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All 20-year-old Daisy Haites has ever wanted is a normal life, but it’s just not on the cards for her.

Raised by her older brother Julian since their parents were murdered, Daisy has never been able to escape the watchful gaze of her gang-lord brother. But Julian’s line of work means that Daisy’s life is … complicated.

And things don’t become any easier when she falls hard for the beautiful and emotionally unavailable Christian Hemmes, who also happens to be one of the few men in London who doesn’t answer to Julian.

Christian’s life is no walk in the park either, since he’s in love with his best friend’s girlfriend … He’s happy enough to use Daisy to throw off the scent of his true affections - until she starts to infiltrate those too.

As their romance blossoms into something neither were anticipating, Daisy, Christian, and Julian must come to terms with the fact that in this life, everything comes at a price – and sometimes life’s most worthwhile pursuits can only be paid in blood.




To my Grandma.
Carol, I think you’ll hate this more than the
first one. But I love you more than ever.
And close this book right now.
You need not venture any further.



Daisy Haites

JESSA HASTINGS
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1

Daisy

No guns at the dinner table. That’s my one rule. Call me old fashioned, I don’t know. It’s just what I’ve always said to the boys. I don’t care about phones, I don’t care if they’re texting, I don’t care if they’re wearing a hat at the table—I just don’t want guns while I’m serving them a brisket I slow-cooked for nine and a half fucking hours.

Julian makes us say grace (as though the Lord is listening to him and like He’d actually bless us) and then comes the silence of eating that makes the cook happy.

The volume starts to rise again after a couple of minutes—they’re total animals when it comes to food, these Lost Boys1 of mine. I call them that because that’s what they are. You can’t really be around my brother for too long without meandering off the garden path, and all of these boys have well and truly strayed. None of these boys are boys, by the way—not in age, not in attitude. Each of them has their own unique set of pros and cons, red flags, warrants and no-fly statuses, and together they comprise the inner sanctum of my brother’s outfit.2

“Oi, Daisyface.”3 My brother nods his chin at me. “How’d you do in your Immunopathology exam?”

“Immunopharmacology,” I correct him and he rolls his eyes.

“Did you pass or not?”

“Course she passed,” Kekoa tells him proudly. I don’t have a dad anymore but when I did, Aleki Kekoa4 was his best friend.

“First class?” Julian asks.

I frown at him, offended. “Obviously.”

My brother tosses me a little wink as he pours himself more wine. “What’s next on the curriculum?”

I shrug. “I think we’re about to move on to a block on Disease & Therapeutics.” Second year med student at Imperial College.

Jules swats his hand. “You don’t need to know about that sh—”

“Take it back!” Declan Ellis5 yells suddenly as he jumps back from the table, staring down darkly at TK, who’s seated next to me.

I frown between them. I’ve no idea what’s going on, I wasn’t paying attention.

“Nope.” Teeks grins.6

Declan reaches around from behind him and pulls out his Star Model BM.7 He likes it, I don’t. Too heavy in the hand, too much lag on the recoil.

“Decks.” Julian rolls his eyes. “Put the gun away.”

He’s a bit drunk at the minute, Decks—I can see it on him because when he’s drunk or hungover, one of his eyes goes a bit squinty.

I glance at TK and I can already tell he’s not going to oblige Declan—whatever it is, he thinks it’s too funny to take back. He’s got this smarmy, shit-eating grin that riles Decks right up because he’s being disrespectful and Declan is, technically, higher on the food chain. He’s my brother’s right hand.8

“Take it fucking back.” Declan repositions the gun, now pointed squarely at TK’s face.

“No.” Teeks shrugs, indifferent.

“Take what back?” I frown.

“Nothing.” Declan glances at me quickly, but TK and Booker start laughing.

Best friends, huge idiots.

Declan cocks the gun.

“Declan, don’t be stupid.” I roll my eyes.

“I’m not being stupid, he’s being stupid.”

I exchange a long-suffering look with Miguel Del Olmo,9 my bodyguard since I was fourteen.

“I’m not being stupid.” TK shrugs. “It’s true.”

“No it’s fucking not.”

“What’s not true?” Julian frowns.

Declan’s eyes pinch as he silently dares the youngest member of their crew to speak out of turn.

A cheeky smile spreads over TK’s face. “That Decks has a permanent boner for Dais.”

And then…

Gunshot.

I blink a few times, glance down at myself. A very old, very valuable white T-shirt in mint condition not five seconds ago is now sullied with a drop of Californian blood.

TK lets out a small sound of muffled pain—just barely audible—as he’d never give Decks the satisfaction of agony.

“Un-fucking-believable.” I slam my balled-up fists down on the table. “What is my one rule?” I bellow at the entire room.

The room goes very still. No one answers.

“WHAT IS MY ONE RULE?”

Some variant of “no guns at the dinner table” is mumbled by everyone present, including my brother and poor TK (who, by the way, isn’t dying).

“This is a £4000 shirt.”

Smokeshow10 squints over at me. “Might have overpaid for that one, Dais.”

“Oh, did I?” I glare at him. “Did I overpay for this Beatles ‘Butcher Cover’ Original Promo shirt from 1966?” I cock an eyebrow at him. “On eBay last week, I watched you buy a Hot Cheeto shaped like a gun for £560.”

Smokeshow looks over at his best friend, Happy,11 who is conversely scowling at him. Smoke shrugs like he can’t help it. “It looked like my gun.”12

Julian catches my eye and nods his chin at TK. “Help him.”

I roll my eyes, pointing to Declan. “Get my kit.”

He nods a bit sheepishly.

Miguel helps Teeks into the kitchen, sitting him down at the breakfast table.

It’s a big house. My dad bought out an entire cul-de-sac in Knightsbridge, turned it into a sort of headquarters. The Compound, they call it.

Miguel tosses Declan an unimpressed look as he carries over my medical kit, lips pursed.

“Sorry about your shirt.” He flashes me a sorry look, leans in towards me, closer than he probably should. “I’ll get it dry cleaned.”

I nod at him once, try to give him a bit of a smile that straddles the line of being a forgiving matriarch and not wanting to condone his stupid behaviour.

TK cocks his eyebrow at the proximity Declan (doesn’t) place between us and Decks flips him off as he leaves the room.

I give TK a look. “Why would you say that?”

“Because it’s true.”

Miguel tilts his head, concedes tacitly with his eyes. Not a massive chatterbox, my Miguel. A constant presence and a zingy one liner is what he’s known for. He and I have spent years crafting the perfect balance of him being nearby without hovering… he’s very aware that I’m never alone. And I’m aware that, by consequence of, he never is either. There’s not always that much to say to him either, he sees it all anyway.

“Either way—” I wipe away the blood around the wound with some isopropyl prep pads. “Do you really think it wise to poke the bear?”

“He’s not a bear.” TK rolls his eyes. “He’s a puppy with an inferiority complex and a small dick.”

I toss him a look. “Not that small…”

TK starts laughing. “Go on then, be honest, who’s better in the sack: me or him?”

Declan, 100 percent. Completely, undeniably, very good, highly recommend. I was so cross when Julian stopped it. A few years ago right after my ex-boyfriend and I broke up, and it was big and traumatic and I was young.13 Julian found out I’d been sleeping with Declan, who was not so young14 and who definitely thought I was twenty,15 though I was not, and I think Julian told him he had to help him with a job or he’d go to the feds and I don’t know what happened on that job but Declan was around forever after that.

Teeks… look. It was a brief thing that coincided with Julian trying to woo him and Booker out of the valley. We don’t talk about it, but I think I was the deal-sweetener. My brother does his down and out best to exclude me from as much of his work as humanly possible, but he brought me to California with him on that trip and we spent the vast majority of it wining and dining TK and Booker.

They’re the youngest guys who work for Jules by a mile. TK’s twenty-six, Booker’s twenty-seven. Friends from college. Tech boys who graduated top of their class from Stanford. The Silicon Baddies is what we call them. Jules found them on the dark web when they were tracking down the home addresses of people viewing pornography of “questionable legality” and sending it to the FBI. We liked their style. Jules is a fan of a saviour complex, he has one himself. Me? I like anyone who sees something askew and tries to fix it best they can.

They’re fun boys, and TK’s got a face on him; sweet and younger than he is actually. Good kisser, great eyes, so-so in bed. I don’t have the heart to tell him, though. I can’t.

I stab his arm with some lidocaine.

“I don’t know.” I shrug coyly. “You might have to jog my memory.” It’s a shallow offer but he looks pleased all the same, chin in the air and everything.

“Maybe I will.” It’s a bullshit acceptance.

He won’t, we both know that—not anymore, anyway, because—

Someone clears their throat from the doorway behind me.

I glance over my shoulder.

Christian Hemmes leans against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest, eyes pinched.

“Should I go, then?” he asks, brow cocked, hands shoved in his pockets.

I turn away quickly, my cheeks on fire (I don’t know why).16 I blink a few times, refocusing my eyes on the task in front of me, ignoring Miguel’s exaggerated eye roll that seems to me like a betrayal of our forced friendship.

TK holds my gaze, smirks knowingly, but they don’t know anything… They don’t even know the half of it.

Christian Hemmes walks over to us, stands behind me and subtly squeezes my arse as he inspects the bullet wound for himself.

“What happened here?”

I breathe out, annoyed. “Declan.”

“Shot you?” He blinks, a bit surprised.

TK nods.

“Why?”

I glance between the two of them. “Teeks was being antagonistic.”

Miguel squints, assessing the validity of my statement.

“Thought they weren’t meant to have guns at the dinner table?” Christian folds his arms over his chest.

“Pass me the eight-inch forceps,” I tell him. “And they’re not.”

Christian hands me a pair of Mayo scissors17 and Miguel rolls his eyes.

I clear my throat, pick up the right tool, and start fishing around TK’s arm as Miguel shines a light over me.

“This going to take a while?” Christian asks unceremoniously.

“Oh—my apologies.” I look back at him. “Are we keeping you from something?”

“Yeah, actually.”

He leans down over me, peering into the wound again with me, pressing himself up against me. “I had some plans for you.”

My stomach falls down a flight of stairs.

“Oh.” I swallow, then squint into the arm of my friend and spot the glimmer of a bullet lodged in his right humerus lesser tubercle. “I actually had some plans for you too but then you went and confused forceps with scissors and my libido evaporated entirely.”

Miguel frowns, he doesn’t like our arrangement18—he hasn’t said that in so many words, but Miguel has the poker face of a toddler.

“What are you smirking at?” Christian smacks TK over the head.

Teeks starts laughing but I give him a look. “Bad news.” I peel off my latex glove and he groans. “It’s pretty lodged in there.”

“Fuck.” He hangs his head.

“Take him to Merrick’s.” I nod at Miguel while I wrap TK’s arm in gauze, tying it off above the wound. “Tell him I think it might have fractured the bone, or at least splintered it.” I flash Teeks an apologetic smile. “Are you regretting signing your life away to my brother yet?”

“Nope.” TK squashes a smile. “Time of my life.”

I roll my eyes.

“Speaking of the time of one’s life…” Christian tugs on my hand and I toss him a look. “Are we wrapping up here?”

“We are.” I peer down at the dressed wound one more time. I press the bandage against TK’s arm once more for good measure. “Don’t poke the bear.”

He grins up at me. “No promises.”

“Good seeing you, bro—” Christian (semi-) affectionately smacks TK on the damaged arm and he winces. I roll my eyes and Miguel fights off a smile before giving me a nod and leaving me alone with Christian.

Alone with Christian. It’s still a bit of a wonder for me, really— being alone with someone. I haven’t been allowed to be alone with someone in years.

“You’re a dick,” I tell him as we’re walking up the stairs.

He rolls his eyes. “He’s fine.”

But I feel a bit floaty because I think he did it because he’s territorial with me. “We don’t do jealous, remember?”

“I wasn’t jealous.” Christian frowns. “What’s it to me if you fucked him once a few months ago?”

I glance back at him and find myself balancing not wanting to not be in control with not loving the indifference in his voice about someone else touching me.

“More than once.” I keep walking up the stairs.

His eyes pinch and he stops for a minute before he keeps following me up. “Pretty hot, though, Baby Haites.”

Baby Haites. What they call me.

“What is?” I stand at the top of the stairs, my hands on my hips.

“You.” He stares over at me. “Being a doctor.”

I give him a look. “I’m not a doctor.”

“You’re on your way.” He gives me a tall look, almost as though he doesn’t like it when I say disparaging things about myself, but if I let myself think that. “Soon you’ll be a fully licensed doctor and driver.”

I roll my eyes at him, walk away and ahead, try to chase after that stupid heart of mine that’s riding off into the sunset with a boy who doesn’t like me like that.

We’re supposed to be cut and dry, Christian and I.

Just sex. Friends who do it. “Bang one out” as my brother so delicately puts it…

I wish it was like that, that’s what I wanted from that first night. I’ve done it before, I’m capable of that—that’s what TK was, that’s what Declan was. It’s not what Romeo was, but nothing ever will be what Romeo was, so it’s not really fair to compare him to anyone else. Anyway, my point is I know how to have casual sex. Christian knows how to have casual sex. He and his best friends are gold medalists in casual sex, but something about that first night for us was so jarringly un-casual—

“Tell me,” Christian said as he leaned in towards me late one Saturday at his club a few months ago. “Secret daydream, life goal… some shit like that.”

We’ve known each other for years through our brothers. Jonah Hemmes is one of Julian’s best friends, but I guess on that night in particular about four months back I stopped seeming like the kid-sister of his brother’s best friend. The Orseund Iris tube tank does that.

It was great timing for me because Romeo had just fucked off, and I was sad and I’ve never really known what to do when he’s not around.

I pursed my lips, pretending to think like the answer wasn’t already on the tip of my tongue, like it wasn’t always, and I found myself blushing at how close his face was to mine. “You’ll think it’s dumb.”

“Try me.” He cocked his head. He was more beautiful than I had previously noticed, like I’d never properly looked at him ’til then. Swept over to the side and pushed back to perfection, golden blonde hair. Big hazel eyes. Big bottom lip. Big trouble.

I squinted over at him, feeling a tiny bit exposed. “I’d really like to be normal.” He gave me a small, confused smile, nodded a few times.

“I’d like to not have a bodyguard, I’d like to feel alone sometimes, I’d like to walk down the street and not worry that the car that’s driving next to me is there to take me, I’d like to qualify for ransom insurance instead of being uninsurable—”

“Fuck.” He frowned.

“I’d like to drive—by myself—somewhere. Not be driven, to do it myself.”

“I feel like that one’s within reach, yeah?”

I pursed my lips and his face faltered, confused, and I gave him a sheepish look. “Do you… not know how to drive?” He tilted his head, looking at me a bit cautiously.

I lifted my chin, trying to look like I didn’t care about it. “No.”

“Oh.” He nodded a couple of times. The corner of his mouth flicked up and now I try to make him make that smile at me every time I see him.

“I’ll teach you,” he told me.

He would, actually. Kept that promise, but more on that later.

Present day, a couple of hours later,19 it’s 1 am and Christian’s phone rings for the second time in under ten minutes. I reach across his naked body—nothing but a heart necklace he never takes off— and grab his buzzing phone from the bedside table.

“Kelsey parenthesis Blonde is calling you,” I tell him and his eyes flick. He rolls over quickly, snatches his phone from me, and silences the call.

He flicks me a semi-apologetic look. Sixty percent apologetic, 40 percent amused.

His angel-boy hair is now all tugged in the ways I’ve just pulled it and his lips are extra rosy from being pressed against mine. He stretches an olive arm back over and behind his head.

I extend my hand out towards his phone. “Can I read your messages?”

He squints, though he’s not really upset. “Why?”20

“I’d just like to see what Kelsey parenthesis Blonde and all her slutty friends want from you.”

“It’s one in the morning.” He sniffs, amused. “I think we both know what they want.”

“A character reference?” He gives me a dry look. “Their dignity back?” He smiles as he rolls his eyes again. “Just kidding—” I quip. “We all know it’s far too late for that.” He sniffs a laugh as he hands me his phone. “Passcode?”

“6969.”

My eyes pinch. “Ever the picture of class.”

696921—I actually do think that’s quite funny, but I feel a bit like being mean to him because he’s getting booty calls in front of me.

I navigate to his messages. “Twenty-two unread texts. At least fifteen of the senders are female…” My voice trails as I peruse the list. “Kelsey parenthesis Blonde. Melanie Watson. Melissa Nigh. Natalie Lamburg. Natalie Boobs—” I look up at him. “Is that her God-given name?” He stifles a smile. “How big are her boobs for that to be her name in your phone?”

“Double Ds at least.”

“Fair enough,” I concede as I look back down, reading on. “Aimee Aitkins. Olivia XO—” I look up at him, eyebrows poised.

“I mean it like the club, not the sentiment.”

“Much better.” I give him a tight-lipped smile that’s full of judgement. I hug his phone to my chest. “You get a lot of late-night texts.” He tries to squash a smile as he reaches for his wine. “Wow.” My eyes widen. “Kelsey parenthesis Blonde has quite the sailor’s mouth.”

He snorts a laugh. “Yes, she does.”

I take the wine from his hands and take a big sip. “Like that when talking to a girl, do you?”

He cracks a smile while trying to appear contrite. He uses his thumb to wipe some rouge wine that’s strayed to the fat part of my bottom lip. Everything he does is sexy. “Can’t say we’ve ever done that much talking.”

I don’t falter when he says that—I remind myself that I don’t care—our two rules are we don’t fight and we don’t get jealous, so I don’t care, I tell myself for the twelfth time this week and avoid the eyes of the Feelings Monster that keeps rearing its head and making me think I feel something for a person whom I couldn’t possibly feel for and I don’t and, even if I could, I can’t anyway.

So I take a breath, steel myself as I stare over at the face I’m growing too fond of. “Henry wants to know if you’re coming home tonight,” I say to him, eyebrows pointed.

Christian gives me a long look, waiting for me to tell him. “I don’t know, Baby Haites. Am I going home tonight?”

I sit up, facing him, pulling the blankets around my mostly naked body. I shrug indifferent, though I’m not. “I don’t know, Christian Hemmes. Are you?”

He squints at me playfully. “You tell me, Baby.”

My heart skips a beat when he calls me that, but he doesn’t mean it how I want him to.

“I mean, I think old Sailor Mouth is hoping you’ll pay her a visit…”

He gets the look in his eyes. Equal parts sure and troublesome. “Don’t want to pay her a visit.”

“Oh?”

He smiles and his eyes fall down my body as he shakes his head.

“I’m good here…” His words trail. “Are you good here?”

“For now,” I lie and he laughs.

For always, I’m afraid.

 

 



1 Seven Lost Boys in total, which I’ll listen below for your ease of reference:


	Declan Ellis

	Aleki Kekoa

	Miguel Del Olmo

	Jason “Happy” Bardsley

	John “Smokeshow” Macrae

	Booker Cline

	TK Thompsett



2 Which is much larger than seven men. Hundreds of men work for Julian, but I don’t remember their names, and we mostly just refer to the rest of them as the Underlings and the Footmen.

3 I used to hate it when he’d call me this. He has all my life. Now I love it.

4 6’5” tall. Broad. Samoan born in Hawaii. My dad found him counting cards in Vegas.

5 Tall, lean, brown hair, brown eyes, irrational, not a great temper. Good in bed.

6 Messy blonde hair, big green eyes, forever a cheeky smile.

7 Semi-automatic, 9 mm.

8 Arguably my brother’s 2IC. At least on paper. In practice his 2IC is Kekoa.

9 Once, when my brother was in Rio, someone shot at him and Miguel—he was no one then, we didn’t know him—dove in front of my brother. Got hit, actually. Julian paid for his treatment, brought him back to London.

10 An old boy (used to work for my dad). Tall, broad, handsome, a bit like Gaston from Beauty and the Beast, but not a prick.

11 Think 2005 Statham, less handsome.

12 It didn’t.

13 Like really young. Like lied-about-my-age young.

14 Twenty-four.

15 *Seventeen.

16 Yes, I do.

17 Christian runs night clubs. I don’t know what I was expecting.

18 FWB’s.

19 I was right, splintered femur.

20 I don’t know, because I’m a fucking masochist?

21 Hah.
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Julian

I wasn’t the most stoked when Daisy started fucking a Hemmes, and I love the Hemmes—Jonah’s one of my oldest friends, their mum is a saint as far as I’m concerned—but Christian Hemmes strikes me as a bit of a fuckboy and, as an absolute fuckboy myself, I can say that it’s not what you want for your sister.

Learned, though, in my time as her in-lieu parental figure that telling her a flat-out “no” only results in a guarantee of her doing exactly what I don’t want her to do. Backfired with Rome big time, and now neither her nor I have ever completely shaken the arsing prick.

“Oi.” Christian nods at me as he walks shirtless and sweaty into my kitchen—never what you want to see from the blad who’s doing your sister. There’s a towel slung over his shoulder—a small mercy, I s’pose—as he wanders to my fridge and pulls out one of my sister’s juices like he owns the fucking place.

Look up at him. Nod at the towel. “Tell me you look like that from exercising.”

He sniffs a laugh and peers over at me, amused. “Just getting my arse handed to me by your sister.”

“Glad to hear it.” I snort. “You go easy on her?”

“Nah, bro.” He shakes his head, frowning a bit. “At first I was, but—she’s fucking hectic.”

Yep. Had her trained by the best.

“Krav Maga?” I ask him. Fold my paper.

“And a bit of sambo.” He nods. “She kicked me in the head.”

He rubs it mindlessly, I try not to look too pleased at the thought. Weird tension here because I do like him, actually. Always have. Pretty good guy. Like him less now that he’s fucking Dais, but she’s a big girl and she’s going to do what she wants to. Has all her life anyway.

Lad like him is quicksand to someone like my sister, not a great too many people about who have the balls or the backing to say no to me, but this idiot—unfortunately—has both.

If he wasn’t one of my best friends’ brothers, I’d have smacked him in the face the day I found out they were hooking up.

Booker told me the morning after it happened—told me like it was his duty to tell me but I know it was just because he’d been on the pull with Dais for months and Christian cut his grass. Made me angrier than it should have that they were sleeping together—not his fault. Not like he knows what happened. But her and another Second—I don’t know—I just wanted to keep her safe since I couldn’t last time.

After he told me, I tore into her room, ripped Christian out of her bed, threw him against the wall. Pinned him there, forearm against his throat. Ready to kill my best friend’s brother for my sister’s honour. At least I thought it was for honour at the time. My psychologist has pointed out it was actually more for safety.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I growled.

He glared back at me.

“What the fuck do you think?”

Surprised me, that response. Didn’t think he had it in him. Turned to her instead. “What are you doing with him?”

The question was weighted. With him. We can’t do all that shit again.

I tried to tell her with my eyes but she just arched her brat-eye-brows. “Having sex.”

Christian smirked.

“With him?” I stared at her.

“Yes.” She blinked, bored.

“Him?” I repeated louder.

“Him.” She nodded.

“Why?” I asked, louder stil.l

Christian pulled a face I could have punched.

“How about because she’s nineteen and she wants to?” Christian offered. Daisy loved that. Could see it on her. My jaw clenched. I gave him a dark look as I walked out of her room.

“We’re going to have a talk, you and me.”

“Can’t wait,” Christian called after me.

“Not you, you prick.” I spat. “Her.”

Not much of a talk, really. I told her it was dangerous, she said it wasn’t. He has security, she has security, she can fight now, came in with a little Ted Talk about why I was wrong about it and it wasn’t the same. They’re not in a relationship, there are no feelings, no reason for anyone to kill her any more than usual, etcetera, etcetera. I said I didn’t like it, and she told me bugger off. Good for the esteem, my sister. Keeps you humble.

That was a few months back now and these two are still fucking about. Daisy wanders in her gym clothes. Everlast boxing wraps around her knuckles that she unwinds at the sink. She looks between Christian and I.

“What?” She frowns.

I shrug at her. “I’m just glad one of us is hitting him.”

He chuckles and I smack him in the stomach playfully. Grab my sister’s head, kiss the top of it.

“Alright, I’m off,” I say.

“Where?” she calls after me.

Nod my chin at Christian. “Brunch with the boys.” Jonah Hemmes and Carmello Bambrilla. Point at my sister. “You’ve got an afternoon class, yeah?”

She nods.

How many men in my position have their little sister’s weekly schedule memorised, do you reckon?

Not enough, probably. Probably why mine’s still alive, though.

Kekoa walks into the kitchen and I clock him.

“Take the morning,” I tell him. “I’ll drive myself.”

He shakes his head, face looks a bit serious for my liking.

“What?” I frown.

He shrugs like it’s nothing but there’s something skimming under the surface. “Just chatter.”

Daisy pauses by the sink, her eyes darting between us. She looks both annoyed and frightened. Hate the latter, but she’s always annoyed, so…

“Where?” I ask Koa.

“Just had my ear to the ground, Jules—didn’t like what I heard.”

He’s being evasive. Trying to keep my stress levels down. I wait ’til Daisy looks away then gesture between me and my sister, asking wordlessly the question: her or me?

He shrugs again, but I know he knows the answer.

Either way, if someone wanted to get to me they’d go after her. Again. Fuck.

“Right.” I nod. “Dais, you take Happy.”

“I’ve got Miguel,” she whines, because nothing’s ever easy with her.

“And now you have Happy too.” I give her a look and she stares at my face for a few seconds, thinks about talking back and putting up a fight about it, but I think I see that night she won’t talk about rattle around her mind and then she sighs and says, “Okay.”

I point at Christian. “You coming to this lunch?”

He shakes his head. “Nah, I’m gonna work your sister out upstairs.”

Says that unflinching, that cocky fuck. Jut my jaw, shake my head at him. “I know where you live, bro…”

He grins. “I’m shaking in my boots.”

“Face,” I call to her. “Kick him in the head again.”

She gives me a thumbs up.

Roll into the Greenhouse forty minutes later. Kekoa hangs back by the door, tries to give me space—which I appreciate. Spot the boys up towards the back and I walk over to them. BJ Ballentine stands up to leave as he sees me.

Reaches out a hand and I shake his with two.

“Jules.” He grins. “Good to see you, man.”

I nod at the door. “Skipping off already?”

“Just dropped Jo in on my way to something.” He nods at his best friend.

“He’s off to bang a Miu Miu model,” Jonah Hemmes announces.

Carmelo Bambrilla starts laughing, but Ballentine rolls his eyes.

“I’m not.” He shakes his head as I sit down next to Jonah. “I’m just giving her some career advice,” he tells us and we all start laughing. He walks away, flipping us off as he leaves.

I stare after him for a couple of seconds, wait ’til he’s out of ear shot. “He fucking about again?”

Jo shakes his head. Ever the loyalist.

Carmelo looks confused. “Isn’t he with that hot one The Daily Mail can’t get enough of?”

Jonah shrugs. “They’re not together.”

“Fuck off,” I tell my oldest friend.

“They aren’t.” Jo shakes his head. “She just called it off with her boyfriend-of-the-week a couple of days ago.”

“Is it?” Carmelo chimes in, brows up. “Oi, should I go for her?”

Jonah rolls his eyes and Carms is happy to get a rise out of him. Jibes him more. “I’ll treat her good…”

Jonah folds his arms over his chest. “I’m sure you would, man, but it’s still a firm no from me.”

Carmelo frowns. “What are you, her chastity belt?”

He could be something like that, actually. Funny mix he’s in, that little group of London socialites—the Full Box Set is what the papers call them. All Old Valarians who live in each other’s pockets because they all became codependent in their youth. Boarding school attachment issues… Don’t know how to process shit apart from each other.

Besides, Magnolia Parks, she’s just one of those girls—got everyone in her pocket, and you can live in it pretty happily. I do, anyway. She’s got all those boys wrapped around her finger, and Jo’s easy to rile up when it comes to her. It’s low-hanging fruit but I’m here for it.

“I’m going to take a crack,” I tell him, sitting up straighter.

And at that, Jonah cracks up. Good old belly laugh, that smarmy shit.

Pinch my eyes at him, annoyed.

“Sorry, man.” Jo laughs, genuinely amused. “But she would never.”

I sniff a laugh. Weigh it up in my mind whether I’ll tell him something that’d blow his fucking mind. Decide to keep it in my back pocket for another day…

It was a few years back now, statute of limitations and shit. Besides, I reckon it says more about me than it does about her, anyway. That we were on the path for a fucking spectacular night and she started crying over her ex-boyfriend, so we had pancakes in my bed and watched Nick at Nite. Fucking bad for business. Can’t have it. I’d rather not have the clout of it than risk anyone hearing that I might actually have a heart.

“Yeah.” I nod instead. “You’re probably right. Girls like her hate older, powerful men.”

“You’re twenty-nine, man.” Carmelo gives me a look. “Wouldn’t start writing your obituary just yet.”

Carmelo Bambrilla. Son of Santino. They’re the big boys out in Liverpool. A sucker for romance… call it the Italian in him. He’s one of my oldest friends. Best one, even. Maybe? Friends is a weird word for us all, but it’s the closest thing for what we are. It’s a weird life. None of us asked for it… All born into it. Like royalty. Probably fewer perks. More fun, though.

Dated his sister for a second when I was a kid. Gia. Big mistake—huge, actually—but Carmelo’s little brother and Daisy were childhood sweethearts—a lot of history there. Too much, actually. More than I’d want there to be and definitely more than there should be.

Toss the waitress a smile as she hands me another drink. Very pretty. I’ll take her home later.

Carmelo smacks me on the back. “Anything notable on the horizon?”

I shake my head. “Meeting next week. Don’t know what about. Potential job.”

“Art or arms?” Carms scratches his chin.

“Art, I reckon.” I tell him with a shrug.

“Oi.” Jo nods his head back towards Kekoa.

“What’s your shadow doing here? Everything all good?”

I swipe my hand through the air. “Everything’s grand.”


Daisy
10:39 PM

Babbyyyy

Where are you?

On my way

Hurry up.

What do you want to drink

The usual

Greyhound?

Yes please x

Are you impressed I remembered that?

Not really.

A few days ago I memorised The Pathologic Basis of Disease.

Yeah, but you’re a genius

Yes.

And you are not.

Hah

I’m here. Where are you?

In my office

Without me?

Waiting for you.

Coming.

You’re about to be.

!
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