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      Wow! Mind just blown! A complete mindf**k…

      ~GoddessWithanAttitude on Spades

      

      “Literally perfection.”

      ~Read with Aimee on My Heart Still Beats

      

      “Helen Hardt is a master at making you fall for the bad boy.”

      ~Words We Love By on Savage Sin 

      

      “Hardt spins erotic gold…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Christian, Gideon, and now…Braden Black.”

      ~Books, Wine, and Besties on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “This red-hot tale will have readers fanning themselves.”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Blush

      

      “Scintillating…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Bloom

      

      “Helen's intelligent writing style and skills have made this story a must-read.”

      ~FireSerene Reads on Bloom

      

      “It's hot, it's intense, and the plot starts off thick and had me completely spellbound from page one.”

      ~The Sassy Nerd Blog on Rebel

      

      “This book was fantastic! It was steamy, funny, romantic, and just about any other emotion you can think of…”

      ~Steamy Book Mama on Lily and the Duke

      

      “Craving is the jaw-dropping book you need to read!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Craving

      

      “Sorry Christian and Gideon, there’s a new heartthrob for you to contend with. Meet Talon. Talon Steel.”

      ~Booktopia on Craving

      

      “Such a beautiful torment…”

      ~Bare Naked Words on Craving

      

      “A dark, intoxicating tale.”

      ~Library Journal on Unchained

      

      “Helen Hardt has some kind of skill I don’t have the words to describe. Her writing is addictive. She sucked in my mind and I just don’t want to read anything but her right now!”

      ~OMGReads Blog

      

      “Helen Hardt…is a master story teller.”

      ~Small Town Book Nerd
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            PROLOGUE

          

          DANIELA

        

      

    

    
      For a moment when I wake up, I’m not sure where I am.

      Then I know.

      Hawk’s place. Hawk’s bed.

      I jerk upright.

      Vinnie and Raven will be worried sick.

      I grab my phone from my purse on the floor. Sure enough, there’s a text from Raven.

      I’m fine, I text back. I’m at Hawk’s.

      Then the three dots.

      We figured you were. I tried to call you both but they went to voicemail.

      Yeah, we were busy, but I don’t say this.

      I’m sorry to worry you.

      It’s okay. Love you.

      Love you too.

      Hawk isn’t in the bed next to me. Where is he? I walk to the bathroom. He’s not there. I turn on the shower and get in, letting the warm water pelt over me. After I wash my hair and then dry off, I put on my dress I wore to court yesterday without the underwear. Commando for now, until I get a change of clean undies.

      Then I leave the bedroom.

      I find Hawk in the kitchen with a fresh pot of coffee.

      I inhale. It smells so good, almost as good as the coffee I had back in Colombia.

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” he says. “Did you shower without me?”

      “Guilty,” I say. “But I’m always up for another.”

      “Coffee?”

      “Please.”

      He hands me a cup, and I take a long sip of the strong brew. “I had some calls from Raven,” I tell him.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t even hear it ring. My phone was buried in my purse. She and Vinnie were concerned when I didn’t come home.”

      He cocks his head. “Didn’t you tell Raven you were spending the night with me?”

      I shrug. “I did, but she probably wanted to check in. She knows about my history. But I’m an adult.” I sigh. “I should have let them know I’d be staying over, so I feel bad. I don’t want to cause them any pain.”

      He gives my shoulders a squeeze. “Ray will get over it. So will Vinnie. Which reminds me, I haven’t looked at my phone in a while either.” He leaves the kitchen.

      When he doesn’t return after ten minutes, I pour myself another cup of coffee.

      I could get used to waking up in Hawk’s house.

      I could get used to a lot of things.
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            HAWK

          

        

      

    

    
      Five missed calls from Eagle, all from last night. A few from Robin this morning.

      A bunch of texts from Eagle, too.

      Asking for help.

      Fuck.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      The last one just says I’m coming over.

      The doorbell last night. That was Eagle.

      He needed my help, and I ignored him.

      But I was with Daniela… I couldn’t just leave⁠—

      Then my phone buzzes.

      It’s Robin.

      “Robbie?” I say.

      “Damn, Hawk, I’ve been trying to get you for over an hour.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Eagle,” she says. “Something triggered him. Fuck, he’s been clean for so long.”

      My heart sinks. He’s relapsed. And I wasn’t there to cover for him this time, so the whole family is going to know.

      It’s going to kill Mom.

      And again I need to pick up the pieces.

      “Where is he?” I ask. “I… I know where I can take him to get him help. It’s…not the first time this has happened.”

      “What the hell do you mean? Eagle hasn’t relapsed, Hawk. He’s in the hospital,” Robin says. “He OD’d. And it’s bad, Hawk. It’s bad.”

      A wave of terror seizes me and wraps around my heart like a boa constrictor. My breath is shallow, my pulse erratic.

      “What?” The word comes out as a choked whisper, barely audible, even to me.

      “OD’d, Hawk. Overdosed.” Robin’s words are hard and cold.

      I feel numb. Shocked. Denial creeps in.

      No, that can’t be. Eagle would never OD. Relapse, maybe, but…

      Except not denial.

      All this time, I knew he wasn’t keeping clean. I hid his problems from the rest of the family. He asked me to, and I did it.

      And last night?

      Last night I wasn’t there for him when he needed me.

      I sit down hard on the couch, the phone slipping from my hand.

      I grab it and place it back against my ear.

      “Hawk? Are you there?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m here.”

      “We’re waiting to hear about his prognosis. We don’t know much yet.”

      “What hospital?” I ask.

      She rattles off the name. I add it to the computer in my brain. The eternal to-do list that’s always there.

      “Where Dad is,” I say, more to myself than to my sister.

      “Yeah. We haven’t told Dad yet.”

      I gulp. “I’m on my way.”

      “Good. Looks like Falcon and Savannah just arrived. Mom’s been here with me all night.”

      “Vinnie and Raven?” I ask.

      “They just got here, too. They went out for some breakfast.”

      Fuck.

      I feel like the lowest scum on earth.

      My brother was crying out for help last night…and I was too busy fucking Daniela.

      Everyone answered their phone.

      Everyone except for me.

      Silence fills the line. My mind is a whirl of thoughts. Eagle in the hospital. Dad in the hospital. Our family falling apart, one tragedy after another. I swallow hard, try to push past the lump in my throat.

      “I’ll be there soon,” I tell Robin.

      I want—need—to say so much more, but the words are stuck.

      “Okay,” Robin says, her voice barely a whisper. “Just hurry, Hawk.”

      I hang up and sit for a moment, staring blankly at the coffee table. The weight of my brother’s condition, the guilt, the worry—it all presses down on me until I feel like I can’t breathe.

      But I fight it off. Now is not the time for self-pity. I have to keep it together—for Eagle, for Mom, for Dad.

      And for Daniela.

      Time to take her home.

      After the greatest night of my life.

      Which may have just turned into the worst.
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            DANIELA

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m about to pour a second cup of coffee when I grab my phone to return Raven’s calls.

      Hmm. She left voicemails just a few minutes ago.

      I listen to the first one.

      “Daniela, it’s Raven. Please call right away.”

      Okay…

      The next one.

      “It’s me again, Dani. Hawk’s not answering his phone. Are you two okay? Please call. It’s urgent.”

      Urgent?

      I gulp.

      Urgent?

      I quickly return the call.

      And get sent straight to voicemail.

      “This is Raven. I’m busy at the moment. Please leave a message. If you’re calling about the Raven’s Wings Foundation, please contact my assistant…”

      I stop listening until I hear the beep.

      “Raven, it’s me. I’m fine. Hawk is fine. I promise you. I’ll be home soon.”

      She sounded really upset. I guess I can’t blame her. I told her and Vinnie that I would probably be spending the night here at Hawk’s, but of course she’s concerned. Who wouldn’t be, given my background? She doesn’t even know the whole story.

      If she did, she’d never let me out of her sight again.

      I set down my phone.

      Hawk enters the kitchen, his face rigid and much paler than usual.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Hawk? Is everything okay?”

      He draws in a deep breath. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but I need to take you home. And then I need to get to the hospital.”

      “Hospital?” I grab his hands. “What is it? Your dad?”

      He shakes his head, clearing his throat. “My brother.”

      “Falcon?”

      “Eagle. He…”

      “What?” I wrap my arms around his waist.

      “He was the one who kept trying to call me last night.” He rubs at his forehead. “Even came here. And I…”

      “Oh my God. I have several phone calls from Raven. Voicemails that say I need to call her back. That it’s urgent. I just thought she was worried about me, even though I told her that⁠—”

      He places two fingers over my lips. “This isn’t your fault, Daniela. This is all on me.”

      “What’s all on you? I don’t understand.”

      He gulps, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “Eagle. He OD’d last night. He’s in the hospital, and I’ve got to get there right away.”

      I widen my eyes. “Oh my God… I should’ve answered Raven’s calls.”

      “No. Like I said, this isn’t on you.”

      “But—”

      “No.” He breaks away from me. “My brother needed me last night, and I wasn’t here. I was too busy…”

      He doesn’t need to finish the sentence.

      He was too busy with me. Making love to me. Being with me.

      I cast my gaze to the floor. “I’m so sorry.”

      “This isn’t on you,” he says once more.

      I swallow, look back up at him. “You don’t need to bother taking me home. I’ll go with you. To the hospital.”

      He shakes his head. “I can’t ask you to do that. Not after everything. Not after⁠—”

      This time I stop him with fingers to his lips. “Stop. Stop it right now. I want to be at your side. I’ll get dressed quickly. We need to get to the hospital.”

      He nods, finally acquiescing. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Why on earth would I mind?” I run my hand up and down his arm. “I care about you. This concerns you, so I want to be there for you. And for your brother. And for Raven.”

      He simply nods once more.

      Then he takes my hand and leads me back to the bedroom, where he gets dressed quietly.

      I go to the bathroom, brush out my hair, and put it up in a high ponytail so it will be out of the way. I wash my face quickly and then return to the bedroom where Hawk is dressed.

      He takes my hand, leads me out, and we get into his car.

      We don’t talk much on the way to the hospital. I just keep my hand in his, hoping that I’m giving him some comfort.

      I don’t know what else I can do or say.

      Already I see the weight of this on his shoulders. He’s going to blame himself for what’s happened, and I don’t know what I can do to stop that.

      I keep my phone on my lap, hoping for it to ring. With news from anyone. Raven or Vinnie.

      What about Belinda?

      I hope they left her at home. I know how much she hates hospitals.

      We pull up, and Hawk leaves the car with the valet parking attendant. Still not speaking, he grabs my hand, and we walk inside.

      I wait for him to speak to the volunteer on duty.

      When he doesn’t, I clear my throat. “We’re looking for Eagle Bellamy,” I say. “We’re immediate family. Where can we find him please?”

      The volunteer taps on her computer. “Goodness. He’s in the ICU. Fifth floor.”

      Hawk squeezes my hand. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.” I pull on his arm. “Let’s go see your brother.”

      Silently we walk toward the elevators, and I press the up button. When the elevator dings and the doors open, I’m ecstatic that it’s empty. Hawk and I walk inside, and I press the button for the fifth floor.

      When the doors open, we walk out, and in the waiting room, Vinnie and Raven, Falcon and Savannah, Robin, and Star are all waiting.

      Robin rises and walks toward us, embracing Hawk. “Thank God,” she says.

      Hawk finally speaks. “How is he?”

      “We don’t know anything yet,” she says. “Except that…”

      “Except what?” Hawk demands.

      Her face twists. “The doctor says that, at this point, he has a fifty-fifty chance.”

      My heart drops.

      So does Hawk’s. I can almost see it drop from his chest cavity to his stomach. He shakes his head slowly.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say to Robin.

      “They’re doing everything they can,” Robin says. “Mom is beside herself, of course. We haven’t told Dad yet.”

      “I’ll tell him,” Hawk says.

      “We’ll all tell him,” Robin says. “But not yet. Mom doesn’t want him worrying. He needs his strength for his own healing.”

      Hawk simply nods.

      “Can we see him?” I ask.

      “They’re only letting two people in at once. Mom has been with him most of the time, but she’s out here because she wanted to give Falcon and Savannah some time with him. But maybe you two can go in before Mom goes back.”

      Hawk looks at Star. “Mom? Okay if we go see him?”

      Star doesn’t look at her son. She simply nods while still staring at her clasped hands in her lap.

      Hawk takes my hand and heads to the desk. “I’m Hawk Bellamy. Eagle Bellamy’s brother. We’d like to see him, please.”

      “He’s nonresponsive,” the attendant says.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Hawk says, his jaw rigid. “He’s my little brother. I want to see him.”

      “I’ll ring for a nurse.” Then she looks at me. “And you are?”

      “She’s with me,” Hawk says before I have a chance to answer.

      The attendant simply nods and makes the call.

      A moment later a nurse in scrubs comes through the double doors and meets us at the attendance desk. “You’re Mr. Bellamy’s brother?”

      “Yes, and this is my companion, Daniela Agudelo.” His voice is artificially steady. “We’d like to see my brother please.”

      “You are certainly allowed to see him. But I have to warn you he’s unconscious. And⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Hawk interrupts. “I need to see my brother.”

      She nods with a sympathetic smile. “Come with me, please.”

      Hawk and I walk behind the double doors and follow the nurse to a private room in the ICU.

      Oh God…

      Eagle is hooked up to every machine imaginable. There’s a breathing tube rammed down his throat, an IV drip in his wrist, a pulse oximeter on his finger, a heart monitor and automated blood pressure cuff around his wrist, plus a bunch of other wires I can’t identify. His complexion is unnaturally pale, his usually vibrant eyes closed.

      Hawk stops in his tracks, staring at his brother. I can’t imagine what he must be feeling seeing his brother in this fragile state.

      The heart monitor beeps.

      Beeps.

      Beeps.

      It’s a cruel reminder of Eagle’s current reality.

      At least it isn’t silent.

      Hawk tightens his grip on my hand.

      A chair sits next to Eagle’s bed. Hawk heads straight for it. I follow, squeezing his hand in silent support.

      “Hey, buddy…” Hawk’s voice is hoarse, barely above a whisper. He reaches out and lays a hand on Eagle’s lifeless one.

      My heart cracks.

      Hawk is so tall, so strong. And here he is, brought to his knees by the sight of his little brother in such precarious condition.

      I don’t know what to say, what to do.

      So I simply stand by Hawk’s side.

      I hope my presence is comfort to him. But inside I know it isn’t.

      Eagle’s chest raises and falls in a steady rhythm. The monotonous beep of the heart monitor is the only sound that breaks the oppressive silence in the room.

      Hawk pushes back the unruly curls from Eagle’s forehead.

      “Come on, E,” Hawk whispers, his voice choked with emotion. “You’ve got to come back. You can’t leave us like this.” He swallows hard, shaking his head.

      This is breaking Hawk. I feel it.

      And I hate it.

      I kneel next to Hawk and take his other hand. His gaze remains glued to his brother.

      I can only imagine the turmoil he’s going through. I squeeze his hand a little tighter, wanting to ground him, to reassure him that he’s not alone in this.

      “The doctors say you’ve got a fifty-fifty chance, Eagle. That means you’ve got to fight. Do you hear me?” Hawk’s voice cracks, and he quickly clears his throat. “We’re all here. Your family. We’re not going anywhere.”

      He’s silent a moment, his eyes squeezed shut. Until⁠—

      “Eagle, listen to me,” Hawk says, opening his eyes. “The family needs you. Mom needs you. I need you.” His voice breaks on the last words, and he takes a deep, shuddering breath.

      Then he looks at me. The raw pain in his eyes is almost too much to bear.

      I choke back a sob.

      Hawk needs my strength now.

      I can’t become a blubbering mess.

      I rise and rest a hand on Hawk’s shoulder. He flinches at my touch but doesn’t push me away.

      “Hawk,” I whisper, “You’re not alone. We’re all here for Eagle. For you.”

      He simply shakes his head. “This is on me. All on me.”

      “It’s not,” I say gently.

      He turns on me then, his blue eyes full of anger, rage. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Why don’t you just get the hell out of here? I need to be with my brother.”

      I blink at his sudden outburst.

      He can’t mean that.

      Can he?

      I’m hurt. Confused. I open my mouth to respond—how, I don’t know—but before I can, he turns away from me with a cold, distant look.

      I stand rooted to the spot, my mind reeling. I want to reach out, to comfort him, but the hostility in his gaze stops me. He’s built a wall, and I’m on the outside, looking in.

      So I do the only thing I can.

      I step back, away from Hawk and his pain. I can’t help if he won’t let me.

      “Okay,” I manage to say, my voice barely audible, even to me.

      I turn, fighting back the hot torrent of tears threatening to spill from my eyes. I force them back, though, swallowing hard.

      This isn’t about me.

      I leave the room and close the door behind me with a soft click.

      I return to the waiting area.

      Star is crying now, holding onto Falcon for dear life.

      I walk toward Raven and Vinnie. “Where’s Belinda?” I ask.

      “She’s home,” Vinnie says. “Natalie is there.”

      I nod and plunk down next to Vinnie. “Good. She hates hospitals.”

      “I know,” he says. “Is Hawk okay?”

      I’m not sure how to answer that.

      So I don’t.
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            HAWK

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, Eagle,” I say for what seems like the hundredth time. “Please. Please.”

      I’m answered only by the relentless hum of the machines hooked onto my little brother.

      My fault.

      My fault.

      My fault.

      I hear the words from the humming of the machines.

      I should have answered the phone. The door.

      I should have been there.

      And now…

      Now Eagle might die.

      “Don’t you dare,” I say to him. “Don’t you dare fucking die.”

      I close my eyes to pray, to beg, to do anything, but instead, a memory floods my mind.

      The last time Eagle relapsed.

      The last time I took him to rehab.

      He fought me tooth and nail. Even tried to punch me.
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        * * *

      

      A year earlier…

      “Fuck off, Hawk,” he says. “You’re not my goddamned keeper.”

      Lines of coke still sit on Eagle’s coffee table.

      I swipe them off, and they scatter in powdery clouds. “You’re right. I’m not just your keeper. I’m your big brother too.”

      “Bullshit.” His eyes are bloodshot. His movements jittery. “Look at you, living your high and mighty life, thinking you can dictate mine.”

      “You’re self-destructing, Eagle!” I grab him by the shoulders. “You think you’re invincible. You think this shit can’t touch you. But it can. It is.”

      He glares at me, his usually bright eyes dulled by the haze of drugs. “You’re one to talk. Always the shining example, right, Hawk?”

      “It’s not about being an example. It’s about saving your life.”

      He wrestles out of my grasp, turning away from me. “And what if I don’t want to be saved?”

      The question hits me like a punch to the gut. I swallow hard, my resolve wavering.

      “Then you’re a fool.” I match his glare with one of my own.

      He struts forward, oddly balanced and confident despite his high. “Fuck off.” He raises his fist, launches it at me.

      I easily deflect.

      I grab his wrist, twist, and flip him onto the couch. He groans, tries to get up, but I press him down.

      “This is for your own good, Eagle. You’re going to rehab whether you like it or not.”

      “I don’t need any help.” He tries to wriggle from my grip.

      But I hold him down, my heart pounding. “You’re wrong. You need help. You need help, and I’m going to make sure you get it.”

      “Or what? You’re going to drag me to rehab? That place is a fucking joke.”

      “Yeah, because doing what you’re doing is so much better, right?” My tone is bitter. “You know where this will get you, E? In an early grave. And I’ll be damned if I let you destroy yourself without a fight.”

      “It’s not your call.”

      “The hell it’s not. What the fuck do you think this will do to Mom? One of her sons is already doing time for you. Raven is battling leukemia. What the hell will happen if you die, Eagle? What do you think that will do to her?”

      “I don’t care. I don’t care about any of you.”

      I pull him off the couch, make him stand before me.

      And then I give him a right hook.

      “Motherfucker,” he mutters, rubbing his jaw.

      “Damned right.” Then I toss him over my shoulder. “You may not care about any of us, but we care about you. And I won’t let you destroy yourself.”

      Eagle is big and muscular, but not as big and muscular as I am, and with my adrenaline pumping, he’s light as a fucking feather.

      “We’re going to rehab,” I say, “and I swear to God, this is the last time I keep your secret. You do this again? The whole damned family’s going to know.”
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        * * *

      

      Present Day…

      At the time, I meant those words in my heart and my soul.

      I was tired of watching my little brother self-destruct. I was tired of him always going back to drugs.

      Now?

      I would take it all back if I could.

      I’ll take back every bad word I’ve ever said to my brother if only he’ll live.

      Please God, let him live.

      Why the hell didn’t I pick up my phone? Answer the door?

      I was too damned engrossed in Daniela.

      She’s only eighteen years old, for God’s sake. What the hell am I doing? My brother could die…all because I wanted a woman more than I wanted to take care of him.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say to Eagle. “I’m so sorry I didn’t answer the phone. I’m so sorry I didn’t take care of you.” I squeeze his lifeless arm. “I need you to fight. I need you to fight as hard as you’ve ever fought. Be stronger than you’ve ever been before. You’ll get through this, damn it. You have to get through this.”

      Then the soft sound of the door opening.

      A nurse. “I just need to take his vitals,” she says.

      “Can I speak to a doctor?” I ask, my voice cracking.

      “Dr. Flynn is your brother’s attending,” she says. “She was here this morning, and she’ll be back this evening on rounds. I can leave a message for her if you’d like. I believe she’s still in the hospital.”

      “Yes.” I clear my throat. “I’d like to speak to her, please.”

      She nods. “I’ll page her as soon as I’m done here.”

      I look back at Eagle’s vacant face. “How is he doing?”

      The nurse makes some notes on the computer monitor in Eagle’s room. “He seems stable for now, but he’s still not responsive. You’ll have to ask the doctor if you want anything more detailed than that.”

      Here comes the rage and anger again. “You’re damned right I want something more detailed. What the hell did he take? How much? Did you pump his stomach?”

      “Sir, you’ll need to talk to his doctor.”

      “What the hell good are you then?” I demand.

      The nurse stays calm.

      I shouldn’t be taking anything out on her. None of this is her fault.

      No, the fault lies with me.

      Solely with me.

      The nurse completes her duties. “I’ll go page Dr. Flynn for you now.” Her voice and her demeanor are calm.

      She’s no doubt used to family members going berserk on her.

      When she’s gone, Robin steps in.

      “What?” I say, my voice exasperated.

      She widens her eyes at my tone but doesn’t say anything about it. “We’re going to take Mom down to the cafeteria for ice cream,” she says. “Come on.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Hawk, you can’t do anything for him right now. All we can do is wait.”

      I cross my arms. “I’m not leaving his fucking side.”

      “Mom asked for you,” she says.

      I scoff. “Robbie, I know you better than that. You’re not a liar. So stop lying.”

      She says nothing, simply bites her lip.

      “You and I both know,” I say, “that I’m the last person Mom would ever ask for.”

      She sighs. “Yes, and I’m second to last. But you’re still her son, Hawk, and her baby is fighting for his life while her husband still can’t communicate. She needs all of us right now.”

      “You go.” I turn back to Eagle. “I’m staying.”
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      The hospital cafeteria.

      The ice cream machine. Vanilla soft serve. Topping bar.

      Hawk’s entire family, minus Eagle and Mr. Bellamy.

      One of these things is not like the other.

      Me.

      I consider Vinnie and Raven my family, but I’m hardly a Bellamy. Hawk and I have slept together once. We’re not even in a relationship, really.

      So why am I here, exactly?

      I came to be here for Hawk, but clearly he doesn’t want my presence.

      So now I’m eating ice cream with his family in the freaking hospital cafeteria.

      I hold my dish under the machine, watch the ice cream coil into it. Then I take a bit of every topping. Every single one. Screw it. Life is short. My father’s rules for my eating have been drummed in my head for so long, and I’m going to fight against him.

      The Pink Cadillac ice cream I ate the other day was the first step.

      This is the second step.

      Rainbow sprinkles. Cookie crumbles. Peanuts. Chocolate sauce. Caramel sauce. Banana slices. Strawberries. Pretzel pieces. Mini M&Ms. Gummy bears.

      Every one of them, even the ones I’m not crazy about like bacon bits. Why are there bacon bits at an ice cream bar? I’m a chef in training, and I get the salty-sweet contrast, but this seems to go too far.

      The others are all sitting down together, hovering over Star. Her eyes and nose are pink and puffy. No surprise there. Her child is fighting for his life. And her husband is still here as well.

      Raven rises and walks to me as I turn away from the machine.

      “Hungry?” she asks, looking at my ice cream.

      And I realize—funny thing—that I’m not even slightly hungry.

      “Not really.”

      She forces out a choking laugh. “I hope you get hungry. That looks delicious.”

      “Are you doing okay?” I ask.

      She sighs. “We’re all hanging in there. He’s strong. If anyone can get through this, it’s Eagle.”

      I simply nod.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      For a moment I don’t reply. Why is anyone concerned about me right now?

      “Fine,” I finally reply.

      “Is my brother treating you right?”

      I widen my eyes slightly. “Raven, you have so much else on your mind. Please don’t worry about me.”

      “I do worry about you, Dani. You’re like family now.”

      “I appreciate you saying that. I consider you and Vinnie family as well. Right now, though, we should be focusing on Eagle.”

      “To be honest,” she says, “it would help if I had something else to focus on. God knows I’m sick to death of hospitals and what they mean.” She leans in. “So tell me. About you and Hawk.”

      I glance toward the table. None of them are paying any attention to us. Of course they’re not. Eagle is fighting for his life.

      So I answer.

      “Yes, he’s treating me very well.”

      Except when he told me to get out of Eagle’s hospital room, but I leave that part out.

      “Good.” She narrows her eyes. “What exactly is going on between you two?”

      I bite my lip. “I don’t think I need to spell it out. I spent the night there.”

      “I know, sweetie.” She squeezes my shoulder. “And I think you know that I want to ask if you’re okay.”

      “I am, actually. I know I’m young, and I know I’ve been through…”

      “You don’t have to go into any detail.”

      “I know that, too. But in a way… In a way, I lost my virginity last night.”

      She raises her eyebrows.

      “You know. I mean…consensually.”

      “Your emotional virginity,” she says.

      “That’s it, exactly. So I’m trying to look at this without getting too emotional. I mean, it was amazing, and I don’t have any regrets.” I look down. “But I’m also feeling some things that I never thought I’d be capable of feeling. But I’m young, and it seems too soon to be feeling anything like that. It was just sex, right?”

      She smiles. “Do you care for him?”

      “Of course. That’s what I mean by feelings.”

      “Then it wasn’t just sex, Dani. It was something very special between the two of you. If he has any sense at all, he’ll return your feelings.”

      “So you don’t disapprove?”

      “Why would I
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