale	Co.	is	a	multi-billion	dollar	company.	And	I	still	feel	like	a	little	kid	playing	grown-up.	“If	no	one	is	going	to	say	anything,”	my	dad	starts	again,	“then	I’ll	go	on.	You	need	to	impress	the	board,	not	me.	They	can	vote	you	out	at	any	time,	so	you	have	to	earn	their	respect.	But	they	will	accept	one	of	you,	guide	you,	train
you.	This,	I	know.	Hale	Co.	is	a	family	company,	something	my	father	passed	to	me,	and	they	appreciate	that.	It’s	a	goddamn	good	marketing	tool.”	Ryke	points	at	Daisy	on	the	loveseat.	“She’s	not	my	f**king	wife,	so	keep	her	out	of	this.”	“I	needed	to	give	the	board	some	options.	She	was	one	of	the	names	brought	up	due	to	her	affiliation	with	Fizzle.
And	if	she	means	something	to	you,	then	she	means	something	to	me	and	the	Hale	legacy.	If	you	don’t	f**king	marry	her,	then	she’s	still	a	goddamn	Calloway.”	A	rock	is	in	my	throat,	but	I	somehow	clear	it	to	ask,	“Is	the	board	choosing	who	takes	over	or	are	we?”	“The	board	will	decide.	You’ll	attend	functions	with	them,	meetings,	and	when	they
choose,	you	have	to	be	willing	to	sign	the	papers	and	commit.	If	you	don’t,	the	company	is	no	longer	in	our	family’s	control,	and	we’ll	lose	a	substantial	number	of	shares.”	I	didn’t	think	that	my	dad	would	turn	my	world	upside	down	again.	Not	like	this.	It’s	a	life	change	for	one	of	us.	Ryke	just	keeps	shaking	his	head	over	and	over.	“Ryke,	I’ll	be	fine,”
Daisy	tells	him.	“It	could	be	fun.”	He	towers	above	her	while	she’s	on	the	loveseat.	“You	spent	years	doing	things	for	your	f**king	mom.	I’m	not	letting	you	do	the	same	for	my	dad.”	He	turns	back	to	Jonathan.	“I’ll	go	through	with	the	meetings,	whatever.	Just	leave	Daisy	alone.”	“That’s	not	how	it	works,”	he	says.	“She	can	sabotage	herself	so	they
won’t	pick	her,	but	she’s	still	required	to	attend	the	meetings.”	Ryke’s	eyes	flash	hot.	“You	can’t	just	promise	people	things	without	asking	us	if	it’s	f**king	okay.”	“Do	you	ever	look	at	the	name	beside	all	the	deposits	in	your	checking	account,	Ryke?	It’s	Hale	Co.—every	penny	in	your	trust	fund	is	from	that	company,	and	so	I	don’t	believe	I	should	have
to	ask	for	your	permission.”	Ryke	sets	his	hands	on	top	of	his	head.	“This	is	f**king	unbelievable.”	“I’m	losing	my	goddamn	company,	and	you’re	throwing	a	hissy	fit.	You’ve	never	even	had	real	job.	You’re	all	privileged	and	lucky.	Every	day	you	take	it	for	granted.”	Shit.	It’s	like	he	busted	something	in	Ryke.	My	brother	charges	forward,	and	I	shoot	to
my	feet	and	grab	his	shoulder.	“Come	on,”	I	whisper	to	him,	trying	to	force	him	backwards,	but	he’s	like	a	brick	wall	and	his	target	is	on	Jonathan.	Ryke	glowers.	“I	grew	up	pretending	to	have	no	real	f**king	parents.	I’m	an	alcoholic.	Both	of	your	sons	are	alcoholics.	There	is	no	amount	of	privilege	and	wealth	worth	what’s	been	f**king	done	to	us	and
said	about	the	people	we	love.”	And	he	ends	it	with,	“I’m	lucky	to	be	alive,	but	I	am	not	lucky	to	be	your	son.”	My	ribs	bind	around	my	lungs.	The	fact	that	they’re	on	speaking	terms,	after	years	of	silence,	is	progress	enough.	“Please,	tell	me	what	you	really	feel,”	my	dad	says	dryly.	Daisy	jumps	to	her	feet	and	stands	between	Ryke	and	my	dad.	She
places	her	hands	on	my	brother’s	chest.	“Ryke,	it’s	okay.”	I	glance	back	at	Lily.	She’s	staring	off	in	a	daze,	but	her	palms	are	flat	on	top	of	the	blanket.	She’s	not	touching	herself.	That	eases	some	of	my	worry.	“Stay	the	f**k	out	of	this,”	Ryke	tells	her.	“I	don’t	want	you	in	it.”	“I’d	rather	be	picked	to	run	Hale	Co.	than	watch	you	take	it	over,”	she	says
honestly.	“You’ve	told	me	a	million	times	how	you’ve	never	wanted	to	be	a	part	of	it.	And	you	always	say	to	never	do	things	that	you	hate,	do	the	things	you	love.	So	don’t	change	now.”	His	nose	flares.	“You’ll	f**king	hate	this	job	too.	You’ll	be	inside	a	building,	in	a	cubicle,	all	f**king	day,	Dais.”	“It’s	an	office,”	our	dad	interjects,	“with	one	of	the	best
views	of	Philly.	There	are	plenty	of	windows	for	her	to	jump	out	of.”	Ryke	looks	like	he	could	strangle	him.	I	grimace	because	it’s	a	bad	comment—one	that	I	could’ve	easily	made	instead.	“Ryke.”	Daisy	clasps	his	arm,	drawing	his	attention	to	her.	“How	about	you	let	me	decide	what	I	hate	and	what	I	love,	okay?”	Her	voice	is	sweet,	but	her	words	pack
a	punch.	He	relents,	right	there.	“I	f**king	hate	this,”	he	says	lowly.	And	I	realize	that	she’s	not	going	to	sabotage	her	chances.	Because	she	doesn’t	want	Ryke	to	be	chosen.	Ryke	is	probably	going	to	try	harder—because	he	doesn’t	want	Daisy	to	live	this	kind	of	life.	I	think	we	all	know	there’s	a	two-percent	chance	she’ll	enjoy	it.	As	much	as	I	would
like	to	get	off	free,	damage	my	own	chances,	and	leave	Ryke	or	Daisy	to	follow	my	father’s	dreams	and	not	their	own—I’m	not	that	guy	anymore.	The	hard	things	are	usually	the	right	things.	I	know	that	now.	“I’ll	do	it,”	I	say.	I	have	to	do	it,	but	I’m	telling	the	whole	room	that	I’m	going	to	try.	My	chest	constricts	with	the	weight	and	pressure	of	this
statement.	Of	the	things	and	responsibilities	that	will	become	mine.	It	all	rests	right	on	top	of	Halway	Comics,	Superheroes	&	Scones,	my	child,	and	our	addictions.	“No,”	Connor	and	Rose	say	in	unison,	both	of	them	glaring	at	me	for	even	offering.	But	my	dad	is	on	cloud	nine.	I’ve	never	seen	him	smile	like	that,	his	pride	overwhelming,	and	the	foreign
sentiment	sits	strangely	inside	me.	He’s	always	wanted	me	to	take	over	Hale	Co.	Not	Ryke.	I	may	be	the	bastard	and	the	second-born	son,	but	I’m	the	one	he	raised.	I	understand.	This	is	my	legacy—what	I	was	always	supposed	to	do	in	the	end.	Everything	has	led	here.	Lily	suddenly	chimes	in,	“He	has	a	business	already.	He	doesn’t	have	time	for
anything	else.”	It’s	true.	“Managers,	staff,”	my	father	emphasizes.	“He	can	leave	Halway	Comics	in	good	hands,	and	Superheroes	&	Scones	is	practically	running	itself.”	I	shoot	him	a	sharp	look.	“Lily	does	a	lot—”	Page	25	He	cuts	me	off,	“I	expect	Lily	to	put	her	best	effort	in	the	running	too.”	He	can’t	be	serious.	“She’s	pregnant,”	I	say	with	edge.	He
outstretches	his	arms.	“It’s	a	baby	product	company.	There	is	no	better	time	for	her	to	be	involved	than	now.	And	when	she	gives	birth,	she	can	bring	Maxof	to	some	product	testing.”	“Maximoff,”	everyone	corrects	him.	“Get	used	to	that.”	He	scowls	and	searches	the	living	room	with	his	daggered	gaze.	Still	no	liquor	cart.	Sorry,	Dad.	“Not	everyone
will	understand	the	things	that	you	do.”	Lily	sits	straighter.	“I’ll	do	it.”	“Lily.”	I	shake	my	head.	“No.”	The	last	thing	that	she	needs	is	more	anxiety.	She	says,	“Better	me	than	you.”	“No,”	I	cringe,	realizing	exactly	how	Ryke	just	felt.	I	clench	my	teeth	harder	than	before,	more	pissed	now.	I	don’t	want	the	girls	at	Hale	Co.	I	don’t	want	this	life	for	them.
They	were	free.	Weren’t	they?	“Both	of	you	are	self-sabotaging,”	I	snap	at	Daisy	and	Lily.	“No,”	they	reply	adamantly.	I’m	lying	on	the	tracks	of	a	train—letting	it	speed	over	me	and	just	hoping	that	I’m	not	swept	up	in	the	momentum.	It’s	now	that	I	recognize	what	will	happen.	We’re	all	agreeing	to	my	father’s	proposition	for	each	other.	No	one	will
back	down	anymore.	I	was	indebted	to	my	dad	the	moment	he	chose	to	let	me	live	and	enter	this	world.	I	thought	I	proved	myself	to	him,	but	this	future	has	been	here	all	along,	a	path	that	I	knew	I’d	meet	at	some	point.	The	suit	and	tie,	the	briefcase	with	the	Hale	Co.	logo.	It’s	mine	to	take.	No	one	else	should.	But	everyone	will	fight	for	it.	I	can
already	see	the	wheels	spinning	in	my	brother’s	mind.	His	constricted	muscles	and	the	shake	of	his	head	that	says	back	down,	let	me	have	it.	Ryke	would	endure	hell	for	eternity	if	it	meant	that	I	could	go	to	heaven.	Once	upon	a	time,	I	think	I	would’ve	let	him.	Not	anymore.	He	deserves	his	paradise.	So	I’ll	fight	against	my	brother.	I’ll	fight	against	Lily
and	Daisy	for	this	position.	The	winner	is	the	loser.	And	this	cage	has	my	name	on	it.	13	LOREN	HALE	“This	is	it?”	I	ask	Ryke	as	he	carries	down	Daisy’s	duffel	bag.	Rose	has	a	five-piece	suitcase	stacked	by	the	door	along	with	the	rest	of	our	luggage	for	the	yacht	trip.	“That’s	it.”	He	tosses	the	duffel	on	the	pile.	The	girls	are	eating	breakfast	while	we
haul	everything	to	the	car.	“How’s	Lily?”	Ryke	asks	me	in	the	foyer.	Connor	abruptly	finishes	texting	and	straightens	up	off	the	wall.	“She’s	fine,”	I	say	vaguely.	It’s	been	a	couple	days	since	my	dad	unleashed	the	news	about	Hale	Co.,	and	afterwards,	I	held	Lily	in	my	arms	all	night	and	tried	to	distract	her	with	a	Harry	Potter	marathon—something
that	wouldn’t	arouse	her.	I	think	I	said	no	only	two	times	before	she	rolled	away	from	me	and	tried	to	fight	her	compulsions.	I	have	my	fair	share	of	ups	and	downs,	but	it’ll	always	be	harder	watching	Lily	hit	a	low	than	going	through	my	own.	Watching	someone	you	love	in	pain—and	not	being	able	to	fix	it—it’s	agony	that	I	don’t	wish	on	anyone.	“Have
you	had	sex?”	Connor	asks	while	Ryke	slips	on	his	shoes,	about	to	go	for	a	short	run	with	me.	He	bends	down	to	tie	the	laces.	“Have	you?”	I	retort.	Connor	knows	the	rules	now.	I’m	not	sharing	details	about	my	sex	life	without	something	in	return.	Connor	cups	a	mug	of	coffee.	“She	woke	up	to	me	thrusting	inside	of	her.	So	I’d	say	yes.”	My	brows	rise
at	that	image.	Jesus.	Still	crouched,	Ryke	gapes	at	Connor.	“You	didn’t	really	f**k	her	while	she	was	asleep.”	“She	woke	up	a	couple	seconds	after	I	pushed	into	her,	which	is	the	point.”	He	sips	his	coffee	and	watches	Ryke’s	expression	darken.	“Heel,	boy,”	Connor	banters.	I	smile	wide,	even	as	Ryke	stands	an	inch	taller	than	me.	Now	he’s	closer	to
Connor’s	height	than	before.	“Fucking	hilarious.”	“I	thought	so,”	Connor	grins	and	sets	his	mug	on	an	end	table	by	the	door.	“I	just	know	what	my	wife	loves.	If	Daisy	was	into	it,	you’d	do	it	too.”	I’ve	never	had	sex	with	Lily	like	that—and	honestly,	I	don’t	want	to	put	the	idea	in	her	head.	It’s	better	if	she	doesn’t	expect	it.	We’ve	taken	small	steps
throughout	the	years,	like	public	sex.	Her	therapist	actually	approved	of	it—though	she	scolded	us	for	lying	in	the	first	place	and	not	admitting	that	we’d	been	doing	it	long	before.	We	were	in	the	wrong	for	the	lies.	I	think	we	both	recognized	that.	Now	we’re	free	of	them	again.	Ryke	stretches	his	arm	over	his	shoulder	and	lowers	his	voice.	“Daisy
would	freak	out	if	I	f**ked	her	while	she	was	half	asleep,”	he	tells	us.	“She’d	think	I	was	someone	who	broke	into	the	house…”	He	can’t	finish	the	rest,	but	his	face	twists.	She’d	think	he	was	raping	her.	I	cringe.	“She	has	some	issues.”	Ryke	glares	at	me.	I	raise	my	hands.	“I	meant	that	in	a	nice	way.”	Though	my	sharp	tone	didn’t	help.	“Did	you	have
sex	last	night?”	Connor	asks	again,	reverting	back	to	the	original	topic.	Me.	Lily.	Her	addiction.	It’s	an	every-week	conversation.	It	doesn’t	aggravate	me	as	much	as	it	used	to—not	when	they	share	too.	“Yeah,”	I	say.	“We	waited	twenty-four	hours	after	she	was	really	bad.”	She	only	came	once	and	then	she	stopped	herself,	a	level	of	control	that	I
worried	she’d	never	reach.	“You’re	smiling,”	Connor	notes.	“Must	have	been	good,”	Ryke	says,	dropping	his	arm.	“It	was.”	But	for	a	different	reason	than	they	might	think.	“Ready?”	I	ask	Ryke,	opening	the	door.	He	nods	and	as	the	February	cold	blows	through,	I	pull	my	jacket	hood	over	my	head,	snow	lightly	falling	from	the	sky.	Ryke	steps	out	of	the
doorway	first,	and	a	squishing	noise	freezes	my	bones.	“Dickfuckers,”	Ryke	curses.	“I	thought	we	were	banning	that	curse	word	from	everyone’s	vocabulary?”	Connor	asks	as	he	pushes	the	door	further	open	so	he	can	see	what	happened.	“Shit,”	I	say	and	then	laugh.	Literally.	My	older	brother	just	stepped	into	a	pile	of	crap	in	a	brown	paper	bag.
Connor	laughs	as	Ryke	shakes	his	foot,	like	that’ll	get	it	off.	“There	are	just	too	many	responses	to	this.”	“Shut	the	f**k	up,	Cobalt,”	Ryke	retorts.	“Please,	this	can’t	be	the	first	time	you’ve	been	intimate	with	shit.”	Connor	rubs	his	lips	to	keep	from	smiling	so	much,	but	he	can’t	stop	laughing.	I	hold	onto	the	door	frame,	my	side	cramping	while	Ryke
flashes	his	middle	finger.	“Fuck	off,”	Ryke	groans	and	lifts	his	foot	up	with	disgust.	“Fucking	A.	I’m	going	to	kill	them.”	The	sole	of	his	shoe	is	most	definitely	covered	in	shit.	And	it	must’ve	been	the	teenagers	down	the	street.	They	aren’t	finished	with	their	pranks.	Great.	My	laughter	fades	as	I	remember	what	happened	with	the	paintball	guns	and	the
note	attached	to	the	brick.	Ryke	is	about	to	scrape	his	shoe	on	the	brick	stairs,	and	Connor	grabs	his	shoulder	to	stop	him.	“Just	toss	your	shoe	in	a	doggy	bag.”	“Connor,	I’m	not—”	“Jokes	aside,	I’m	serious,”	he	says.	“Don’t	smear	it	on	the	stairs.”	He	cautiously	looks	over	his	shoulder	and	then	back	to	us.	“Rose	doesn’t	need	the	stress	before	the	trip.”
Page	26	“I’ll	clean	the	porch,”	I	offer,	just	praying	that	they	really	did	use	dog	shit.	“I	got	it,”	Ryke	says,	taking	off	his	running	shoe	and	disappearing	inside	for	cleaning	supplies.	I	crane	my	neck	and	try	to	spot	any	sprinting	teenager,	but	the	long	road	is	deserted	this	morning.	Quiet	and	slick	with	a	layer	of	snow	and	ice.	I	see	my	breath	plume	in	the
chilly	air.	No	one	has	brought	up	Hale	Co.’s	future	since	my	dad	was	here.	I	try	to	mentally	put	it	on	the	backburner	so	this	trip	won’t	be	brutal.	I	should	do	the	same	with	the	teenagers	down	the	street,	but	doubt	enters	me.	“What	if	they	don’t	stop?”	I	ask	Connor.	What	if	it	gets	worse	than	this?	He’s	silent,	and	I	turn	my	head	to	catch	his	features.
He’s	staring	through	me,	into	me,	seeing	my	fears	because	I	spot	them	in	his	deep	blue	eyes,	reflecting	back	at	me.	“Then	they	don’t	stop,”	he	says	easily.	Like	it’s	nothing.	It	is	something	though.	“We’re	going	to	have	children	in	this	house	soon.”	“They’re	bored	teenagers,”	he	reminds	me.	“The	more	attention	we	give	them,	the	more	likely	they’ll
return.	We	just	have	to	be	patient.	I	know	it’s	hard	for	you…but	you	have	to	ignore	the	impulse	that	says	confront	them.”	I	nod,	staring	fixedly	at	the	ground.	He’s	right.	It’s	a	waiting	game.	14	LILY	CALLOWAY	The	swell	of	the	ocean	sways	the	yacht	unstably,	and	I	clamp	onto	the	dresser	in	our	cabin,	steadying	myself.	Puerto	Vallarta,	Mexico	has
been	nice	to	me	up	until	now.	No	sunburns	on	day	one,	no	seasickness,	and	very	little	judgment	from	my	parents.	Though	I	took	a	tiny	peek	at	the	tabloids.	They	weren’t	kind.	The	last	poll	was	a	blow	to	my	confidence.	Is	Lily	Calloway	fit	to	be	a	mother?	The	gossip	site	accompanied	this	headline	with	a	picture	of	me	bending	down	on	the	yacht	deck.	I
dropped	my	sunglasses	earlier,	and	a	stealthy	cameraman	on	a	tugboat	caught	me	at	the	worst	angle.	Ryke	was	behind	me.	Lo	was	in	front	of	me.	It	looked	bad.	And	the	poll	results	aren’t	much	better:	Yes:	36%	No:	64%	It’s	hard	to	stay	positive	when	the	world	doesn’t	even	have	faith	in	you.	Good	things	have	an	expiration	date.	Now	the	ocean	has
decided	to	rebel	against	gravity.	The	boat	teeters	and	I	throw	my	gangly	arms	around	the	dresser,	hugging	an	inanimate	object	for	dear	life.	I.	Will.	Not.	Fall.	I	shut	my	eyes	tightly.	What	if	we’re	sinking?	I	forgot	to	read	about	emergency	exits	and	life	jackets	and	things	that	Rose	would’ve	most	definitely	prepared	for.	Maybe	I	do	deserve	that	sixty-
four	percent	skepticism.	I	already	suck	at	being	a	mom,	and	the	baby	isn’t	even	out	of	my	body	yet.	A	hand	brushes	my	back.	“Lil,	the	boat	isn’t	rocking	that	badly,”	Lo	coaxes.	My	eyes	snap	open.	Oh.	We’re	seemingly	level.	“It’s	an	illusion,”	I	tell	him.	“A	trick.	Next	thing	you	know	a	boggart	will	come	out	of	these	drawers.”	Boggarts	are	kind	of	cool	in
the	Harry	Potter	world.	It’s	definitely	an	excuse	to	use	a	Patronus	spell.	Lo	is	trying	hard	not	to	smile,	but	his	cheeks	dimple.	“There’s	a	problem,	Lil.	Neither	of	us	are	wizards.”	I	frown	in	distress.	“But	we	have	some	sort	of	superpower,”	I	say.	“They	just	haven’t	kicked	in	yet.”	He	opens	his	mouth,	but	I	really	can’t	handle	any	cynics	right	now.	I	want
to	believe	we’re	magical.	“Shhh,	it’s	going	to	happen	this	weekend.	I	can	feel	it.”	And	then	the	boat	wobbles,	and	I	cling	harder	to	the	dresser.	“I	forgot	to	read	about	emergency	exits,”	I	tell	him.	“If	the	boat	sinks—”	“I	have	you,	love.”	He	slices	through	my	panic,	swooping	his	arm	around	my	h*ps	in	the	coziest	Loren	Hale	embrace.	He	leans	my	back
against	the	hardness	of	his	chest,	and	my	pulse	begins	to	slow,	my	head	whirling.	My	fingers	slip	off	the	dresser	in	a	single	breath,	and	then	he	spins	me	around,	confidence	in	his	hypnotic	amber	eyes.	His	gaze	relaxes	any	alarm,	and	my	bones	melt	to	a	content	stasis.	He	cups	my	face,	and	my	body	responds	by	curving	into	him.	I	skim	his	features
with	meticulousness,	etching	the	sharp	lines	of	his	jaw,	those	cheekbones.	And	the	way	his	chest	falls	in	a	heavy,	languid	rhythm.	My	soul	swells	at	the	look	behind	his	eyes,	at	the	resolute,	unbending	expression	he	carries.	Loren	Hale	is	ice.	Resilient	isn’t	a	word	attached	to	him.	Beneath	fire,	he	loses.	Ryke	is	the	one	who	outlasts	him.	He’s	stone.	But
there	is	something	within	Lo,	right	now,	that	defies	this.	I	reach	out,	my	fingertips	grazing	his	smooth	skin	along	his	cheek,	brushing	his	parted	lips.	A	feeling	swirls	inside	of	me—one	where	you	know	someone	all	your	life,	but	in	a	singular	moment	they	look	strangely	different.	Like	you’re	unearthing	a	fragment	of	them	that	has	never	surfaced	or
been	touched	before.	I	see	it—a	piece	of	him	uncloaked	and	unburied	that	has	been	hiding	all	this	time.	Strength	that	he	never	realized	he	had.	My	hand	is	magnetically	drawn	to	his	features,	drifting	to	his	neck.	He	smiles	through	his	eyes.	“You	don’t	look	unsteady	anymore.”	Softly,	I	say,	“You’re	a	man.”	His	lips	rise.	“You’re	just	now	realizing	this,
Lily?”	He	licks	his	bottom	one.	It	blazes	my	skin.	“It’s	just…you	seem	older,”	I	breathe.	Stronger.	Able	to	withstand	things	that	the	world	throws	at	him.	“Time	will	do	that,”	he	murmurs,	his	mouth	so	very	close	to	mine.	Kiss	me.	“No,”	I	whisper.	“It’s	not	time.	It’s	something	else.”	I	inhale	like	our	bodies	have	bound	together,	melded	to	him	with	no	plan
to	separate.	His	eyes	glow	with	realization,	sensing	what	I	mean.	He’s	not	frightened	of	me	or	my	addiction	or	his	own.	He	has	rebuilt	every	ounce	of	self-worth	that	his	father	took	from	him.	He	leans	close.	Kiss	me.	But	his	lips	breeze	past	my	cheek	and	stop	at	the	hollow	of	my	ear.	“You	remember	how	it	all	began?”	His	hands	descend	to	my	hips,
diving	towards	my	thighs.	My	fingers	scrape	along	his	toned	shoulders,	a	sound	tickling	my	throat.	I	gather	my	breath	to	ask,	“Me	and	you?”	How	we	began.	He	guides	me	somewhere,	my	feet	dazedly	following	his	lead.	And	the	backs	of	my	legs	hit	the	edge	of	the	bed.	A	nautical	comforter	with	tiny	anchors	printed	across.	“You	and	me,”	he	confirms.	I
wrack	my	brain	for	the	time,	place	and	date,	my	brows	scrunching.	“We	were	five…or	six,	right?”	I	should	know	the	moment,	but	there	are	just	so	many	that	belong	to	Loren	Hale.	Picking	out	the	first	one	would	take	decades.	“No,	not	as	friends,	Lil.”	He	lifts	underneath	my	arms	and	sets	me	perfectly	on	the	bed.	He	leans	my	back	against	the	soft
mattress,	and	he	hovers	over	me,	his	legs	tangling	with	mine.	Those	amber	eyes	puncture	straight	through	my	skin.	And	into	my	heart.	“You	remember	how	we	began?	Us.”	Us…	The	memory	strikes	me	powerfully,	and	tears	suddenly	begin	to	brim.	We	were	on	my	parent’s	yacht.	This	yacht.	This	room.	Almost	four	years	ago.	We	were	both	twenty	and
broken	and	struggling	to	find	a	semblance	of	peace.	And	then	he	uttered	the	words	that	changed	everything.	Let	me	try	to	be	enough	for	you.	“You	remember,”	Lo	breathes,	his	thumb	brushing	a	stray	tear.	“It	was	here.”	My	voice	is	a	whisper.	He	nods.	“It	was	here.”	His	hypnotic	expression	pulls	me	into	him,	my	pelvis	bucking	against	his.	He	never
breaks	his	soul-bearing	gaze	from	mine.	“Back	then,”	he	says,	“I	was	so	addicted	to	you.”	He	truly	smiles,	a	very,	very	rare	one.	“I	still	am.”
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