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      Some mistakes don’t just haunt you—they burn you from the inside out. And after what I did to Piper? I stoked a spark of jealousy and now I’ve managed to send my whole life up in flames. A metaphorical wildfire to rival the ages.

      Every time I close my eyes her thoughts are there. The words seared into my goddamn brain. I know it’s silly, but as I look at him, it’s like I’m looking at the center of the universe. The only thing capable of holding me together when it would be all too easy to fall apart. I know Jude and Tyler diss him for being so gentle and dependable, but it’s those very traits that make me think it’s all too easy to fall in love with him.

      The words are an inescapable reminder of just how much I’ve managed to fuck up in a week. Things have just gotten worse since Tuesday, when Jude swept Piper away from the crowd in the quad like some dark knight in shining armor. Playing the hero to my villain.

      If Tuesday was a nightmare, then Wednesday was a pissing contest. The biggest pissing contest I’ve ever had the displeasure of being a part of. Jude stomped around campus like the world owed him more than usual. Tyler’s glowering darkened throughout the day until he was snapping at anyone who even looked his way. By the time lunch rolled around, none of us could even stand to fucking look at each other. So we went our separate ways and have pretty much stayed that way since. And it’s fucking bullshit.

      I messed up. I messed up bad. To the point that Piper won’t respond to any of us, despite the fact that I know we’ve all been blowing up her phone. But we’re The Thorns. Nothing has ever come close to tearing us apart, and I certainly never expected a replacement for our dead friend would be the thing—or rather, person—to do it. There’s just something about her, something inexplicable, and every single fucking one of us got sucked in some way or another.

      Guilt burns deep in my gut as I hunch uncomfortably over my steering wheel to stare up at the sloping driveway to the Alton Estate. I’ve been sitting here for at least ten minutes just trying to convince myself that stepping foot into that house wasn’t going to be a nasty fucking reminder of every sin I’ve ever committed. Still, I picture Jude fucking Piper. And Tyler fucking Piper. And then I talk myself out of going in all over again.

      I’ve still got some bruising around my jaw from where Tyler fucking decked me. I’ve also still got white hot anger burning through my veins every time I think about him fucking Piper—no, the memory of Piper. I might be gentle and dependable—the words make me scoff—but he’s Tyler. The piece of the puzzle that 2.0 needed to ascend to true Piper status.

      It’s an ugly thought, but I can’t shake it. My anger is the only thing carrying me through the past few days. Because god, I don’t know if I would have survived the shame that was doing its goddamn best to tear me apart at the seams without having the fury to fall back on. I tried convincing myself that things could still be okay, but that’s just gotten harder and harder to believe with each unanswered text I’ve sent.

      Can we talk?

      I let that one sit unanswered for a few hours before I tried again.

      I’m so goddamn sorry, Pi.

      I lasted a few more hours after that text, and it’s not like I actually expected her to accept my apology, but some part of me would’ve felt better had she just let loose on me like she’d try to do in the quad before Tori started in on her. It’s not like I don’t deserve it. What I’ve done to her is despicable. She deserved every hurt, humiliated, fury-fuel second of anger at me that she could muster, and I deserved to have to take all of it without a goddamn protest. But all I got in response was cold silence.

      I’ve lost count of how many more messages I’ve sent. She hasn’t been back to school, either. A sick part of me was actually relieved, because it meant I didn’t have to see the hurt in her eyes again. I wasn’t ready to face that. Not now, not knowing… it’s those very traits that make me think it’s all too easy to fall in love with him. Why the fuck hadn’t I thought to read Piper’s thoughts about me before spilling the rest of her guts to the entire student body?

      Piper, I know what I did is really fucked up. I’m sorry. And goddamn I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but is there any way I can start to make you believe that I am so fucking sorry for what I did?

      That was the text I sent Wednesday night. I don’t know why I was even trying, honestly. Yeah, she deserved the apology, and so much more, but the look in her eyes when she saw me in the courtyard? I don’t think any part of her will ever be able to forgive me for what I’ve done to her. No one bounces back from that kind of humiliation. Not a tough as nails bitch—and certainly not her much softer replacement.

      My head falls against the steering wheel as a groan bursts out of me. I should’ve stopped trying when she didn’t respond, but it was a compulsion I couldn’t fight. I sent her text after unanswered text before finally giving in last night and trying to call her. It went straight to voicemail. Five different times.

      Reaching out to Jude and Tyler is the last fucking thing I wanted to do, but after days of her not answering, I need some kind of confirmation that she’s okay. From what they said, neither of them have been able to get ahold of her either.

      My phone vibrates in the cupholder, the sound echoing through the car and startling me enough that I jerk upright. I take a deep breath before answering when I see Jude’s name flashing on the caller ID. “What?” I ask, not bothering with any sort of greeting.

      “Are you just planning on sitting at the gate all goddamn day?”

      Without answering, I hang up and toss the phone in the passenger seat. My eyebrows knit together as I glare at the house in the distance, but I put my foot on the gas and just pull the goddamn plug on whatever resistance has been lolling around in my body. I keep reminding myself that I’m doing this for Piper. That if we can figure out what’s going on, I might at least be able to get a foot in the door to try to fix whatever the fuck I can before she shuts me out again.

      Jude’s waiting in the doorway when I pull my Jeep to a stop in the circular driveway in front of his house. A dark scowl is plastered over his face, and I feel a matching glare settling over mine as I climb down from the car and slam the door shut. I’m not sure why he thinks he has any right to be mad. I may have done the deed, but he definitely isn’t fucking blameless in all of this. Not by a long shot.

      “Where’s Tyler?” I ask, pushing past him into the house. We’re not at school. Here, there’s no need for posturing. Things are not okay between The Thorns, and I’m not going to fucking pretend like they are.

      The door slams shut behind me. It isn’t much of an answer, but it’s all I get. Jude pushes around me with a low grunt, and I shove my hands in my pockets as I follow him deeper into the house. For a sick second, I think for sure he’s leading me to the theater, but we bypass it in favor of stepping into their ridiculous rec room instead. Anger surges toward the surface when I catch sight of Tyler leaning against the pool table.

      It takes every iota of my self-control to push it back down. You’re here for Piper. It takes that reminder to bury the simmering fury once and for all. Well, at least for a second. Because the second Jude opens his goddamn mouth, it comes roaring straight back to the surface like an inferno of hellfire bent on burning everything to ashes around us.

      “Now that everyone’s here,” he starts, leveling me with a challenging eyebrow before circling around behind the bar to pour himself a drink. “I guess we can get started on fixing your fuck up. How could you be so stupid?”

      My hands curl into fists and goddamn do I wish fighting would solve this right now. Jude is one mean motherfucker, and I haven’t forgotten what Tyler looked like after their last scuffle. But if fighting him would actually make all of this go away, if it could take me back to that night on the beach, I’d go nine rounds with him.

      I don’t bother looking to Tyler for support. I know I won’t be getting it. Instead, I brace myself for whatever it is Jude feels like he has to get off of his chest. Because the way he’s staring at me like he’s ready to choke the goddamn life out of me lets me know that he’s not even close done with me.

      “Do you have any fucking idea what you’ve done? All of the information you’ve handed out to every fucking person at Rosewood? Do you know what that could do to us?” I have a pretty good idea, actually. “Regardless of whatever the fuck your intentions were with Piper—”

      A choking sound bursts out of me. “Piper? When the fuck did she turn into anything other than Robocunt for you?” His hand tightens around his glass. This time when I glance Tyler’s way, I can see something dark crossing over his face as he stares at Jude with a clenched jaw.

      “Fucking whatever, man,” Jude deflects, but there’s something in his eyes I never, ever thought I’d see. It’s there and gone in the span of a few seconds, but I’ve been dealing with my own demons and fighting off my own guilt long enough to know what it fucking looks like. That same shame stares back at me from the mirror every day.

      Everything inside me is on fire, all at once. “No,” I spit as I move further into the room. “You don’t get to fucking stand there and be all self-righteous like you’re not at least in some way responsible for all the shit that’s gone down in the past few weeks.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, did I hack Piper’s log and send a ton of humiliating shit out to the entire school? That’s all on you, man.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. Anything to avoid decking someone right now. Mom’ll kick my ass if I get in any more trouble. I laugh humorlessly. “There’s no way you can make me feel worse for that than I already do, so you can go ahead and cut the shit, Jude. Because like I said, you’re not a goddamn angel either. Playing me and Tyler against each other for your twisted amusement? That’s fucking low, even for you.”

      Jude scoffs and drains his drink. I’m surprised the glass doesn’t shatter with the force he slams it down on the bar. His eyes narrow, flicking in Tyler’s direction to see if he’s going to react before turning his focus back to me.

      “Yeah? Someone had to point out to you two pussies that you were both hung up on Piper when she doesn’t want a single goddamn thing to do with you.”

      “You really want to stand there and accuse me or Tyler of having feelings for her when you’re suddenly calling her by her name? You might want to reach down your pants and make sure you didn’t grow a vagina overnight because I’m not so sure we’re the ones going soft, Alton.”

      “Fuck you, dude,” he says, and he takes a quick step around the bar. I brace myself for impact, but he pauses several feet away from me, tightening the space between the three of us but not getting close enough to either of us that fists can start flying before he says whatever depraved shit he can think up next. “Keeping shit in line is my fucking job, and you sending that bullshit out to the entire school created fucking chaos. One of us had to step up and put a fucking end to it.”

      “And you did that?”

      “I fucking got her out of there, didn’t I?”

      “Congratulations, Jude,” Tyler finally speaks up, and both of our heads swivel in his direction. He’s shaking his head in disbelief as he glares at our de facto leader. “You have a single shred of decency in your entire body. I didn’t think it was possible, but I guess we have proof, huh? Brennan created a shit storm, and you stepped in to save the girl. Classic move, man. How far did it get you, though? She’s not texting you back either. So let’s just focus on the fact that we’re all fucking worried about her and put all of this petty bullshit to the side for now, yeah?”

      The challenge is clear in Tyler’s eyes, and for a second I think about arguing with him. But I’m here for Piper. So if a temporary truce is what it takes to make sure she’s okay… fuck, I guess I’ll do it. Jude’s jaw is clenched so tight I’m surprised he hasn’t cracked some teeth, but he gives Tyler a tight nod, and I mimic the action.

      Uncomfortable silence settles between us as we all glance back and forth between one another, no one apparently willing to take the first step in solidifying the tenuous truce we’re agreeing to. My anger settles and guilt rushes to the forefront again, forcing me to take a deep breath to keep everything at bay. I dig my palms into my eyes, relishing the sting in my gritty eyes, before sighing.

      “Whatever’s going on is my fault, I get it,” I start, and they’re nodding along before I can continue. A scowl darkens my face, but I push away my frustration with them before I continue. “Someone needs to just go to her house to check on her. And as much as I want to fix it myself, I’m pretty goddamn sure she’s not going to let me within three feet of her, let alone through the front door.”

      “I’ll do it,” Jude steps in immediately, and the suspicion is back all over again. Why the hell is he acting like he gives a shit now when a few days ago all he wanted was to point out to me and Tyler that we were in a pissing contest over a robot? His sudden interest makes my stomach lurch, but I don’t get the chance to voice my protest.

      “No, I’ll go.” Tyler gives us both a hard look, waiting for one of us to protest. I force myself to shrug. It makes me uneasy to let him be alone with her, but I’m not dumb enough to think Jude would be the better option. I have no choice but to pick the lesser of two evils. Jude opens his mouth to argue, but Tyler talks over him. “The Hawthornes love me. If any of us has a chance of getting through the door, it’s me.”
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      I blink, then close my eyes against the stinging brightness. I can’t seem to catch my bearings and there’s a frenzied conversation taking place that makes my ears hum.

      “You made the updates I requested?” a harsh voice asks, but I can’t quite focus on her yet. I don’t think she’s talking to me anyway.

      Something seems to jolt me, snapping everything into place. My insides suddenly seem to settle. But then the harsh, frenzied whispering starts from somewhere above me again. I try to focus on what’s happening to my body, but I can’t get a grasp on it with all of the conversation buzzing around me.

      “Yes, I’ve done everything you asked,” another voice hisses back, as I try to flex my fingers. They don’t curl all the way into my palms the way I meant for them to. Irritation lances through me. What the hell is wrong with me?

      My head lolls to the side, the movement sluggish and slow. Why isn’t my body working the way it’s supposed to? I blink again, and steely gray eyes meet mine. It takes half a second too long for me to realize they’re not real. A photo then. Something about the girl is familiar. A thought tugs at the back of my mind as I stare at her dark hair. Maybe I’ve met her before?

      No. That’s not right. The unfamiliar voice is jarring, and it startles me to hear it from inside my own head. But then, no—that’s not right either. The voice is familiar. It’s mine, but also, it isn’t. My head goes hazy at all the contradictions, and the photo starts to blur. I close my eyes again.

      “What’s taking so long?” It’s the woman. She sounds... anxious, maybe? Mmm, that’s not right. It’s anger lacing her tone, but I can’t figure out why she’s so angry. I force my eyes open again, blinking against the blurriness marring the faces looming above mine. Her face is the closest, her gray eyes—so much like the ones in the photo—boring into me as a calculating look crosses her face.

      She looks to a man standing further off to the side. A man with the same chestnut colored hair as the girl in the photo. He notices my stare, and he looks away quickly. Like he can’t stand the way my eyes bore into him. The snub stings something deep inside of me.

      “Do you think it took, Roman?” the woman asks, insistent and anxious all at once as her eyes roam over my body. Took? What the hell is she talking about?

      He shrugs, turning toward another man. This one is wrinkled, with tired eyes. He runs a gnarled hand through his scruffy gray beard and snaps, “Patience, Jackie.”

      The tension in the room is thick. My body isn’t working—I can barely curl my fingers into my palms—but my mind is catching up. I recognize that uncomfortable sort of atmosphere and that snippy tone. “Mom?” I ask, the word bursting from me harshly. She jerks back like I’ve slapped her.

      She turns to make eye contact with the man across the room. He’s standing by a desk with a picture hanging limply in his hands. I push myself up, cursing my shaky body the entire time. I fix my gaze on the way the man’s shoulders tense when Mom reaches his side and jerks the photo from his hands. She whispers to him, arms flailing in my direction.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, but no one makes a move to answer me. “Mom?” I try again, but she’s too caught up in whatever she’s say to Dad to—Dad? It feels right, but then why won’t he look at me?

      “Dad, what’s wrong?” His shoulders stiffen at the sound of my voice. I wonder why? It sounds exactly the way it did in my head, even if there’s still something unfamiliar about the quality of it as it pushes past my lips. I wonder if it’s the words I said? Mom and Dad. No, I’m certain these are my parents. They turn their eyes toward the stranger in the room. Why the hell aren’t they looking at me like parents should?

      I have memories of these two, but there’s something off about the quality of them. Images flash through my mind faster than I can process them. Video and sound clips play in my mind, but they’re wrong somehow. Disjointed and raw. One moment there’s a video of me blowing out candles on a cake while Mom smiles next to me. And the next there’s a video of me throwing some sort of tantrum over the same birthday cake. There’s a video of the man—no, Dad, I correct myself—teaching me how to ride my first bike. Followed by me ignoring him when I finally catch on and he tries to call me back to him but I keep riding further away. There’s a stream of photos from our family vacation to Greece the summer before, but there’s an equal amount of me off doing things on my own as there are of me with either one of them.

      I press a palm against the side of my aching head. I’m too frustrated to immediately realize my body has finally responded to one of my commands. But when I do, it’s with a gleeful sort of noise. My hands drop to my lap, and my fingertips graze my palm. Mom makes an indignant noise from across the room, but I’m too distracted by the cheap, mint green fabric covering my lap to pay any attention to her hissy fit.

      She’ll get over it. She’s so overdramatic anyway.

      For the first time, I realize the cool air in the room is brushing the exposed skin on my back. What the hell? I shiver, but something doesn’t feel right about the reaction. It’s involuntary, but it feels forced. Like I only did it because I was supposed to. My fingers shake as I stretch to reach behind my neck and pull the ties together, closing the back the best as I can. Why would my parents have me half naked in front of a strange man? My mind spins in a hundred different directions, but I keep coming back to one question over and over again. What the hell is going on here?

      “Am I okay?” I finally ask.

      I don’t understand why I’m in a hospital gown. The last thing I remember wearing was my prom dress. The kick-ass navy number that made everyone green with envy.  It took several trips to what felt like a hundred different boutiques, and god, Mom was so pissed when she realized how much I spent. Flashes of strobing lights and loud music pound through my head, and I can see myself surrounded by The Thorns and The Roses. We’re dancing, laughing, and smiling into each other’s cameras. Prom.

      What happened after Prom?

      “You’re fine,” Mom says, and suddenly she’s by my side. She reaches out like she wants to touch me, but jerks her hand back like she thought better of it at the last minute. “Just a little accident. Everything’s fine now. You’re fine.”

      “Jackie,” the stranger starts, his voice low and cold. I lean away from him as he approaches the side of the bed and shoots Mom a worried glance. If I’m okay, why am I in a hospital gown, and why is this man staring at me like everything definitely isn’t fine? “Maybe you and Roman should step out for a few minutes so I can do the last check and brief Piper.”

      Piper. I roll the name around in my head for a minute. A steady stream of photos and videos assault my senses as the name echoes through my head. I reach up to run a shaking hand through my hair, and it tumbles down over my shoulder in dark waves. My eyes dart to the photo of the girl on the bedside table. Piper. I’m Piper?

      I’m Piper.

      “Absolutely not,” Mom’s shrill tone pulls me from the mini existential crisis. She’s glaring at the older man, and Dad’s suddenly by her side, his hand on her shoulder as she shakes her head no frantically. I try to make eye contact, but he avoids my gaze studiously. What is his freaking problem? “We’re not risking anything, Stanley! We’re staying here to help guide her. We want to make sure everything’s done correctly.”

      “Guide me to what? What the hell—”

      “How do you feel, Piper?” the stranger—no, Mom called him Stanley, think, Piper!—cuts me off, a no-nonsense quality to his voice. My eyes dart back and forth between this cold, harsh stranger and my crazy eyed mother. I know she’s borderline insane but this is a whole other level of unhinged. What. Is. Going. On?!

      “I’d be better if someone would actually tell me what’s happening here. Who are you? Why are all of you in my room? What the hell happened to me?”

      The man works his jaw back and forth as he turns his eyes on Mom and Dad. Mom quirks a challenging eyebrow, and he sighs before running his hand down his face. “What do you remember, Piper?” he finally asks, deflecting every single one of my questions in favor of asking his own. I want to be pissed, but I’m too busy being surprised when something about his tone sends a spark of recognition through me.

      Mom looks like she’s going to say something, but Stanley holds his hand up at her as I consider his question. What do I remember? I shrug. Everything. But then again, maybe nothing. Perhaps something in the middle of those two extremes?

      “Piper, think!” Mom snaps, and I turn a glare in her direction. What does she think I’m doing here? Sitting around twiddling my freaking thumbs? When the hell did she get so demanding, anyway? Something’s off. Mom’s being weird, acting like we’ve ever had the kind of relationship where I answer to her. Dad won’t look at me at all. And on top of that, my memories are disjointed and choppy. It’s like I can only remember bits and pieces.

      Photos and scenes. Short snaps of video. Shaky memories like I’m watching them through an old camcorder. I can feel who I’m supposed to be—Piper Hawthorne, 18 years old, a senior at Rosewood Academy—it’s all right there, scratching at the surface. But that version of me, she feels wrong, and the more I try to study it, the more it feels like I’m reading the answers to a questionnaire that was answered by a hundred different people that never actually knew me.

      What makes Piper the most angry?

      Minor inconveniences.

      Tori Pruitt.

      People getting in the way of what she wants.

      Her mom butting into her business.

      Not being the center of attention.

      I close my eyes, pressing my fingertips against my eyelids. The influx of information is too much, but it just keeps coming. “Take your time,” Stanley says, and there’s Mom’s indignant huff again. I can hear feet shuffling before a door opens and closes, and I don’t have to open my eyes to know Dad left the room. Why can’t I get this right?

      “It’s okay to feel like this Piper,” Stanley says, and Mom hisses a breath in between her teeth. Apparently she doesn’t agree with Stanley, but even as tense as he is, I find myself trusting him more than her in the moment. Everything feels off, like someone pushed all the furniture in a house two inches to the left, and at least he’s giving me the time to try to figure out what’s going on.

      Mom, on the other hand, is whispering, “Think, Piper. Think. You have memories—time spent with me and Dad. Your friends. School. All the things you love. Shopping. Trips.”

      Funny how she loops herself in there. Mom may have wanted me to be the perfect daughter, but she never really spent time with me. No, that was delegated to the nannies. She’s a damn workaholic and has been my entire life. Any trips we took as a family were at Dad’s prompting, I have the family group texts bouncing around my brain ready to prove it.

      My eyes fall to my lap to focus on my curling fingers. Anything to take my mind off how wrong everything feels. My hands start to clench into fists, knuckles going white from the force.

      “Waking is never easy, Piper.” Stanley’s voice is slightly softer, but still not friendly. And his words are strange. An uneasiness churns through me.

      “I wake up every day. I think I’ve got it down by now,” I smart off. My head lifts in time to see Mom drop hers into her hands with a groan. An uncomfortable silence stretches between all of us.

      “Stan,” Mom hisses when she finally lifts her head. There’s fire in her eyes, and I automatically lean away from her. She fixes him with a long, hard stare. “What is the point of this?”

      “We have to acclimate her,” he replies, an undertone of irritation lacing his words. “We can’t just throw her in without any sort of introduction, Jackie. It will overload her, and we don’t know what could happen as a result.”

      “Overload her?” she asks with a scoff, and my eyes volley between the pair of them as she starts to pace around the foot of my bed. “Overload her!” she screeches, and I flinch. Seriously, I’m about to kick her ass out of my room. I don’t have time for this crap. Not if she’s not going to give me what I want. Answers. “We’re her parents, Stan! Let us acclimate her how we see fit!”

      “She has to understand the intricacies of her position! You lost your daughter in April. I’m here to make sure this one is a suitable replacement. Let me do my job!” His face is flush with the irritation he can’t seem to get control of. I totally get it. Mom makes me feel that way sometimes, too.

      Wait, what?

      My head shakes from one side to the other as his words sink in. What the fuck? That’s not right. A replacement? Lost daughter? I’m an only child, aren’t I? He can’t be talking about me, because clearly I’m sitting right freaking here. Stewing in a pool of confusion and irritation, but alive nonetheless.

      What three words remind you most of Piper?

      Perfect. Beautiful. Strong.

      Passionate. Driven. Brave.

      Callous. Cold. Cruel.

      Hot. Shrewd. Intelligent.

      Dead. Dead. Dead.

      I shake the onslaught of information away, staring at Mom and Stan with wide eyes as the word dead replays over and over again in my head. “Replacement?” I whisper, a vague sense of understanding washing over me in a harsh wave.

      “You’re a companion, Piper. An artificially intelligent one,” Stan fills in the blanks.

      What is Piper’s biggest pet peeve?

      Disloyalty.

      The other Roses.

      Poor people.

      Anyone standing in the way of what she wants.

      Being ignored.

      “You’re our daughter,” Mom pipes up from the end of the bed, clearly still desperate to control how this is going. “You’re here to be a comfort to me and your father, to be a companion. You’re here to replace what we lost. Do you understand?”

      Stan’s frown deepens. “What’s important for you to know, Piper, is that you’re a learning AI. Which means you’ll adapt to new experiences and hopefully grow with each of them.”

      “So that you can learn to be more and more like the daughter we lost. Because that’s your purpose,” Mom cuts in again. Stan purses his lips but doesn’t correct her. I see it what he’s trying not to show, though—he doesn’t agree with what she’s saying.

      “How do I have her memories?”

      “Your memories,” Mom corrects me harshly, and I bristle. “A lot of the information came from us. We had a hand in making sure your personality traits were right this time—” She cuts herself off as my head tilts to the side. This time? She shakes herself, not just her head but her whole body, before continuing, “Some of it comes from social media and questionnaires we had your friends fill out. Everyone just wants to help you be just like the Piper we know and love.”

      What do you think Piper values most in life?

      Her family.

      Her friends.

      Her platinum card.

      Tyler Hamilton.

      Herself.

      Information assaults my senses from all sides. Memories are flickering through my mind again, and I can’t quite figure out how to shove them away. I want to go through them more slowly, access what exactly they mean, and do it without Mom hovering over me. I’m not sure why she’s acting like such a helicopter. I might be replacing her dead daughter, but she doesn’t own me.

      “Do you think you can stand, Piper?” Stan asks, and Mom huffs.

      She doesn’t give me the chance to answer. “Of course, she can, Stan. We already know that. There’s no need for redundant questions.” They might know, but I sure as hell don’t. I flex my toes and roll my ankles experimentally as they stare one another down. My legs tense, and I swing my legs over the edge of the bed. My arms push me into a standing position. My legs tremble for a nanosecond before steadying.

      Mom sweeps an arm in my direction. “See?” Mom steps closer so she can run her hands over my shoulders. Annoyed, I shrug her off, and her eyes flash for a second before returning to somewhat normal.  “I can take it from here, Stan. Why don’t you go see if there’s anything Roman needs before you leave?”

      There’s nothing but resignation in the slump of Stan’s shoulders as he turns away from us long enough to gather his things from the top of my vanity. His eyes are critical as they sweep over my body one last time. “Just...” he pauses near the door with a sigh. “Just let me know if there’s anything that you need.”

      I’m not sure if he’s talking to me or Mom, so I nod to him even as she’s dismissing him. My heart thuds in my chest as he closes the door, leaving me alone with Mom, who’s looking at me with shrewd determination shining in her eyes. An uneasy feeling builds in my gut, but it’s soon replaced by more irritation as she leads me through my room pointing out things that she thinks she needs to explain to me. Things that I already know about.

      My teeth grit when she pulls me to a stop in my walk-in closet. Her fingers trace over the skirt to my school uniform, and I don’t hide my groan or the fact that I’m rolling my eyes when she tells me that it’s what I wear to school.

      “God, yeah, I know that, Mom,” I snap at her. Her shoulders stiffen, but the idea that I should treat her gently, that she’s a grieving mother, is only fleeting in the face of my utter annoyance with her. “I know all of this stuff, so unless you have anything valuable to add, I’d like you to leave me alone now.”

      She bristles, her mouth dropping open like she’s going to argue. She surprises me instead when something akin to pride flashes across her face for a quick second. She nods once before turning to head back out of the closet. She pauses in the doorway, though, glancing over her shoulder at me as I rifle through my clothes for something to wear other than a fucking hospital gown. Her smile is surprisingly soft as she tells me, “I’m glad you’re back, Piper.”
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      The yellow front door mocks me as I leave the comfort of my car and point myself towards it. I’ve walked through it hundreds of times before, but something feels wrong about it now. Maybe it’s the fact that I haven’t walked through it since prom night, or maybe it’s the fact that there’s an uncomfortable weight churning through my gut as I sit here thinking about the girl that’s waiting on the other side of the falsely cheerful door.

      I read every word of what Brennen sent out, combing through Piper’s thoughts as if I could somehow pinpoint what it is that makes her so different from my old Piper. It was obvious that he sent out the most humiliating things he could find in her log, and now I keep looking for some way I can ask him for the rest of it. To read a little deeper to figure out where I went wrong. To figure out if these feelings I can’t seem to shake are real—or just a manipulation.

      I think back to Halloween. All those memories… it made it too easy to seek comfort in the girl that looks just like my Piper. But the longer it went on, the less I was seeing old Piper. Until eventually I wasn’t seeing Old Piper at all.

      How can these three guys make me feel so empty and so full, all at the same time?

      Of all the things to read, it was one of the ones that hit the hardest. For all of the posturing, all of the alpha bullshit we pull daily at Rosewood, I never actually believed we were shitty people. Not until I read those words. For months we treated her like shit, yet she was still drawn to us, and we took full advantage. My jaw clenches as I glance up at the yellow door again, an ugly thought coming to mind. Except Brennan—that fuck actually had feelings for her.

      Stoking the feelings of resentment in my gut isn’t going to do me any good right now. Not when I need to walk into this house and make Piper see reason. Not when I need to apologize for letting Alton, of all fucking people, be the one to come to her rescue Tuesday. Not when I need her to understand that as weird as things have been between us, I really do want to be—friends? Boyfriend and girlfriend? Casual hookups?

      Jesus, what am I thinking?

      I stare at the yellow door, now just in front of me, but I don’t knock or ring the doorbell. I need to get my thoughts straight before I go in there. What am I expecting to get out of this? An upper hand over Jude, for one. The thought makes me wince. Dissuading whatever interest Jude and Piper have for one another would be an added bonus, but I need to stay focused on the task at hand, and that’s just making sure she’s okay.

      My phone vibrates in my hand, and I turn it over to see a text from Jude. Of course he can’t just trust me to handle this. I’m sure it’s driving him crazy that he isn’t the one here right now.

      You there yet?

      I don’t bother answering. Let him sweat it out a little. Instead, I open up my notes app and take a shaky breath as I tap the one I can’t seem to stop looking at.

      The anguish in his green eyes makes my heart hurt so damn bad. My fingers splay on his cheeks and jaw, and I run my thumbs in gentle, soothing caresses over his cheekbones. He sighs, leaning into the touch as his eyes flutter closed, and the gesture takes my breath away. My stomach tightens, and I’m positive my knees would give out from under me if I tried to stand. This whole time, all I’ve wanted was to comfort someone, and for the first time now I’ve got a sincere chance to do just that. Tyler needs comfort more than anyone I know—and I’m not sure how I didn’t quite realize that sooner.

      A low groan escapes me. I don’t deserve forgiveness for the things I’ve done. And Piper didn’t deserve what happened to her. Not any of it. She’s so much softer than the old Piper, and I like that about her. The thought almost makes me turn and leave, but I force my hand to rise and ring the doorbell.

      I fix a smile on my face that I hope looks genuine as Roman Hawthorne answers the door with knitted eyebrows. There’s something dark hiding behind his eyes, and my stomach bottoms out. What if he’s read the log? Roman and I have always gotten along about as well as any boyfriend does with a girlfriend’s dad. I didn’t think to consider that he might now know all about how I fucked his replacement daughter and then let her leave in silence like it meant nothing at all.

      “Hey, Mr. Hawthorne,” I say slowly. I’ve called him Roman in the past, but it doesn’t feel right at the moment.

      I brace myself for the worst, so I’m surprised when he holds the door open and beckons me inside. “Hey, Tyler,” he responds, and the exhaustion lacing his tone makes me study him a little closer in the light of the foyer. There are dark bags under his eyes, and the lines on his face are more pronounced than I’ve ever seen them before.

      “We weren’t expecting you.”

      “Oh.” I shuffle from side to side. Of course they weren’t. Piper probably doesn’t want anything to do with me—I’m surprised enough of the old Piper hasn’t bled over for her to demand that her parents not let any of The Thorns set foot in their house. “Yeah, Piper hasn’t been responding to anyone’s texts. I just wanted to, you know... I just wanted to make sure she’s okay.”

      “Roman?” Jackie calls from somewhere deeper in the house. He sucks in a breath through his teeth and snaps the door closed behind us. I can hear the click-clack-click of high heels on the stairs as Jackie calls out again, “Roman, was there someone at the door?”

      “Tyler,” Roman starts, and there’s a seriousness to him that I’ve never seen. “What you have to understand about Piper...” He struggles with his words. “She’s different. We’ve had to—”

      “What is he doing here?” Jackie screeches, the sound slightly panicked as she looks at me with wild eyes. Jackie Hawthorne, the woman usually so prim and proper, looks downright scattered. Her clothes are rumpled and she can’t seem to look at any one place. She waves her hands wildly through the air. “We’ve only just gotten things sorted with Stan, and now this? Roman, we’re not ready for visitors yet!”

      I mentally catalog what she’s just said. Stan. I’m pretty sure that’s the guy that made Piper. What did they need to sort with him, I wonder?

      Roman gives his wife a sharp look. “You know what, Jackie? It will probably do Piper some good to spend time with Tyler. He’s probably spent more time with her than any of us. He’s obviously the best choice to help bring her up to speed.”

      I take a step forward as Jackie’s face takes on a pinched quality that shouldn’t be possible considering all the Botox. I’m not sure exactly what’s going on, but I figure I need to use it to my advantage. “If there’s a problem with Piper, I’m sure I can help. I’ve spent time with her, I know the replacement about as well as I did… Piper.” Not completely the truth, and based on the rage that crosses Jackie’s face, also not the right thing to say at the moment.

      She lets out what sounds like some kind of battle cry. “Don’t you dare talk about it. That thing, she wasn’t our daughter.”

      I jerk back a step. Thing? My palms start to sweat as I spare a glance in Roman’s direction. He doesn’t look at me, but I can see his jaw is rigid as he crosses his arms over his chest. Where the fuck is Piper?

      “She’s better now,” Jackie says, more to herself than to me. I nod along numbly, but inside my mind is racing into overdrive to try to make sense of this. The only thing I can think is—fuck. They reset her. It’s the only explanation. They didn’t like what they got, so they started over. It’s what Roman was just trying to warn me about.

      I have to clear my throat before I manage to ask, “Can I see her?” There’s a split second that it looks like Jackie’s going to send me packing, so I grit my teeth and play along, as much as it pains me. “I know your daughter better than anyone. I can help.” The words are ash in my mouth. I’m not sure if I can help the girl that’s upstairs, not if she’s been wiped clean. “I’d like to try, at least.”

      Jackie’s eyes are still reluctant, but eventually she nods and tells me Piper’s in her room. My feet feel weighed down as I leave the Hawthornes to walk up the staircase toward their daughter’s bedroom. I’ve made this walk so many times before, but none of them recent, and none of them ever felt as heavy as this.

      I’m barely dragging my feet forward as I reach her bedroom. I’m nervous as hell about what’s waiting for me on the other side of the door, but I knock anyway. “God, what!” I hear her call out with obvious annoyance. I close my eyes for a second. It’s been a long time since I heard that voice. Piper’s replacement didn’t talk like that before, not with that harsh, ugly tone. It’s so fucking jarring to hear her voice like that again.

      I push past all the memories of times Piper snapped at me, or at some other poor unsuspecting person who dared get in her way. I try not to think about how much I want to hear 2.0’s sweet voice again.

      When I open the door, she’s sitting in the middle of her bed, her laptop perched in front of her and pictures scattered around her on the comforter. Her long hair is pulled into a knot at the top of her head, and she’s casual in a pair of leggings and a baggy UCLA sweatshirt. My sweatshirt. It’s like walking back in time. I was the only one back then that got to see her like this, dressed down without a full face of makeup. This isn’t Piper, this is Piper—as goddamn confusing as that is. What the fuck did they do to her?

      “Hey, Pipe.” I try out the old nickname, and my stomach lurches at the way her shoulders stiffen for half a second before she turns cold, calculating eyes in my direction. The tiniest of smiles quirks over her lips as she stares me up and down, but overall, she seems indifferent to my presence. If she has any idea what the hell we’ve all been through in the past few weeks, she doesn’t show it.

      “I wasn’t expecting you,” she replies simply before turning her attention back toward her computer. The harsh quality of her tone is replaced with cold detachment, and hope blossoms inside of me. Way to be an asshole and expect the worst, an ugly voice in the back of my mind speaks up, but I can’t pay it much attention as relief floods through me. Anger I can handle. Dealing with an entirely new Piper? Not so much.

      I take tentative steps toward her bed, half expecting her to move away from me as I approach, but she stays where she is glancing between the screen and the photos laid out around her. “I didn’t know if you would agree to see me even if I told you I was coming. And it’s not like you’ve been answering your texts the past few days, anyway.”

      “Of course not,” she says dismissively, and I’m finally close enough to see her screen. She’s toggling through her social media accounts and some sort of spreadsheet, making notes every few seconds as she scrolls through the pages. Every now and then, she’ll reach for a picture before filing it into another location next to her, in a system that I don’t quite understand. She turns her eyes in my direction after a picture of us at prom fills her screen, and I suck in a deep breath at the determination in her gaze. “I just came back earlier today.”

      I didn’t think things could get any worse than Brennan’s fuck up but this… this is much fucking worse. I’m right. I have to be right. The Hawthornes have reset their replacement daughter. They’ve started over. And this time, she’s a hell of a lot closer to the old Piper than the first time around.

      “Pipe.” The nickname falls flat. I don’t want to fucking use it. I try again, “Piper, you’ve been back since August. It’s November now.”

      “No.” She looks so certain, no question at all in her eyes as I stand here with nothing but questions. How could they just reset her? How could the man that made her let them? Couldn’t they see she was a person? A whole, real person, no matter what bits and pieces made up her insides. “So, have Tori and Chelsey been just unbearable without me? I’m sure Tori thought she’d take up the reigns in my absence, but don’t worry, it won’t be hard to cut her back down to her rightful place. She’s weak. It does make for a great second-in-command, though, having someone so easy to manipulate.”

      “Piper, stop!” Listening to her is making me sick. There should be some kind of comfort in hearing her sound so much like her old self, but I’m suddenly seeing something that was all too easy to overlook before. She’s a goddamn, self-centered bitch. I mean, yeah, I knew what people said about her, but I still thought the good outweighed the bad. Was I only ever thinking with my dick? Because now I can barely stomach the sound of her voice.

      In this moment, something becomes very clear to me. I felt more than my share of guilt about what happened on Prom night, but I didn’t really miss the real Piper, not the way I catch myself now missing her original replacement.

      Piper lets out a long sigh, the one that says she’s tired of dealing with me. “Tyler, you should go. I don’t have time to deal with you right now while I’m sorting this whole mess out.” She gestures to her laptop and the mess of photos.

      “Piper—”

      “Get. Out.”

      I can’t let this end right here. As much as I want to get the hell away from this new Piper, I’ve got to leave the door open to try to figure this shit out. To try to bring my Piper back. The first replacement. The sweet girl that only wanted to comfort me.

      “I’m going,” I tell her carefully. “Let me take you to school this week though, okay? I don’t think you’ll be allowed to drive.” Another flicker of annoyance crosses her face but she gives me a short nod. “Great.” I let my nearly numb legs carry me away from her and toward the door. “See you Monday.”
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      I stare at Brennan over the edge of my glass, nursing the expensive whiskey that my parents stock. He’s got his face buried in his phone because he’s trying to avoid talking to me. It fucking figures that after years of getting on my nerves by being too soft, Brennan finally stepped up and did something worthy of his place in The Thorns. Only it was too much, too late. Getting rid of 2.0 was a fun game for a couple months, but now I’ve found something more interesting to play.

      Fucking her, being the first to conquer her—that’s a pleasure that will always be mine alone. But there’s something I didn’t get to do. Something that Tyler and Brennan managed to do when they got their sloppy seconds and thirds. Making her come. So now? The only game I’m interested in playing is the one where I get another go at her. And this time, I’m going to run her dry.

      I rub my hand over my chest as if it’ll actually fucking do anything, trying to dislodge that tight spot that seems to have become a permanent fixture these past couple weeks.

      There’s no time for me to try to analyze the goddamn ache that won’t go away, because Tyler’s finally back. He instantly has my full fucking attention. Brennan finally tears his eyes away from his phone as Tyler shuffles slowly into the room, hands shoved deep in the pockets of his jeans as he looks anywhere but at us.

      “Well?” I prompt him impatiently when he doesn’t speak. He looks at me, fucking finally, but the look in his eyes almost makes me wish he hadn’t. There’s something haunted about his gaze as his mouth stays closed in a firm line. I don’t trust the fact that he isn’t telling us what the hell went down at the Hawthornes’ place. “Did you talk to her?”

      He nods slowly. “Yeah…” he trails off, the but hanging in the air between us.

      I slam my glass down on the bar top, whiskey sloshing over the sides of the glass, but I don’t give a damn. I can only think of one reason he’d be reluctant to tell us what happened. He fucked her. It’s the only explanation, that sleazy goddamn motherfucker. My gut burns with betrayal—at Tyler or at Piper, I’m not even really sure anymore.

      “Fuck you, Hamilton,” I bite out. “I would’ve gone to Piper’s myself if I knew all you were after was a second round.” I offer him the hardest sneer I can muster. “Guess now that bro code’s out the window anyway, you figure it’s a fucking free-for-all.”

      “Don’t,” he grunts, his voice so low I almost don’t hear the word. “I didn’t touch her, Alton. So back off.” I didn’t even realize I’d been creeping closer, fists clenched, until he says it.

      Brennan pushes his way between us, as if his pansy ass would actually do anything if Tyler and I came to blows. It doesn’t do any good, either, because the second Brennan is in Tyler’s face he gives him a hard shove. I take a step back, content to watch them go at it instead of throwing punches myself.

      Tyler points his finger in Brennan’s face. “This is all your goddamn fault,” he spits angrily. Brennan’s quick to back down. Putting his hands up in surrender as he hangs his head. What the fuck else is he supposed to do? He knows as well as I do that Tyler’s right. This bullshit is only happening because Brennan couldn’t get ahold of his goddamn feelings.

      “Just tell us if she’s okay,” Brennan manages to get out despite how tightly his jaw is clenched.

      A silence falls over the room as Brennan and I wait for Tyler to fucking say something already. To tell us what’s going on. Let us in on whatever little secret he’s clearly wishing he could hide. Because we’re The Thorns—there are no secrets between us.

      “Tyler, goddammit.” I’m getting really fucking fed up with waiting for an answer. “If you don’t tell us what the hell happened, I’m going to go over there myself. And I’ll tell you right now, to hell with both of you if I go there because I’ll do whatever the fuck I want, do you get me?”

      “They had her reset.” Tyler’s voice cracks in a way it hasn’t since we were in fucking middle school.

      My ears are ringing. That must be why I misheard him. Reset. That’s not a thing. It can’t be a thing. But then I make one crucial mistake—and look over at Brennan. The horror on his face confirms something I wasn’t ready to face. It’s a thing, alright. What the actual fuck?

      “You better explain right fucking now, Hamilton.” Or I’m going to beat his ass just to have some outlet for my frustration.

      Tyler laces his hands behind his head and paces the length of the room. “I think it’s Jackie’s fucking fault. She seems to think there was something wrong with Piper the first time, and that she can somehow magically make her better. More like…” He hesitates before finishing the thought. “More like the old Piper.”

      I turn the words over in my head as Tyler glares at me. There’s a challenge in his eyes, though I’m not sure why the hell that is. He’s the one with all the information. He’s holding all the cards. He glances over at Brennan, who seems to catch on to something I haven’t. And then they’re both staring at me like they’re waiting for me to say something. Or do something. Shit, I don’t know.

      “What? What the fuck are you staring at me for?” I growl. I’m not in the mood for these goddamn games. Not when the room suddenly feels too damn hot.

      “Figured you’d be overjoyed to hear the news,” Tyler mutters, looking down at his feet as if he can’t look at me a second longer. Brennan looks away, too. Apparently, the feeling is mutual. “She’s more like… how you like her. Cruel. Shrewd.” He says it as if those weren’t traits we all admired about Piper once upon a time.

      But goddamn if I don’t get it. Because yeah, that’s exactly what I liked about Piper, and I’m standing here waiting for something like relief to rush through me when I hear him say it, but that feeling doesn’t come. Instead, all I feel is more dread.

      Piper was the queen to my king at Rosewood Academy, but only in the most platonic way. We played well off each other, keeping everyone in check and leading with iron fists. That’s all it was, two people leading a kingdom together, tolerating each other because the hierarchy demanded it. We respected each other—and that had been enough. So when the fuck had that stopped being enough?

      I cross my arms over my chest, trying to portray a carelessness that I can’t seem to talk myself into. “I don’t know why the hell you’re so torn up over it. Isn’t that what we wanted all along, anyway? If Piper’s going to have a replacement shouldn’t it at least be an accurate one?”

      I want to give them both shit for the way their faces fall, but I can’t find the words. I’ve never been fucking speechless before, but after what just came out of my mouth, I can’t seem to spit anything else out. It isn’t what I fucking want. I shouldn’t be feeling like this, dazed and unsettled. I’m not the soft one. I should be relieved as fuck that the Hawthornes are finally rectifying their mistake and fixing the replacement they bought and paid for. I shouldn’t care that they wiped the Piper we’ve come to know these past few months. The girl that looked at me like I could be something better than I am.

      She’s just a robot—an android, whatever. Whatever, or whoever, she is, there’s no future for her. She should be whatever the Hawthornes want her to be. That’s the only reason she’s even here. So what do I care that Jackie fucked everything up and stole from me what was mine?

      “Dammit!” I roar.

      I turn and stalk away from Tyler and Brennan, knocking my glass off the bar just so I can hear the satisfying sound of it smashing against the floor. I can feel their eyes on me but I don’t want to fucking look at them and I sure as hell don’t want them looking at me. I’ve lost my goddamn mind. I don’t want to feel any kind of ownership over 2.0, and I sure as hell don’t want to start feeling like there’s anything more than that, either. But dammit, I can’t deny that there is something. Something I don’t understand, but it’s there, nonetheless.

      “Can it be reversed?” I hear Brennan ask as I plant my hands on the granite bar top and try to catch my fucking breath. I don’t hear Tyler answer, but he must give some kind of response, because Brennan growls, “This is fucking bullshit.”

      Several minutes pass where nothing else is said. I’m half tempted to kick the two of them out of my house so I can deal with my own bullshit in peace. The last thing I need is for them to question me right now, not when I’ve got fucking emotions running rampant through me. Because if I’m being honest with myself, even though I really don’t fucking want to be, it’s not my partner-in-crime Piper that I want. It’s that so sweet it makes me sick, tougher than she looks, shitty replacement Piper that I need. I’m not done with her yet.

      “I don’t want another new Piper, I want our Piper. I want 2.0,” Brennan says, putting words to the same thoughts running through my head.

      Tyler laughs humorlessly. “A little late for that.”

      I turn back to face them at the same time Brennan lets out a growl. “Don’t either of you fucking dare try to tell me that you don’t feel something for Piper. There’s something about her…” He trails off, has to clear his throat before continuing, “We fucked up you guys. We should have been protecting her, and instead we were too busy fucking her and fighting her every step of the way. We owe it to our girl to fucking fix this. Somehow.” He sounds less and less confident the longer he goes on.

      For a long moment, no one says anything. That’s confirmation enough. I’m obviously not the only one fucking gutted by these unexplainable feelings.

      Brennan nods to himself. “Yeah, I thought so.” He looks from me to Tyler. “It’s fucked up, I get that. But we’ve got to figure out how to get our Piper back. Not the original. Not some weird goddamn hybrid. Whatever bullshit tension or jealousy or whatever the fuck is happening between has to go on the back burner until we figure out how to fix this. We get our girl back, then we figure out the other bullshit after. Deal?”

      I’m itching to agree. To agree to anything, really, so long as it means getting what I want. And there’s no question about it—what I want right now is to get my fucking girl back.

      “Jackie’s not going to make it easy,” Tyler points out quietly. He runs his hand over the back of his neck, his face set in grim determination. This is his way of letting us know he’s in. “Pretty sure she’s gone full-psycho now. She barely let me in the door, she was so spooked about something going wrong with the new replacement.”

      Tyler and Brennan both look to me.

      “Jackie Hawthorne can go fuck herself,” I bite out. “Let’s get our girl back.”
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      Somehow, I make it to Sunday night before I realize my phone is missing. I’ve been so caught up in going through my computer that I didn’t stop to consider how much my phone would probably add to the mix. Surely there’s something there that could help fill in the gaps of my memory. Particularly… the last few months.

      I thought Tyler had to be wrong. I didn’t want to even consider what he was suggesting when he came by here telling me I’d been back since August.

      My social media accounts hadn’t been touched since April. My school e-mail was suspiciously emptied. And I don’t have any new phone backups even though I know I back my phone up religiously. But then I found something that sent me scrambling in search of my phone. A photo from a party. Jude’s annual Halloween party—my favorite party. And there I was in the background, wearing the exact same dress as last year.

      Anyone else might have missed it, just a flash of me in the background, passing by on the way to who knows where. Not me. I spent years obsessively searching myself out in pictures. I know I did that because I found a whole folder on my laptop where I’d circled pictures that had me in the background. Weird, and slightly obsessive, but undeniably something I kept up with.

      I need to find my phone.

      I dig through my school bag, but it’s devoid of anything interesting. Just fresh notebooks and my signature purple pens. Vanity—also empty. Purses. Empty. Dammit, where could it be? For a split second, I consider asking Mom, but there’s something in the back of my head that warns me that’s not a good idea. Because if what Tyler said was true, and I’ve already been back before… Mom deliberately kept that from me. And that means she can’t really be trusted. Which would explain a lot considering how totally deranged she’s been.

      Giving up, I plop back onto the bed and pull my laptop into my lap. There’s got to be something else I missed. “Shit,” I mutter when I realize the battery’s dead. I frown as I look next to my bed where I thought I left my charger. Oh, right. Now I remember, I accidentally kicked it under the bed earlier. I kneel down in the floor and reach blindly under the bed, but my hand touches something that is decidedly not my laptop charger.

      Are you kidding me? All this time, and my phone was under the bed, hiding like some kind of damned monster.

      It’s dead, of course. I hastily plug it in on the charger next to my bed and hover as I wait for it to juice up enough to turn on. After what feels like an entire lifetime has passed, the screen suddenly flashes white and starts to come back to life. I can feel my whole body tense as I bark out a short laugh. I’ve got literally hundreds of notifications waiting for me. It’s going to take hours to weed through them all. Days, even.

      I need to be smart about this.

      If—and it’s still a big if—I’m not the first Piper replacement, to what lengths would Mom have gone through to hide that from me? One thing stands out, in particular. No school emails on my laptop. Rosewood Academy is infamous for spamming everyone with schoolwide announcements. If my email is still active, those should have been there. Mom might have had access to my computer, but obviously no one has touched my phone. I bypass the missed calls and texts and go straight for email. And there it is, right at the top.

      Re: Re: Re: Re: Re:... An unrestricted view into a robot girl’s thoughts, MUST SEE.

      Yeah, just like I thought. Mom’s been fucking sneaky, trying to erase my emails as if I wouldn’t find out about this some other way. Too bad for her, I’m much better at this game than she is. I have to scroll back through dozens of nasty replies to find the original message. I brush them all off, fuck these people for thinking they could take a swipe at me just because I’m not the original Piper. I’m still her, just with some… artificial upgrades. No different than plastic surgery, really. Like Tori’s nose job.

      What the fuck?

      No, seriously. What the actual fuck?

      Whatever I thought I was going to find, this is a goddamn shock of epic proportions. The Thorns… ousted me? Me? And Tori, of all fucking people, was left leading The Roses? Doing a shitty job of it, too, if all of this is true.

      They called me Silicunt. Thanks, Alton, you asshole. Of course he’d be the one to coin a stupid nickname like that. It gets worse, too, because Jude Alton didn’t just give me a dumbass nickname, he groped me. No one touches me without my permission. No one. Not ever. I can already feel myself plotting my revenge as my eyes land on a surprising name. Macie Wharton.

      She’s not just mentioned once, either. She’s all over the document, the only person that apparently was on my side when I came back as… 2.0. God, that nickname is just as awful as the other.

      “No one wants you, Silicunt. You’ll never be anything better than a cheap replacement for Piper.” I’m going to slaughter Tori Pruitt. And when I’m done, everyone will be thinking of her as the cheap replacement instead of me. How dare she think she could take my spot at the head of The Roses and talk to me like that without suffering serious consequences? That bitch clearly forgot her place.

      Just when I think it’s surely not going to get any worse—it absolutely does. Because I did something real bad. Sex with Tyler? Totally makes sense. We’ve been dating for years, so despite how fucked up the circumstances were, it makes sense that we’d find our way back to bed together. Or rather, the floor. Whatever works.

      But Jude Alton? What the fuck did they do to me that would ever make me think that was a good idea? He took my… robot virginity. Is that a thing? Fuck. Tyler must be furious. Except, Tyler’s not the one apparently mad enough at me to send out what’s clearly some kind of internal diary. Brennan. What on earth did I do to sweet, sweet Brennan? Hell, I guess I should just be relieved that whatever it is, at least I didn’t sleep with him, too. Now that would be a real goddamn mess.

      The worst part might actually be that Jude said I was only marginally better than a fleshlight. I’ll show you I’m better than a fleshlight, you fucking asshole. Wait, what? I have no idea where that fucking thought came from, but I swallow it down. I’m not fooling around with Alton again. That’s sure as hell not happening. Let him think whatever he wants.

      “They can get on board, or they can drown in my wake. I’m tired of trying to calm the waters. Now, I’m ready to be the storm,” I read my own words aloud.

      Funny, how I could say something so fierce and then end up cowering like a bunny instead. I barely survived my time at Rosewood, this log makes it so obvious. So what the hell was I fighting to stay there for? Why didn’t I just burn it all to the ground? I don’t understand 2.0’s motivations. And speaking of 2.0—does that make me 3.0? I have so many damn questions and no way of getting answers.

      I wish I could call Brennan. He’s the one that put this whole email together, and based on the way some of the information seems spliced together, I’m sure this isn’t all of it. He could probably answer a lot of my questions. I wonder though, if I did something so terrible to him that he was willing to go out of his way to humiliate me like this, is there really any chance of him helping me?

      I keep scrolling until something else catches my eye. Shit, did I really tell Macie Wharton I was into the idea of polygamy? “I do think I’d be comfortable in a relationship with multiple people. I don’t want to settle for one mediocre, middle of the ground relationship. And I shouldn’t have to.”�

      That makes… way more sense than it should. I try testing the concept out in my head, and without meaning to I trigger something that sends me down an internet hole on the merits of polyamorous relationships. I had no idea what a harem was before, but I sure as hell do now. Turns out, there’s even a whole genre of books dedicated to the idea that a woman shouldn’t have to choose just one partner.

      Almost involuntarily, my eyes seek out the photo of Tyler and I that’s taped to the mirror of my vanity. We look happy. We look like two young people foolishly in love. I don’t have anything to necessarily suggest otherwise, but if things had been as good between us—them—as that picture suggests, would he really have slept with my replacement? I mean—me? Brennan’s email doesn’t exactly make it look like Tyler had any hesitation fucking his dead girlfriend’s android replacement.

      I might think he’d just been buying into the idea of the replacement, if it wasn’t for the fact that I have cold, hard proof at my fingertips that he joined right in on making my life hell and trying to run me off. He didn’t want my replacement, but somehow slept with me anyway?

      I’m just turning myself in fucking circles trying to make sense of all of this.

      There’s nearly a month of time between when the log ends and now, but Brennan’s email was sent out less than a week ago. Seeing that gap in time really irks me, and only makes me want answers that much more. I push a frustrated noise out of my throat as I silence the phone and hide it in the pillowcase of one of my decorative pillows. It’s almost seven, and Mom for some reason has been adamant we all eat dinner together despite the fact that we never did that before.

      My stomach churns with what I imagine is the android equivalent of nausea as I prepare myself for the farce I’m about to go downstairs and participate in. It’s a good thing there’s plenty of video from me visiting set a few times when Jude had acting roles, because I’m about to play my own role of a lifetime.

      After that bombshell Brennan left for me, I have no idea right now who I can actually trust. Obviously not Mom and Dad, who had the nerve to fucking start me over like some kind of computer game. If I want to figure out what the hell’s been going on, it isn’t going to happen in this house. My best bet is to play nice with the parents tonight, so that nothing will stand between me and Rosewood Academy tomorrow.

      Jackie Hawthorne might think she’s running things now, but she made one serious error when she decided she wanted to try for a 3.0. I’m more Piper than ever, and that means I know exactly how easily Jackie will bend to my will. Just as she did for her precious daughter.

      She has no idea what the hell she’s in for. None of them do.
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      I stand in front of the back-lit mirror in my closet, running my hands over the pleats of my plaid skirt as I straighten it for what must be the hundredth time. I’m pretty sure Piper Hawthorne has never been nervous for school before, which means this feeling must be all me. Because I’m not just nervous—I’m terrified. I have no idea what I’m about to walk into.

      Whatever was going on before I woke up as 3.0, it was apparently bad enough that my parents decided staring over was better than dealing with it. Though, to be fair, that’s some seriously flawed logic. What do they think everyone else is going to do? Just pretend nothing ever happened the way they’re doing?

      It says a lot about Mom’s shitty mental state that this was the only plan she could come up with.

      Still, I’m the one left facing the fallout of whatever happened, and it feels like I’m going into battle without any armor. If I just knew what went so terribly wrong, maybe I could still spin things in my favor. 2.0 might not have been able to handle what it means to be part of The Roses, but I can. I can take my spot back and put things back to order—first I just have to figure out what happened.

      I scoff at myself in the mirror. Oh yeah, Piper? Is that all you have to do? I’m talking an awfully big game for a girl made out of silicone and mechanical work.

      I take a deep breath as I finish dressing, buttoning my shirt carefully. There’s no room for any stupid mistakes today. I need to be in top form. I let myself consider my options. For some reason, I can’t stop thinking of Macie Wharton.

      2.0 trusted her. That doesn’t mean I have to. After all, I have no way of knowing if she was involved in whatever mess led to Brennan releasing my personal files. She’d given up trying to text me while The Thorns had still been at it up the moment Tyler came by to check on me. That doesn’t seem to me like the kind of behavior fitting a bestie, top of the social hierarchy or otherwise. Besides, I’ve still got long ago messages with The Roses bitching about how Macie didn’t want to be one of us. That sort of brush-off can’t just be overlooked, no matter how she treated 2.0.

      I’m sitting at my vanity a few minutes later when someone knocks on my door. I really wish people would stop doing that. This is supposed to be my oasis. I’m not interested in visitors. Especially when that visitor is— “Mom,” I greet her in a dry voice when she opens the door before I’ve given her permission.

      I let my gaze barely brush over her before I turn my attention back to my hair and the hot curling wand in my hand.

      “I need you to be downstairs and ready to leave by 7:45, okay? I’m meeting a client in Malibu at 9:00, and I don’t want to be late.”

      I don’t bother looking up as I reach for the next section of hair to curl, focusing on not burning myself as I answer her. “You can leave whenever you need to for Malibu. I have a ride to school.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see her clutch the door handle so tightly her knuckles start to go white. “With who?” she snaps. I raise an eyebrow but don’t answer. “You didn’t ask my permission, Piper.”

      The disdain that fills my face is real, and I don’t bother hiding it from Mom as I meet her eyes. “I didn’t realize I needed permission.” I roll my eyes haughtily when her mouth drops into a deep frown. “Puh-lease. You didn’t actually expect me to let you give me a ride to school, did you? Imagine what that would do to my reputation. It’s bad enough that I can’t drive myself.”

      She hesitates, but doesn’t back down immediately like I’d hoped she would. “Who’s taking you to school, Piper?” she asks again, growlier this time.

      I want so badly to keep pushing her buttons, but a mild sense of panic sparks in me. I can’t push her too far. She’s already proven once that she’s not above forcing me to give her a do-over until I’m a version of her daughter that she’s happy with. And if she starts me over again, I might end up more in the dark than I am now.

      Alright, Jackie Hawthorne, what is that you really want from me? At the moment, she’s not accepting me acting like the original Piper, so maybe that means she needs a little Piper 2.0. I soften my face and offer a placating smile. She starts to melt for me immediately. Bingo. She’s gotten too used to 2.0, the one that did what she demanded mostly without question. The one that deferred to her. It’s weird how one minute she wants me to be as much like her real daughter as possible, and the next it’s like she’s waiting for me to act more like the original replacement. Make up your damn mind, woman.

      This is a fine line I’m walking, more like a high wire than anything else. Swing to far to either side, and I run the risk of plummeting right over the edge. And in this particular acrobatic feat, there’s no safety net.

      “Tyler’s giving me a ride,” I finally answer. “He offered Saturday night. It makes sense, people will expect to see us together. Right?” She has no choice but to nod. I can’t believe we’re seriously pretending like everyone doesn’t already know about me and—oh right, they all hate me, too.

      “It’s fine, Piper.” It doesn’t sound fine, but I don’t feel like arguing anymore, so I let it go. “But I want you home right after school. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah,” I start, and my easy agreement seems to just make her suspicious. I add a flippant, “Whatever.”

      I guess that’s good enough because Mom shakes her head at me but she does leave me alone after that. I turn back to the girl in the mirror, studying my features, looking for some spark of recognition. That I’ll see something real instead of this image that was built for me. But as hard as I stare, it never comes.

      I’m packed up and heading for the stairs when the doorbell rings. My feet slow as I hear Mom answer the door and start speaking in a harsh tone. What the hell is her problem now? As I start to reach the bottom of the steps I hear her say, “She isn’t going to be needing rides from you anymore. I would appreciate it very much if you would stop showing up here.”

      That is decidedly not Tyler at the door. My eyes connect with Macie’s, and I finally get that spark of recognition I was looking for. Something in me wants to reach out for her, to seek comfort in her. Maybe there’s a little 2.0 left in me somewhere, after all. I can’t risk alienating Mom this soon, though, not when I know what’s at stake. I swallow my guilt the best I can as I fix a confused look on my face.

      “Piper?” Macie says my name uncertainly. Mom whirls around, eyes blazing until she sees that I wasn’t expecting the other girl.

      “Macie Wharton, right?” I ask, trying my damnedest not to break on the spot when her face falls. I wish I could have warned her or something. Even though I obviously wasn’t expecting her to show up like this. I feign a cool tone of indifference as I ask, “Was there something you needed?”

      Macie’s mouth falls open like she’s getting ready to ask a question, but I shoot her a sharp look and she closes it. A few seconds later, her eyes are eyeing me critically and her mouth is falling open again. C’mon, Mace, don’t make me do this. “Pipes, are you okay?” Dammit, Macie.

      “Maybe I should be asking you that, Wharton. Why are you here?” I sound like a real asshole.

      Slowly, she looks me dead in the eyes and says, “Guess I got confused, Hawthorne.” And then she’s gone just as fast as she appeared. My heart beats a thousand miles a minute as Mom shuts the door behind her. She doesn’t even bother trying to explain why Macie Wharton would be showing up here. Just disappears into the next room like as long as she doesn’t acknowledge anything’s happening, she can keep pretending the outside world doesn’t pose a problem for her little charade.

      How long can she really expect this to go on? My phone chimes. I dig through my purse for it as I head for the door. I’d rather wait outside than risk going toe-to-toe with my mother again this early in the morning. I didn’t realize Tyler had been texting me.

      Leaving my house now. Be there in five.

      Shit, do you even have your phone?

      If you’re not out here in a couple minutes, I’ll assume you don’t have your phone and I’ll come get you.

      I roll my eyes and shove the phone back in my bag. As far as I can tell, sending text after unanswered text has never been Tyler’s M.O., but I guess after last week… I maybe get why me not answering would put him on edge. Sure enough, he’s already parked in the driveway when I open the front door. I take a deep breath and steel myself as I walk out to him.

      There are two parts of me warring over Tyler Hamilton. The part telling me I can trust him, that he’s been my friend for years—and my boyfriend for the last two of those. But the other part? It’s telling me to be careful. Reminding me what I saw in Brennan’s logs. If he was really one of my best friends, shouldn’t he have done a better job protecting me? Instead, he’d been an asshole, stood by while his friends were assholes, and then had sex with me in a way that seemed pretty damn meaningless to him.

      “Hey, Piper.” He stares at me as I slide into the car. The leather of his heated seats is like a warm bath, and I sink into it happily. This feeling? It sends another spark of recognition through me. This feels so deliciously familiar. To the part of me that’s Piper—or to 2.0? I lose myself for a moment to the sensation of the heat seeping into the bare skin on the back of my thighs, ignoring his greeting altogether.

      It takes me longer than it should to become aware that Tyler’s fingers are sinking into my thigh, tapping out a pattern that pulls me from my reverie. I jerk away from his touch, not at all missing the way his eyes darken. I straighten my skirt, covering up the skin he just touched so that I can fight the urge to trace my fingers over my thigh.

      The last thing I know for certain happened with Tyler was that he let me walk out after sex like it meant nothing to him. That doesn’t exactly inspire confidence in the current state of our relationship. He shouldn’t be touching me so intimately. I buckle myself in without a word and lean into the door. I can still see him out of the corner of my eye, but I tilt my head so that it doesn’t seem like I’m paying him any attention. An Original Piper trick. There are hundreds of pictures of her doing the exact same thing, I’m sure for the same reason. Look disinterested—still see everything.

      “So,” he starts slowly, filling the awkward silence around us. “I saw Macie leaving the neighborhood this morning. Did you talk to her?”

      “Not really.”

      “Why not?” he asks, there’s a challenge in his tone, but it’s soft. Like he’s not sure what exactly he can get away with Piper 3.0 yet. I bite back a scoff. I wonder when they’ll start calling me that? Or am I going to go straight back to Silicunt? 2.0 isn’t the nicest thing to call a person, but it’s certainly the nicest thing the Thorns have called me over the past few months. And though I hate to admit it, taking up the nickname for myself has helped me to try to keep it all straight: Original Piper, 2.0, and now me.

      Since my silent streak was going so well before, I fall back into it, ignoring his question completely. I take my phone out of my bag and focus on that instead. A few straggling text messages are still coming in from people too afraid to name themselves and claim their own shit. Cowards. I delete the lot of them before pulling the email back up, just as grossly curious this morning as I was last night when I first found it.

      I’m looking for clues in between the lines. It feels like I can’t risk missing a single detail.

      Tyler pulls up to a stoplight and leans over the center console to see what I’m doing. “Shit,” he mutters. “Why are you reading that? That’s…” He trails off as the light changes. A whole minute passes in silence before he says any more. “That’s not everything that happened, Piper. Not even close. Brennan… he didn’t post everything.”

      I scoff in disbelief. “And what? I should be thankful for that?” He makes it sound like that was such a noble thing—Brennan not posting it all. Well, fuck that. It would have actually helped me more right about now if he had just let it all out there. At least then I wouldn’t be worrying about filling in the gaps myself.

      Tyler doesn’t say anything this time, but that’s okay, because now that he’s got me started, I’m not done.

      “How would you feel, Tyler, if all of your most intimate thoughts were posted for everyone to see? So that people already trying to tear you apart would just have one more reason to hate you? Or fifty, I guess, since there’s about that many pages here, right?” He looks downright pained now, but I’m still not done. “It wasn’t enough to humiliate me. No, he took it a step further and made sure everyone would know how it felt to be humiliated. To be used and cast aside like a sex toy.”

      “No one thinks of you like that,” he says in a low voice, the sound barely carrying to my side of the car.

      “And yet that’s how you treated me. You and Jude, both. So, yeah, I can’t wait to thank Brennan for not sharing everything. I can’t wait to tell him how appreciative I am that he let me keep some things for myself.”

      Silence stretches between us once more as we draw closer to Rosewood. I’m trying so damn hard to control the erratic emotions swirling through me, but they all threaten to come spilling out. I need out of this car before I lose my shit.

      We’re pulling into the parking lot when he finally says, “You just—You don’t know everything that happened.” His voice is thick with emotion and a heaviness that I didn’t expect. I shift uncomfortably in my seat.

      “Enlighten me, then.” Damn my voice for cracking right now. “Because right now, all I’m seeing is months worth of data that suggests all you guys wanted was a way to get rid of me.”

      “Do you have any idea how hard it was for us to see you again after—” he cuts off abruptly, focusing his attention on parking his car in lieu of finishing the thought. I want to reach out for him, wrap my arms around him and tell him that I know it had to have been insanely hard, but I hold my ground, even as the footing begins to feel tenuous at best.

      This must be the part of me Stan tried to explain. The part of me instilled with the instinct to comfort those that cared about Piper. Except, I’m pretty sure comforting Tyler about the replacement I replaced wasn’t exactly what he meant. I push my hair over my shoulders, squaring them as I go, and shift in the seat to face Tyler. My eyes meet his, and there’s real regret I think I see there.

      “I’m sorry for being so defensive. It’s like being a toddler and being expected to understand existentialism. I’ve only been around for a few days and I already can’t keep up.” I blow out a frustrated breath. “My memories of the real Piper are choppy at best. I’m contending with the knowledge that I’m not even the first replacement the Hawthornes tried out. And now I’m also dealing with the fact that all the people I thought I could trust turned on me the last time around.”

      “Piper, I—”

      “I’ll meet you back here at the end of the day?” It comes out like a question, but I don’t stick around long enough for an answer. I’m not sure I can’t handle anything he has to say right now. Not if I’m somehow going to survive this day.

      My footsteps echo off the pavement as I keep a steady pace on the way inside, eyes sliding over the faces in the parking lot, trying to pick out the one face in the crowd that deserves an apology right now. All I see are sneering faces of people I don’t give a shit about. I don’t let my shoulders drop an inch as I keep my chin up and head into Rosewood alone.
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      Macie manages to avoid being alone with me all the way through lunchtime. I watch her turn toward the courtyard and start to head the same way, but something in me can’t help but sneak a peek into the cafeteria first. The Thorns are at their usual table, holding silent court. One of the first things I notice is that The Roses are nowhere in sight. Strange, because they’ve also been sort of invisible the rest of the day, too. The other thing I notice is that everyone is giving the guys a wide berth, people going out of their way to avoid the table and the three surly, glowering guys.

      Yeah, I don’t want to touch that with a ten-foot pole, at least not today. I set my attention back on Macie just in time to see her ducking into a faculty bathroom that I’m pretty sure we’re not supposed to be using. I fight back a laugh. It’s exactly the kind of thing I would expect from the girl I read about in my logs. Sassy with a little bit of rebel in her.

      I wait outside the door, worrying the inside of my cheek as one minute ticks by slowly. Then another passes. And another. I’m beginning to worry that maybe she noticed me following her and decided she didn’t want to deal with my shit. I swallow my pride and push the door open, stepping into the bathroom but stopping short when I come face to face with Macie. For a tense moment, all we do is stare at one another wordlessly.

      “Can we talk?”

      She tries to move past me but I step into her path. This is only a two stall bathroom, so it’s not very big, and that means it’s easy to block her from leaving. There’s no time left to wonder if I can trust this girl or not. It’s sink or swim time—and I’m diving in.

      “Was there something you needed?” she asks, her tone dripping with sarcasm. I can’t help but flinch from the sound of it. I totally deserve it, I know, but it sucks anyway.

      “I owe you an apology.”

      She scoffs, crossing her arms over her chest as she glares at me. “You think?”

      I open my mouth to explain, but words fail me. I need someone on my side right now. I can’t trust my parents, I’m not sure I can trust Stan since he would have had to be the one to reset me or whatever, and The Thorns and The Roses have made it clear they belong at the top of my shit list. But I don’t know Macie Wharton the way 2.0 did. I don’t know how things work with her or how to apologize to her the way she deserves.

      “What’s your fucking problem, Piper?” She doesn’t actually give me a chance to answer, barreling on as her eyebrows furrow. “I’m not good enough to show up at your house anymore, but I’m good enough for a quick chat in the bathroom? I get that what Brennan did was really fucked up, but you don’t get to take that out on me!”

      “My parents reset me.”

      Macie takes a deep breath, like the words I’ve just said—the ones that are rattling around inside me, making me question everything I know—have gone in one ear and straight out the other. “I don’t care about your bullshit excus—” But then she splutters to a stop, like her brain has finally caught up with her ears, and her expression morphs from surly to horrified in a split second. “Your parents did what?”

      “They reset me. I think.” I don’t actually know that for sure. I’m only going off of what I do know so far, which admittedly isn’t much. But it’s the only thing that makes sense. Like restarting an unruly computer.

      “It’s not possible,” she breathes out slowly, and I wish desperately that she was right. Because goddamn, I would give anything to have a grasp on who I am. To remember what I’ve already experienced.

      “I woke up with nothing except what’s been programmed. Macie, even my computer was wiped clean. But then I found my phone under the bed—maybe I hid it under there or something—and when I turned it on and read Brennan’s email…”

      I trail off as she blanches. “Brennan’s email? That’s all you have of the past four months?” I nod, watching her face fall and then soften towards me. “Who else knows?”

      “Tyler Hamilton. So, probably the rest of The Thorns now, too,” I admit, my lips twisting down. I’m not sure how to keep the rest of the school from finding out about my reset, but I know I need to try. Everyone’s mostly left me alone today, but if word gets out that I don’t remember anything that’s been going on, there’s no telling how my classmates might decide to react. They could lash out at me worse than the last time. And just because I know I could handle them, doesn’t mean I want to have to prove it.

      “This is so fucked up,” Macie says. She took the words right out of my mouth. “This morning when you acted like you didn’t know why I’d be at your house…?”

      “I figured you’d probably been giving me rides.” I nod, confirming what I’m sure she’s already figured out herself. “But I didn’t want to give Mom any clue that I know about 2.0 or any of the shit that’s been happening these last few months. I don’t trust her, Mace. I think you’re the only person I can really trust. At least, it seems like you’re the one person I trusted the first time around.”

      “Of course you can trust me.” Sincerity shines in her eyes as she releases a slow breath. I start to feel like I can breathe a little easier, myself. Then, Macie asks the one question I wish I didn’t have to face. “Do you think she’d reset you again?”

      A naive part of me wants to believe that once was enough. That she would never do something like that to me again. But then I remember that crazed look on her face when I first woke up—and I know I can’t count on her black fucking heart to show any compassion.

      So I answer Macie, “I think… yeah. Maybe.”

      “Shit,” she breathes out, sagging against the sink as the weight of the situation dawns on her. Macie picks absentmindedly at her nails as she stares at me with wide eyes. “What do you need me to do, Pipes?”

      “Support me.” She scoffs as if I didn’t even need to say it. “And,” I add, “Help me figure out why the hell I got reset in the first place.”

      “God, yeah. Of course.”

      “There’s just one thing.” I hesitate before the next part. “I don’t know how far Jackie Hawthorne is willing to go to keep up this pretense that I’m really going to satisfy her as a replacement for her real daughter. I can’t rule it out that she might be having someone keep tabs on me here. Which means I’ve got to be really fucking careful about how I’m spending my time here.”

      “So you’re saying what? You don’t want to be friends with me anymore? Are you planning on going back to The Pricks, Piper? They’re horrible.”

      “That’s not it at all,” I’m quick to defend, but there’s hurt swimming in her eyes and she’s gone tense all over again. “I’m just saying that appearances are going to be key right now, Mace. If I want to figure out who I am, who I really am, I can’t risk another reset. So we distance ourselves at school, and Tyler Hamilton becomes my ride. We still talk every day. And we still hang out, we just do it in a way that doesn’t give Jackie any reason to want another do-over.”

      “Yeah, no, I get it,” she finally admits with a low groan. “So what, you’re planning on infiltrating The Pricks?”

      “Sort of.” I make an unpleasant face. “I need to figure out what they know and see if there’s anything they know that will help me. Plus, I hate admitting it, but I think hanging around them will put Jackie at ease, too. She nearly lost her goddamn mind when I told her I had a ride this morning, but she backed off when she found out it was Tyler.”

      “Just…” Macie pauses for a second, like she’s really thinking about what she’s going to say, weighing the pros and cons of her statement before she makes it. “Ugh. Just don’t let them get to you, Pipes. I know you’ve got to be really going through it right now, trying to figure out who you are in the middle of all this shit, but… I don’t know. You were so much better than that self-centered mean girl I met sophomore year. Don’t let them turn you into her again—I promise it’s not who you are.”

      “I won’t, Mace. I promise.” She offers me a tight grin, and as I move away from the door, letting her slip out ahead of me, hope blossoms in my chest. I definitely don’t have shit figured out at all, but I feel like I’m moving in the right direction. Having one person that I know is unequivocally in my corner eases some of the tightness in my chest. Still, there’s a lingering fear that settles over me like a dark cloud; I hope I don’t let Macie down while I’m on this strange pilgrimage of self-discovery.
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      The rest of the school day passes in a relative blur. The students at Rosewood are noticeably chilly, which is probably for the best since it means they mostly end up ignoring me. The worst was the whispering. “Thorns’ Whore.” I grit my teeth and bear it all day. It’s hardly fair they’re calling me that even when I keep my distance from The Thorns the whole day, even going so far as to pretend not to notice when they try to get my attention in class and in the hallways. I’m not ready to deal one-on-one with Jude or Brennan yet.

      When it’s all finally over, I go out to Tyler’s car to wait for him. I sit on the edge of the hood and drop my bag next to me, digging out my phone so I have something to focus on. I can feel people staring at me, but I don’t turn my face up at them—I don’t want them to think I give a shit. I’m just losing myself in that goddamn email again—which I still haven’t figured out how to talk to Brennan about—when I hear the clacking of heels drawing close.

      I look up just as Tori draws to a stop a few feet away, malice shining in her eyes. It’s uncanny, really, how quickly people catch the scent of drama in the air at Rosewood. Tori hasn’t even opened her mouth before a crowd is drawing closer, circling around Tyler’s car as I slide from the hood with a long-suffering sigh.

      Tori doesn’t say anything right away, which surprises me. She’s never been one to think before opening her mouth.

      “What?” I bite out as she crosses her arms over her chest and squares her shoulders. Her expression hardens, and it’s clear she’s preparing herself for what I’m sure she assumes is going to be a drawn out fight. Think again, Victoria.

      I lean casually back against the car, careful to look as unaffected by her as possible. This is the same girl who tricked me into trusting her and then attacked me in the courtyard, tearing my shirt and exposing me to an entire crowd. If she’s gearing up for a fight, I’ll fucking slaughter her. Every mention of her name in my log was a betrayal, one that I can’t allow even if this replacement version of me isn’t exactly The Rose that Piper once was.

      “I’m sorry, did you need something?” I ask as a ripple of hushed chatter breaks through the wave of students crowding in around us. Her eyes flash. “Because you just standing here staring at me is starting to get just a little creepy.”

      “I cannot believe,” her voice drips with pure hatred, “that you had the nerve to show back up here.”

      “To Rosewood?” I scoff. A hush falls over the crowd, and you could hear a pin drop for how quiet everything goes as we stare one another down. “Rosewood belongs to me.”  My words only make her more furious.

      Her voice goes high-pitched as she hisses, “Have we not made it clear enough that we don’t want you here, Silicunt?” Nervous laughter spreads through the crowd. “You really think anyone wants to deal with The Thorns’ sex doll walking around school as if she’s one of us?”

      “Ugh,” I say as I lift my nails to study them instead of making eye contact with her. I’m burning up inside, so desperate to step forward and show her that I can hurt her worse than she can hurt me, but I force myself to maintain the air of cool indifference. Deep down, I just know this will bother her more than putting my hands on her would. “How much longer do you plan to throw this little hissy fit, Victoria? At some point, things would be much easier if you’d just accept that I’m not going anywhere.”

      “We don’t want you here!” She stomps her foot, her eyes taking on that same crazy quality I’m getting used to seeing on Mom’s face. Her cheeks flush with anger. It’s obvious she thought it would be a lot easier to come at me. She got too used to 2.0—she wasn’t ready for me.

      “Here’s the thing.” I take a few steps closer as the crowd tightens around us, all of them holding their breaths while they wait to see if this is going to turn into a full-blown girl fight. “You keep saying no one wants me here.” I pointedly look around us. “But no one else has said a word.”

      I spin in a slow circle, making eye contact with several people as I do so. Several pairs of eyes avert away from my gaze, and while there’s another ripple of hushed conversation, no one speaks up. Just like I thought. Tori isn’t speaking for the whole of them. They might be content to ignore me or talk behind my back—but none of them have a problem with me as big as Tori is trying to make it out to be.

      Tori makes a strangled sound. “All you are is a shitty replacement for a dead girl that no one misses!” An awkward stillness falls around us as her words sink in. I’m sure she expected the words to hurt me, but they don’t. Of course I’m a shitty replacement for the original Piper. You can’t replace someone using social media and questionnaires and expect them to be all that accurate. The very idea of that is flawed. I’m not really meant to be the perfect replacement, I’ve already realized, I’m only meant to comfort people who can never actually get back what they lost.

      Chelsey appears, looking around with big eyes like she isn’t sure what she missed. She’s loyal to the wrong person. She settles by Tori’s side, prepared to offer a united front even though Tori’s never treated her much better than a pet. I ignore the girl, not wanting to drag her any further into the mess than she has to be. No, this showdown is mine and Tori’s alone.

      “What scares you most about me?” I taunt Tori. She doesn’t answer—not that I thought she would. “Are you afraid that I’ll steal The Thorns from you? Well, guess what? They were never really yours in the first place. And it’s not like I want The Roses back, now that you’ve tarnished the name and everything The Roses stood for. Then there’s your new role as the biggest bitch at Rosewood, but I don’t want that either. Or have you still not realized that no one actually likes the head bitch stomping around like everyone else is scum on the bottom of her shoe?”

      From the looks on other people’s face, I’ve really hit the nail on the head with that statement. People are tired of Tori Pruitt already. I’m not surprised.

      “Fuck you, Silicunt,” Tori spits out, but there’s doubt in her eyes now.

      I raise my voice so that everyone will hear this next part. “You can keep coming after me, day in and day out, trying to tear me down and run me off, but you’re not going to win, Victoria. I may not be the mean girl you remember, but I’m not going to sit back and let you treat me, or anyone else here, like less than we are. There’s a difference between being liked and being feared—and guess which one always wins people’s loyalty in the long run?”

      I turn my back on her as she splutters, making my way back to the hood of Tyler’s car as the crowd shifts uneasily around us, as if they have no idea what the fuck just happened. I stood up for myself, now hopefully everyone else around here will follow suit.

      My attention falls back to my phone as Tori, embarrassed by my brush off, turns and flees the crowd, Chelsey not far behind her. The crowd slowly starts to disperse, people chancing quick looks at me since they don’t realize I can still see them. Most of the crowd has lightened up by the time I see The Thorns pushing their way toward the car.

      “What happened? Is everything okay?” Brennan sounds downright panicked.

      All I offer is a shrug and a smile, still not entirely positive I can trust any one of them to have my best interests at heart. Not when two of them left me vulnerable after the most intimate moments of my life and the other shared my most humiliating thoughts with the world. “Ready to go?” I ask Tyler as the rest of the crowd hightails it out of there. I slide off the hood of his car and around to the passenger side door. I hear the lock disengage, and I slide into the seat without ever looking back at any of them.
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      Tyler’s polite but distant on the ride to school the next day, treating me with the same quiet disregard that I treated him with on the ride home yesterday. The silence is unexpected, though not altogether uncomfortable, and I catch myself staring at him as we make the drive to Rosewood. Something about the way he carries himself with me is different from the way he seemed to carry himself with Original Piper. He’s guarded, and I can’t tell if it’s for his benefit or mine.

      He’s not like I thought he would be based on my log, either. That Tyler seemed distant, like he wanted nothing at all to do with his dead girlfriend’s replacement. That Tyler wouldn’t be picking her up for school with a gentle reminder that he has soccer practice. “You know, in case you want to try to find another ride home—but it’s okay if you want to wait for me, too.”

      Fucking weird. I’m still thinking about it later as I sit in English, barely paying attention as our teacher tries to explain the intricacies of Macbeth. It’s not the only weird thing about today, either. If people were mostly ignoring me yesterday, they’re sure as hell making up for it today. Even now, the girl next to me is blatantly staring.

      I offer her a healthy dose of side-eye before turning my focus back to the droning teacher at the front of the room. But even as I try my damnedest to pay attention, I can feel the weight of her stare boring into me. “What?” I hiss as I turn back to her. Her eyes go wide, and she pulls back a little, but I continue regardless, fed up with the unwarranted attention. “Why are you staring at me?”

      “Piper, is there something you wish to share with the class?” My face burns when I realize that my outburst was louder than I intended and now every eye in the classroom is on me. I shake my head no as a blush flares hot over my face. “Then it would do you well to pay attention.”

      When class is over, I waste no time following the girl out into the hall. I dodge around a rowdy group of guys, trying not to lose her in the crowd since I have no idea who the fuck she actually is. I breathe a sigh of relief when she pauses at a bank of lockers and drops her bag to the ground.

      “Hey!” I call out to her and she startles. As I get closer, I can see that her hands are shaking as she reaches up to tuck her hair behind one ear. My stomach tightens. I don’t have anything in me that suggests I know this girl, but it’s obvious my presence is making her seriously nervous. Jesus, Piper, what did you do to this girl?

      “I wanted to say sorry for snapping at you in class.” I explain, and her mouth falls open. I try not to grimace at her surprise. How terrible was Piper really to these people for this to be someone’s reaction to a simple apology?

      “Uhm…” Now I’m nervous, too, and I can’t seem to get the message from my brain to my mouth to just stop talking. “Yeah, I’m just… Today’s been super fucking weird. Yesterday, people seemed to barely want to look my direction. But today? People are looking at me, all curious and shit. It’s the way I would’ve thought they would’ve been looking at me when I first showed up. Do you—uh—know what’s going on?”

      “Oh,” she squeaks out. “I shouldn’t have been staring in English. That was totally weird.” I shrug. It’s only as weird as everything else that’s going on today. “I didn’t realize how much you’re not her.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Her?”

      She twists her hands together, and it seems like she’s forcing herself to look me in the eye as she answers. “Piper,” she whispers, her voice a cross between reverent and disgusted. If I didn’t have an inkling of how shitty the old Piper was before, I have a pretty good idea now. I don’t manage to get a word out before she continues on earnestly. “It’s just, no one’s ever seen anything like yesterday. Someone standing up to Tori like that.”

      There’s a difference between being liked and being feared. I wasn’t joking when I’d said the words to Tori. And Piper—the original—was no better. More tactful, maybe, and without the need for an audience that Tori seems to have, but still mean and shrewd enough to earn the fear of her peers. No love. No respect. I might not personally need or want validation from anyone at Rosewood, but I know I don’t want to be that person, either.

      “No one was glad Piper died, but it felt like a relief for a little bit not to have her forcing us to fall in line all the time.” She takes a deep breath, her eyes apologetic like she feels horrible saying these words. But I’m glad she’s being honest; I’m glad she feels like she can be. “When you came back, at first, we thought it was going to start all over again. But you’re different. Quieter. Not such a…”

      “Bitch?” I supply for her.

      She cracks a little bit of a smile. “So, that’s why people are paying you so much attention. When you handled Tori like such a badass yesterday, a lot of us started to realize we weren’t giving you a fair chance.” She pauses then adds, “Sorry again about staring.”

      She gathers up her books and says goodbye with a quick smile before scampering away. I can only imagine how she must be feeling, putting all that out in the open after spending a lifetime afraid of the girl I’m the spitting image of. It was brave, and belatedly I realize I should have gotten her name. The students at Rosewood might not have given me a fair chance—but maybe I hadn’t given them one, either.

      The bell rings, and I head off to Humanities feeling lighter than I have since waking up. I slide into my seat, tensing back up as The Thorns make their way into the room.

      There’s serious tension just below the surface, a kind that I’m not sure I would notice if I didn’t have so many years worth of data on them stored on my server. They joke and laugh as they cross the room and claim their spot in the very back corner, but Jude’s shoulders are as tense as I’ve ever seen them, and Tyler’s smile doesn’t come anywhere close to reaching his eyes.

      Brennan glances in my direction, looking at me fully for the first time since I came back. His eyes look so dead, and I frown. He snaps his eyes away from mine with a tight frown of his own. Before I focus back on the front of the classroom, Jude catches my eye. I expect him to be an asshole, but he doesn’t so much as smirk. He stares at me for a minute and then lowers his gaze to the desk. That’s fucking weird. As far as I know, I’ve never seen Jude be anything but 100% confident.

      I drag my attention away from them. They don’t deserve my attention. Not after the shit they put me through. And I need to remember that.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Charles asks me to stay behind after class. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I saw in my logs where he embarrassed me, basically insulting my ability to keep up with my coursework. “Miss Hawthorne,” he says as I approach his desk, “I’d like to speak to you for a moment about your progress in my course.”

      “Of course, sir.” My smile is as fake as the cheerful tone I use when addressing him. The very last thing I want is my failures to be paraded in front of other people again, but I refuse to give anyone the satisfaction of knowing that I’m bothered. It’s bad enough they’ve all read my inner thoughts from the last time this happened. I can feel someone behind me, and I wish they would just go. I’d much prefer to be insulted alone than in front of an audience.

      When the other person’s presence doesn’t disappear on my silent command, I glance behind me. To my surprise, it’s Brennan standing there. I furrow my brows as he stands there—unmoving and not making eye contact. I turn back to Dr. Charles, resigned to Brennan witnessing whatever is about to happen.

      The man’s tone is begrudging at best when he speaks. “Your coursework has improved drastically since we last spoke about your performance. The initial improvement was so dramatic that I considered the possibility that you were copying your work from one of your peers.”

      Even though I can’t technically prove that I wasn’t cheating, my mouth still falls open in protest as I bristle at his callous words. The thought of not doing my own work strikes me as wrong immediately—I’m too prideful, in all of my iterations, to not succeed by my own volition. There’s no question that cheating is something that Piper would never have done. And though I may not know much about 2.0, I’m pretty goddamn positive she wouldn’t either. Dr. Charles holds his hand up to stop my protests before they even begin.

      “I shared my concerns with my colleagues, and Ms. Diaz was quite fast to come to your defense, informing me you’d taken my suggestion of getting a tutor seriously. I asked Mr. Diaz-Baker to stay behind today so I could congratulate you both in person.”

      Uh… what? There wasn’t anything about tutoring in my logs. Dr. Charles motions Brennan forward, and my heart kicks up a notch as he shuffles forward to stand next to me, the scent of his subtle cologne filling my nostrils as he does so. My palms are sticky with sweat, prompting me to run them over the front of my skirt as I studiously ignore Brennan’s presence right beside me.

      “Whatever method you’ve used to study seems to have helped tremendously, Miss Hawthorne, Mr. Diaz-Baker. And in the spirit of rewarding you for the effort you’ve shown, I’d like to offer you an extra credit opportunity to help raise your grade back to an acceptable level.”

      “Okay.” I nod, even though I’m already pretty sure I’m about to regret it.

      “The caveat, of course, being that Mr. Diaz-Baker partners with you for this project. To ensure your progress.” My mouth falls open, and I’m sure Brennan’s going to protest as well. But he’s quiet as I splutter. Dr. Charles shoots me one last sharp glance before saying, “It would be foolish of you to refuse this offer, Miss Hawthorne, as you won’t receive another. I will provide you with a rubric tomorrow.”

      It’s clear to me now that while Dr. Charles is presenting this project as optional, it actually isn’t. At least, not in his mind. Because what student barely scraping by in his course would bypass the chance to raise their grade? I grit my teeth, nod, and thank him. But as soon as that’s done, I push past Brennan and dart out the classroom door.

      “Piper, wait up!” Brennan calls, and I double my efforts to leave him in my wake, not quite jogging but getting pretty goddamn close as I head toward the library. “C’mon, Piper!”

      Nope, can’t handle this right now. Because how am I supposed to face him after what he did? And after whatever I did that led him to do it? I’m not ready to face what happened. Not when Brennan is the one person I would have said would never, ever betray me.
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      I’m standing on the sidelines with the team, paying half attention to Coach as my eyes drift toward the stands. My jaw clenches, teeth grinding uncomfortably, when I catch sight of Brennan taking the stairs two at a time to get to Piper’s row about halfway up. There’s half a second where they greet each other awkwardly before settling back into their seats, half facing each other as Brennan pulls out a book and Piper digs in her bag for her laptop.

      My gut burns. Goddamn Dr. Charles. When Piper told me the crazy fuck assigned her an extra credit project with Brennen, I thought for sure she would just forgo doing it. Considering, you know, how Brennan humiliated her. And while she complained as expected for a couple days, apparently her grade in the worthless class meant more to her than it ever would have to the old Piper, and she settled into working with Brennan even though he doesn’t even remotely deserve her forgiveness.

      It’s a small consolation that they’re only working together on practice days, Brennan joining her in the stands to work while I practice with the team. I should be focusing on my senior season, and instead here I am obsessing over what she’s doing.

      It burns me the fuck up because I know it’s only a matter of time before she forgives him. I can see it in her, the parts of 2.0 that made her sweeter to The Thorns than any of us deserved. Every day, I see more and more of our girl in her—and less of the original Piper. It should be a relief, it is what we all said we wanted, but something is still off and I know all of us can feel it.

      She’s been spending a lot of time with us, but she hasn’t let her guard down. We’ve tried to fall into some semblance of normalcy, but it’s nearly impossible when we’re all still struggling with feelings we have no right having. Not that we’re talking about it. It’s just impossible not to notice.

      Like Jude. He keeps looking for excuses to touch her. Dropping an arm around her shoulder casually as if it’s natural for him. She shrugs him off every time, which does a lot to help ease some of the jealousy burning through my gut near constantly now. But even after she rebukes him, I catch his expression going soft as he looks at her when he thinks none of us are paying attention.

      I cross my arms over my chest, a sneer pulling over my lips as I watch Brennan lean close to Piper and say something that makes her laugh. Like, honest-to-God, throwing her head back, the sound echoing over the field, laughing. My gaze isn’t the only focused on them in the moment, and I glower at the way some of the guys start elbowing each other and pointing in her direction. Coach warns us that we only have ten minutes before we start scrimmaging, trying and failing to command our waning attention before wandering toward the assistant coach as he shakes his head.

      I know I should turn back to the field and address my teammates, to remind them that we have a hell of a game coming up at the end of the week, but Piper wraps her hand around Brennan’s arm as she laughs. She’s choosing to touch him, and it takes everything I have not to yell at Brennan to get the hell away from my girl. I grind my teeth, forcing myself to remember that I don’t own her. That acting like an asshole right now will only drive us further apart.

      “Hamilton, you’ve got to stop letting her come to practice.”

      My head whips around, and Justice Matthews, the junior midfielder poised to take over as captain next year, is staring at me like I’ve grown a second head.

      “Hmm?” I wish I could just tell him to get the fuck out of my business, but that’s still mostly the jealousy talking.

      “She’s distracting you. And, uh, she’s starting to distract the rest of us, too.” He glances away as if he can’t stand to look in my blazing eyes. These guys need to keep their eyes to their fucking selves. “We barely scraped out that pre-season win against Trinity. And we’ve got Exeter and Illyria next week. We can’t afford to be distracted.”

      I know he means well, but I’m still struggling to get past his insinuation that the team might be as interested in Piper’s presence here as I am. I do a quick sweep of the field, taking note of which guys have their head in the right place and which ones are daring to sneak glances at my girl. There’s a whole lot more of the fuckers than I expected. People aren’t treating Piper the way they used to, and even though I should be relieved, I’m not into this renewed interest in her. She’s mine.

      Matthews isn’t wrong. Piper is distracting. Even more so now that I know I’m not the only one noticing her over there on the sidelines, watching the way her face lights up when she laughs. But what’s the alternative? I risk letting her ride home alone with Jude or Brennan? No way in hell am I offering up that unsupervised time with her. At least here, I can keep an eye on things and make sure Brennan’s not pushing his goddamn luck.

      “She’s not going to stop coming around. But she’s off-limits. Make sure all the guys know that.” I turn away from him now, turn my back fully on Piper and Brennan together in the stands, and start toward the middle of the field, where Coach is standing staring at his watch. He’s irritated enough as it is—I might as well be a good example for the guys and get my ass over there before he tears us all apart.

      Matthews falls into step beside me. “So, it’s true? You’re really fucking her? How is she?”

      My shoulders go tight. I hate that fucking tone he’s got, as if he’s picturing what it would be like to have a go at her himself. I’ll fucking murder this kid.

      “I didn’t realize you were that interested in my dick and where it’s been, Matthews.” My voice is hard, the voice of a captain, and it’s my way of telling him to cut the shit. No one asks any of the other guys what it’s like when they fuck their girls. He has no right to ask me, either.

      Matthews sputters for a moment before he coughs out, “Sorry, Hamilton.”

      “Now, if you’re so goddamned worried about beating Exeter and Illyria, get your ass out on the field and show me that.” I glare at him and then jerk my chin to gesture toward the stands. “And watch yourself. I’ll be the one making a recommendation for next year’s captain at the end of the season.”

      He nods, eyes wide, and turns to head over to where the guys are still in the middle of practice. I can see Coach eyeing me from the sidelines, but he doesn’t say anything. Probably thinks the two of us were chatting about soccer—he’d have us sprinting suicides for days if he knew we were actually chit-chatting about a girl.

      I chance one last look at the bleachers, reminding myself that Matthews is right and I need to focus. Just because I’ve signed my letter of intent for UCLA doesn’t mean I get to slack off now. These guys are counting on me to help bring Rosewood one last championship season before I go. I’m happy to see that there’s no more physical contact going on over there. Piper and Brennan seem to be all business now, both of them with their noses in a textbook. I take a deep breath and clear my head of everything but soccer for the next hour.

      Sort of.

      Mostly.

      God, I can’t stop thinking about her.
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        * * *

      

      When I walk out of the locker rooms after a shower, I’m relieved to find Piper sitting alone in the stands. There’s nothing I hate more than having to fucking watch Brennan and her awkwardly try to figure out how to say goodbye to one another. My stomach jumps when I call up to her, and a smile blooms over her face.

      “Brennan had to leave early,” she shares with me as she bounds down the bleacher steps toward me. I’ll never get tired of seeing her coming towards me like this. I try to push the thought away. Now’s not the time to start getting sappy.

      As we start towards my car together, she keeps going on about Brennan. As much as I hate it, I try to just enjoy the sound of her voice. And I remind myself that she might be talking about him, but she’s here with me. “Apparently Izzy got into some trouble at school today that is somehow getting pinned on Brennan? I don’t know—I didn’t really understand what was happening. All I know is I could hear Ms. Diaz through the phone, and she sounded pissed. She’s surprisingly scary when she’s mad.”

      I can’t help but laugh at the thought of just what exactly Izzy might’ve done. Kids aren’t my jam, and I do everything I can to avoid the shit out of them. But Brennan’s sister is a spitfire, and I’ve always held a begrudging amount of respect for the amount of chaos she’s able to cause at the drop of the hat. And if it got me more uninterrupted time with Piper, without having to watch her awkwardly give him a half-hug as she sets up their next study session like they’re going to divorce proceedings? Well, let chaos reign.

      “That kid’s crazy.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard stories,” she says with a laugh. I very nearly point out to her that she’s met Izzy before, as 2.0, but then I keep that to myself. If Brennan hasn’t bothered revealing anything about his time with Piper’s replacement, well, I’m not going to do him any favors.

      Piper slides easily into the passenger seat of my car, taking the place that I now think of as hers. I watch through the back window for a second as she drops her bag to the floorboard and pulls the visor down to straighten her wind-swept hair in the mirror. She’s so fucking beautiful. It’s all too easy to get caught up in her. There’s no getting her out of my system, I realize as I slide into the car next to her.

      “Hey, Pipe?” The old, familiar nickname falls off my lips before I can stop it. But as soon as the name is out, I realize I don’t want to take it back. It doesn’t feel like a nickname for a dead girl anymore. It feels like a nickname for the girl sitting next to me, the one I care about far more than I should. The only thing I’ve ever cared this much about is soccer—and even that seems to come second to Piper these days.

      “Yeah?” she answers, looking thoroughly unbothered by the nickname.

      “Are you going to the party this weekend?”

      “I hadn’t planned on it,” she admits, but her face scrunches as if she’s realizing how impossible that is. I’m sure she’s realized by now that parties are a non-negotiable with Jackie. She didn’t let her replacement daughter out of them before, and I can guarantee she’s not going to let her out of them now.

      “Go with me?” I ask, offering her an easy smile when her eyes widen just a bit. When she doesn’t immediately answer, I flounder.  “Chelsey will shit her pants if you show up, and it will drive Tori crazy. Serves them right, yeah?”

      Piper’s eyes soften, and my chest feels like it’s cracking open when a smile breaks out over her face. “Yeah, okay.” I don’t know if she’s only agreeing because of Chelsey and Tori, or if she genuinely wants to go with me, but I’m not about to question it. Because the way my stomach tightens and my palms sweat at the idea of going to a party together, as an us instead of as two people that just so happened to be going to the same place, lets me know that I’m in deeper than I realized. And I’m not all that mad about it.
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      I’m barely paying attention to the girls chattering away in front of me. I’m leaning against the wall in the living room at Chelsey’s house, music playing just loud enough to make the girls in front of me have to practically shout over it, and I can feel a headache forming. Aspen Ross passes by—I’m not sure how the hell she even got invited—and I don’t miss the way her face falls when she glances around and realizes Jude is nowhere to be found.

      My eyes scan the crowd above the girls’ heads, but even though he stands a full head above most of the people thrumming drunkenly through the living room, I don’t spot him. A scowl settles over my face, realizing that he’d left me alone to the sharks the first fucking chance he got. I’d never even planned on coming to Chelsey’s party, not willing to give her the satisfaction of having any of The Thorns show up after the shit she’d pulled with Piper over the past few months. My teeth grind. Chelsey didn’t deserve the attention or the social bump that would result from us showing up. But I’ll be damned if all three of us aren’t here.

      The only reason I’m here, though, is because Jude dangled Piper over my head like a goddamn dog toy. He neglected to mention she was coming with Tyler. Not just riding with Tyler, either, but actually showing up as… his date, I guess. It’s such fucking bullshit.

      I’ve never been more thankful than when Dr. Charles and Mom both approached me about working on a project with Piper. Mom thought it would be a chance for me to make amends for that email bullshit I pulled—which she still hasn’t forgiven me for. I’m sure she had no idea that I’d be so quick to jump at the chance. Getting uninterrupted time with Piper, away from The Thorns and the pressures of other people? I couldn’t have agreed any faster. The chance to be alone with her, to explain what happened and to apologize my ass off was too good to pass up. But then she’d been cold, saying that we could meet to work on the project while she waited out Tyler’s soccer practices in the stands.

      Sure, she’s warmed considerably toward me over the past two weeks, but she hasn’t given me the chance to talk at all about how I majorly fucked things up between us. Anytime I start to steer the conversation in that direction, she quickly turns the conversation to something else. How can I get back what we lost if she won’t fucking let me try?

      I perk up a little when I catch sight of Piper from across the room, but my mood darkens again when I watch her start for the stairs, Tyler trailing behind her. Where the fuck do they think they’re going?

      “Bren, why aren’t you paying attention to us?” a pouty voice asks, and I don’t bother hiding my sigh as I look down at the girls standing in front of me. They’re brunette. A little younger. Perky with thick lips and matching smiles. Any other red-blooded high schooler might be falling all over himself for the attention of the Hernandez twins, but I can’t look past the fact that they’re not Piper.

      My eyes seek her out again, and my heart thuds as I watch her take Tyler by the shoulders and turn him away from her on the stairs. He looks over his shoulder to say something to her, but she shakes her head and points up the stairs as she answers. Tyler’s shoulders slump, but he takes the stairs two at a time until he’s back at the bottom, turning left into the kitchen where the liquor is. Piper shakes her head one last time before finishing her trek up the stairs, the skirt of her dress riding up around her legs just enough to expose an expanse of her bare thigh to my hungry eyes.

      “Excuse me,” I mutter, ignoring the twins’ protest as I cross the room, eager to make it up the stairs before Tyler comes wandering out from the kitchen and sees me. Just because he asked her to come to the party with him doesn’t mean he gets to monopolize her time.

      Emboldened by the thought, and the fact that Jude’s still nowhere to be seen, I make it across the room and up the stairs in no time at all. I’m not even halfway down the hallway before I spot her leaning against the wall at the end, scrolling through her phone as she waits outside of the bathroom door. It’s early enough in the party that the upstairs is pretty empty. No one’s sneaking off yet, not at the risk of missing anything juicy happening downstairs.

      “Hey, Piper,” I greet softly, but she still jerks at the sound of my voice. Her hand comes to rest over her heart, but she offers me a tight smile as I drift in her direction. As I move slowly down the hall, I let my eyes travel her body. Her dress is burgundy lace, fitted to her upper body like a second skin. Her delicate skin peeks through the long sleeves. When I glance down, still picturing how her thighs looked when her dress rode up on the stairs, I feel my tongue turn to a lead weight in my mouth.

      “Hey,” she returns.

      She frowns when I say, “You look nice.” Not exactly the reaction I was going for. Her fingers catch the hem of her dress, tugging it down a little more as if she can suddenly read my mind.

      I rub my hand over the back of my neck. “I think there’s another bathroom off of her parents room if you needed it,” she offers when I all but lose the ability to speak. The stretchy material of the dress pulls tight against her body as she raises her arm to point in the general direction of the Donovans’ bedroom, and if I could pat myself on the back for not staring at her tits, I would. Because goddamn she looks so fucking good.

      But I’m not here to stare at her like a fucking creep, and I need to remember that. So I force my eyes back to hers and offer a sheepish smile as I run a hand through my hair. “I actually came up here to talk to you.”

      “Oh?” She tilts her head, a motion meant to make her look curious, but I see past that. I see the way she winces slightly in the corners of her eyes, a sign of nervousness that she doesn’t want me to see. I’m gutted seeing her so nervous with me, knowing I earned it by trying to break her.

      “I just want to explain, Piper. Please give me a chance to do that.” I shove my hands into the pockets of my jeans as I drop my gaze to the ground.

      “Bren.” My heart practically shatters at her tone. She’s going to blow me off again, I already know it. “I’d really rather not talk about it. Not yet.”

      I can’t keep the bite out of my voice as I ask, “If not now, when?”

      “Never?” She asks, and though she laughs as she says it, it doesn’t lessen the blow. It feels like a punch in the goddamn gut.

      I sag heavily against the wall as the implications of the one-word answer nearly bowl me over. Fuck it. “Piper, I get it, I fucked up, badly. But how can you forgive Tyler and Jude but not me? They pulled the same shit. Giving you the cold shoulder after sex. And yeah, I did it, too, but in my defense—you can’t just bring up another guy when you’re laying next to the one you just slept with!”

      Her eyes and mouth both go wide like she has no idea how to respond.

      Now that I’ve started, I can’t seem to stop the surge of words bursting out of me. “I was an asshole for not letting you finish your whole thought that night on the beach, but there was no way I could know—”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” She tries to hold a hand up for me to stop but I can’t. This can’t wait. She has to hear this now because I’m not sure when I’ll have another chance or even have the nerve.

      “Reading that you thought you could be falling in love with me after I sent that stupid fucking email out? That gutted me, Pi. I know I should never have let my jealousy get to me like that in the first place, that I let it get in the way of what could’ve been a really good relationship—but you have to believe that I am so fucking sorry.”

      “Brennan, stop!” she shouts in my face, her body crumpling as she drops her head into her hands. She’s shaking, and I want to comfort her, to take the few steps I would need to gather her into my arms. But I can tell that’s not what she wants right now.

      I rub my jaw, trying to release some of the tension there, before I tell her, “I’m sorry that I can’t ever get anything right with you, Piper.”

      “We had sex?”

      The question’s so unexpected that I automatically respond. “Would you rather pretend it didn’t happen?” But then a sudden realization hits me. When I sent Piper’s log out to the whole school, I’d conveniently left out the intimate details that involved me. If no one had explicitly told her we had sex, she wouldn’t know. She couldn’t know what it meant to her, what it meant to me, if the evidence wasn’t right there in front of her.

      “Yeah,” I finally breathe out, but she’s shaking her head frantically from side to side. Like she can’t believe what she’s hearing. “And it meant everything to me.”

      Her voice shakes, and the grief in her steely blue eyes is like a lead weight in my stomach when she glances back up at me. “That can’t be true,” she murmurs, and my gut burns. Sure, why would she have sex with sweet, dependable Brennan? Especially when superstar Jude Alton wants to fuck her, and Tyler Hamilton’s already halfway on his way there. I’m on the edge of saying something I’ll regret when she continues, “Because if it is true, then that means I must have done something unimaginably horrible to you to make you send my log out the way you did. God, Bren, I’m sorry.”

      “No.” I shake my head profusely. “You didn’t do anything to deserve that. I was the asshole. I knew what I was doing was going to hurt you, and I didn’t stop to think that through until after it was already done and I couldn’t take it back. I don’t deserve your forgiveness, and I sure as hell don’t deserve any apologies.”

      “I’ve still got so many fucking questions,” she mumbles under her breath so quietly that I almost miss it. It makes me feel guilty as hell. Maybe if I hadn’t sent out that log, she might not have been reset in the first place. I have no way of knowing if what I did was the catalyst for her parents’ choice.

      “I have an idea,” I say aloud, only realizing something very important just now, right this very second. “Your log. There’s a chance… maybe I could put it back?”

      “What?” Piper looks at me like I’m crazy.

      I nod, really thinking now about how it could work. “Yeah, I could give you back access to your log from before—so you can have all the information you’re missing from the first version of your AI. It could answer all of your questions about what happened before and fill in some of the time gaps I’m sure you’ve still got.”

      She seems to consider it. “You really think it could work?”

      “We won’t know until we try.” Finally, I feel like I’m doing something right. I try to tamper down my excitement as I offer, “We can go back to my house right now and work on it. I don’t know how long it will take, but I’ll work on it all night if I have to.”

      She shakes her head as her expression darkens. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” It fucking sucks seeing how reluctant she is to leave with me. To be alone with me. “Maybe we could arrange something at school...”

      “Go with him, Piper,” a voice interrupts. I hadn’t even realized the bathroom door had opened, but now Macie’s standing there looking back and forth between the two of us. “If you don’t do this, you’ll regret it. You want answers, and I know for a fact this is the easiest way you can get them, Pipes.” Macie glares at me with an obvious warning in her eyes. “But you better take good fucking care of her, you prick.”

      “I will. Of course, I will,” I promise.

      Piper studies me closely, still looking like she wants to refuse, but her need for answers wins out in the end. “Okay, yeah. Let’s do it.”
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      I can’t help but second-guess my decision when we walk through the door at half-past nine and Ms. Diaz pops up wide-eyed from the sofa. She nearly spills her wine in her hurry to jump up and greet us. Brennan probably should have given her a head’s up that we were coming. “When you said there was a party at the Donovans I didn’t expect to see you until morning,” she explains, glancing back at me again. It goes without saying that she wasn’t expecting to see me at all.

      “Yeah, well, uh…” Brennan looks at me, conflict in his eyes because it’s clear he doesn’t want to admit what we’re doing here but also doesn’t want to lie to his mom.

      “The party sucked. We thought we’d bail on that and come do a little work on our Humanities project since it’s still early.” I offer up a pleasant smile and hope like hell it’s a good enough excuse. Now that I’m here, I desperately want to get my hands on the rest of that log. If Ms. Diaz decides it’s too late for me to be over here unannounced, who knows when I’ll get another chance.

      She raises one eyebrow that lets me know she isn’t quite buying my story, but thank fuck, she lets it go. “Door open,” she reminds Brennan. I feel my face get hot as Brennan’s cheeks go red. Pretty sure we’re both equally embarrassed by the implication.

      He tugs my hand to pull me down the hallway, leaving his mother smirking after us. She’s probably just glad to see that I’m not holding a grudge for what her son did to me. I mean, I still am, but she obviously wouldn’t know that since I’m showing up here like this. When we get to Brennan’s room, he pushes his door until it’s open just a crack. Not technically closed, but also definitely not what his mother meant. I roll my eyes as he takes a seat at his desk and points me toward the bed.

      “I didn’t realize your mother is so…” I wave my hand in the air, not sure what words I’m looking for to describe Ms. Diaz without being offensive. Brennan jerks his laptop from the desk and rolls the chair toward his bed, propping his legs on the mattress next to me. He quirks an eyebrow in question as he pulls the laptop open and begins powering it up. “Involved?” I finally offer, and he actually scoffs.

      “I think the word you’re looking for is overbearing.”

      “No.” I shake my head, but then second-guess myself when seconds later his mom pushes the door open and peeks her head inside with a scowl.

      “Door open, Brennan. Don’t make me tell you again.”

      He twists halfway around in the chair to level a half-hearted glare in his mother’s direction. “It was open!”

      “You know that’s not what I meant.” She shakes her head in exasperation. She turns to go, but I swear as she does I hear her mutter, “teenagers,” under her breath. She knocks twice on the doorframe as she exits, humming on her way out.

      “See?” Brennan says with a pinched expression. “Overbearing.”

      “No,” I correct him, “she just cares about you. It’s different.”

      He makes a noncommittal sound, which doesn’t surprise me. Of course he doesn’t want to sit around talking about his mother. What kind of teenage guy does? I sit quietly as he works, muttering under his breath to himself as he does whatever it is he needs to do to give me back my memories. I’m just about to ask what’s taking so long when something inside me suddenly feels very funny. I press a hand to my stomach, trying to settle the nerves, but then I realize it’s not nerves at all.

      “All done,” Brennan says quietly.

      I look up at him, our eyes locking as I let myself access the log he’s uploaded to my internal storage. As I start trying to process the data, a wave of exhaustion overcomes me. I lean back, bracing myself on my arms as the weight of all this new information settles. It’s just too much. Way too much.

      I snap forward again, cutting myself off with a desperation I never expected to feel. It’s like watching a fast-forwarded replay through 2.0’s life. Every experience, every emotion, I’m forced to feel it all again. And now I’m struggling to make sense of all that I made it through before I needed the break. It’s so fucking overwhelming, but it’s also like things finally start falling into place. It’s like I was incomplete without this.

      Because you were, dumbass. I push the inner sarcasm away and focus instead on singling out all instances of Brennan in 2.0’s memories. One thing at a time is much easier to deal with than the whole onslaught. Not by much, though. Not when I relive what it was like to have sex with Brennan and then to watch myself mention Jude like an asshole. It doesn’t matter that I was trying to say something nice, it was just a stupid, simple mistake. I can’t believe 2.0 could be so dense. She really fucked things up for us on that one.

      There’s a lot of other stuff involving Brennan, too. The way I noticed he started acting different after I slept with Tyler. Jealousy. I know that’s what it is. I look for other examples of it and get so overwhelmed I have to shut it all down again. There are too many examples to weed through right now, not just with Brennan but with all of them. Moments that I didn’t seem to understand then, but that I definitely can analyze now. They’re all so goddamn jealous of one another.

      I’m still trying to come to terms with that when an alarming thought hits me. “Oh my god.”

      “What?” Brennan asks, his own eyes widening. He reaches out to put a hand on my leg, and it nearly makes me forget what I was going to say. But I can’t. This new realization—it’s far too important to forget about just because my teenage hormones have decided now’s a good time to kick back in.

      “Brennan, what’s going to happen when Stan finds out I know all of this stuff now? What if he tells Jackie?” Knowing what I know now, there’s no more wondering whether she’d reset me again. It’s clear she absolutely would. God, but what’s the point of even trying if she can just reset me over and over again on a whim? At what point will I stop feeling this inner drive to figure things out for myself? Or at what point will she confine me to the house to keep me from growing out of the Piper she wants me to be?

      “I have an idea,” Brennan says calmly, breaking me out of my sudden panic.

      “You do?” I put my hand over his, wanting that contact as hope blooms in my chest.

      He nods slowly. “Stan didn’t update your security protocols at all since the last time I hacked you.” His eyes narrow slightly. “Which is incredibly fucking stupid of him—but it means I could easily plant a flag to pop up the next time he accesses your server. It won’t stop him from seeing what you know, but we might be able to ask him not to tell Jackie.”

      “Do you think it would work? What if he just decides to tell her anyway?” I sink my teeth into my bottom lip, afraid to let my hopes get any higher.

      “I’ve seen the logs, Piper. Despite whatever Jackie did to convince him to help reset you, it seems to me like Stan has always wanted to be on your side. I think this really might be enough.” I can read between the lines at the part he’s not saying. It’s not like we have any other choice.

      I let my fingers curl against his palm, our simple touch becoming something more like hand-holding. I’m not really sure I should be doing it after everything I know now about Brennan’s relationship with me—the 2.0 version of me—but I can’t help myself. I squeeze his hand as I close my eyes, trying to decide if I really want to do this. I know it’s true, though, that we don’t really have any other options.

      “I want to do it,” I say, my voice coming out hoarse. “Do whatever you need to do.” Brennan nods and reluctantly lets go of my hand so he can dive back into my system on his laptop. I sit quietly, trying to ignore the weird sensation of him messing with my insides, and think about what this means.

      Deep down, I have to believe that Stan will honor the request. Because if not, we’re facing the worst possible scenario, that Jackie Hawthorne is going to win. I can’t let that happen. Not even over my dead body.
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      “It’s done. I created multiple flags, that way Stan gets a heads-up that you know everything now and that you object to any more resets.” Brennan looks at me, a soft expression on his face as if he wishes he could do more. I believe it, too, that he would do anything if he thought it would help me. This goes way past just making up for the shitty things he’s done.

      A rush of emotion wells up inside of me, urging me forward as I stand, my eyes meeting Brennan’s as he tilts his head back to look up at me. With trembling hands, I close his laptop and toss it onto the bed behind me. It would be so easy to second-guess this, but I know deep down it’s what we both want—what we both need. I stroke my thumb across his cheek as I lean in. I brush my lips to his, testing the feeling out, then pull back. I know from my logs how it felt before, but this still feels like kissing someone for the very first time. I press my fingertips to my lips, savoring the way they tingle with pleasure from that brief touch.

      Brennan’s eyes sink closed as he wraps an arm around my waist and tugs me down into his lap, his lips crashing back against mine as I settle against him.

      My mind goes completely blank for the first time since waking up as he nibbles and sucks my bottom lip until I’m moaning into his mouth. My fingers find their way into his hair somehow, holding his head to me as if I never want him to stop kissing me. Because I don’t. His hands rest on my hips, fingers drawing lazy shapes that drive me crazy while he takes his time kissing me right.

      I suddenly don’t feel nearly close enough. His hands fall away instantly when I stand, but that doesn’t last for long when I throw a leg over his, kissing him harder as I sink down, attempting to straddle him. I mutter under my breath when the skirt of my dress keeps me from spreading my legs far enough to straddle him completely. With a huff, I yank the material up a few more precious inches.

      “Piper, what are you—” I kiss him again, swallowing his protests.

      He runs his hands up my back, giving me goosebumps as I try to press impossibly closer. “Please touch me,” I whisper, feeling like I might burst if he doesn’t put his hands on me for real. I need more than just his hands grazing my back.

      Brennan doesn’t say anything, but he swallows hard and lets his hands slide around to the front of me, his thumbs brushing the undersides of my breasts. I let out what I think is a low whimper, but then Brennan’s eyes widen. “Shh.” He puts one hand behind my head to drag my mouth back to his, shutting me up in the best possible way. His other hand inches higher, palming the weight of my breast in his hand. Yes.

      “Brennan, it’s getting late,” Ms. Diaz’s voice floats down the hall. We scramble away from one another frantically, my legs shaking as I throw myself back onto the bed and run a hand over my hair in a half-assed attempt to smooth it down. We’re only sort of settled when she sticks her head in the doorway and eyes us warily. “You probably ought to get Piper home soon.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      She hesitates like she might say something else, but then just smiles. “Feel free to come back anytime, Piper. You’re always welcome here.” I return her smile and thank her, and then breathe out a sigh of relief when she leaves us alone again.

      Holy shit, that was close.

      I picture what it would have been like to have Brennan’s mom catch us in the middle of fooling around, and a blush colors my cheeks, burning my face as we trek through the house. Even in the dark of Brennan’s Jeep, with the possibility of embarrassment far behind us as we drive the streets of Los Angeles, the blush lingers.

      We’re halfway to my house when Brennan turns the music down to a low hum in the background and clears his throat. “What’s it like? Having your log back?” His eyes flash in my direction for a long second before turning back to the road.

      “It’s… a little overwhelming,” I admit.

      I look at him, studying the way he winces—as if he feels guilty, because I’m sure he does. He feels fully responsible for what happened to me. Having my log now, though, I can say with some certainty that Brennan’s email was not actually the catalyst for my reset. The problem was me. I recall Halloween, the way Jackie forced me into her daughter’s costume from the year before. She was already starting to crack even then. My reset was inevitable.

      “Bren, she was always going to reset me. You’ve seen the log, you have to know that. At least now, I know what she’s capable of. And with my log back, I’ve got the advantage of knowing things she’ll think I don’t.” I don’t want him to beat himself up forever about this. He did a shitty thing, but he did it because he was hurt.

      He sighs. “Piper, I’ll do anything. I’ll apologize every day until I’m blue in the face, for the rest of time until you understand how goddamn sorry I am. It’s unforgivable, I know, but I need to know that you don’t hate me for what I did. I already hate myself enough for it for the both of us, and I can’t handle the thought of you hating me, Pi. Anyone else, maybe, but not you.”

      “I don’t hate you.” The words are so quiet, at first I don’t think he actually heard me. Then, he releases a relieved sigh that tells me more than words ever could. “But why did you do it?” I have a pretty good idea, but I want to hear him actually say it.

      He makes a strangled noise in the back of his throat and glances over at me. “I’m just a jealous asshole. I didn’t have a good reason.”

      “What did you have to be jealous of?”

      “You’re joking, right?” he quips. He laughs like it pains him. “I thought we had something real, a real connection, and then you’re talking about fucking Jude right after we’d had the best sex of my life. Sex that meant something to me, and it felt like it must not have meant the same to you. I know that’s wrong now, but it was enough then. And then when you had sex with Tyler? I just snapped. In hindsight, I know I wasn’t thinking clearly, but it just felt like I lost all chances of being with you the second you were with Tyler again. He was her ex, and it didn’t feel like I could compete with whatever residual feelings you might have for him.”

      It does something funny to my heart to hear him talk about having a real connection with me. It hurts, but it also stokes something deep inside me. A little blossom of hope that has no right flaring to life in my chest. Why should I be hopeful of anything? Especially knowing their jealousy comes from a place of them competing for me. I could never be happy with one of them. Not just one of them.

      2.0 knew it, and now I know it, too. There’s something special about each of them, something that speaks to a primal part of me. It’s not something I can help, it’s just something I feel.

      Brennan keeps talking. “The way I feel about you hasn’t changed, Pi. I think there’s something real between us, and I don’t think it’s going away. I’m—I’m not really sure what to do about it, if I’m being honest here. Because those feelings are there, just sitting in my gut—and I know I don’t deserve you, but goddamn, you’re all I want, Piper.”

      I put my hand on his arm, that innate need to comfort flaring up. We’re pulling into my driveway now, and I catch myself wishing I lived further away, that I could prolong this ride with him for as long as possible. But he already drove the long way here. I can’t exactly ask him to take one more loop around West Ex just to keep me from having to say goodbye just yet.

      He puts the car in park and turns toward me. “I’m here for the long run, Pi. I’m not going anywhere, okay? I just need to make sure you understand that.”

      All these pesky feelings. My hand travels the length of his arm, brushing over his shoulder, and my stomach flutters as he leans into my touch. I wrap my fingers around the back of his neck and pull him close, my lips brushing over his in a silent thank you. Brennan kisses me back in earnest, and I’m only faintly aware of the sound of his seatbelt coming off as he tries to get closer. Leaning over the center console now, he takes control of the kiss, his tongue tangling with mine as I practically melt into my seat.

      I’m an awkward mess as he hovers over me, my hands searching for purchase, grappling against his neck and arms, running down his chest and resting on his thighs. The seatbelt’s an unwanted hinderance, so I pull myself out of the heated kiss long enough to disengage the lock and shove him back toward his side of the car. There’s a protest on his lips that dies when I shimmy over the center console and straddle his lap in the confines of his seat.

      I’m really starting to like this position.

      My lips are right back on his, my body heating up like a summer wildfire. I try to ignore the way the steering wheel digs into my back. After a minute, Brennan shuffles a bit, and then the seat goes flying back, giving me room so that I don’t have to lean against the steering wheel anymore. I moan my appreciation as he puts his hands on my hips, trying to drag me closer.

      The stupid dress is in the way again. Before I can reach for it, Brennan slides his fingers under the hem, working it up my legs and then over my ass as I lift up a bit for him. There’s another advantage to this position; I can reach between us, my fingers tracing over him through his pants. He’s crazy hard for me. As I add a little pressure to my touch, he wrenches his face away from mine to let out a pained hiss, his bulge pulsing up to meet my touch like it desperately wants to come out and say hello.

      A shiver passes over me, and I’m not entirely certain if it’s from the cool winter night or the way he moans as I touch him. All I do know is that kissing and hesitant touching aren’t nearly enough. I put a hand over his, gently tugging his touch away from my hip and lower… lower.

      “Piper,” he groans as he presses his thumb against the front of my panties, dragging it against me until I’m wriggling in his lap. Just that light touch is almost enough to make me come undone. The windows start to fog around us, both of us already panting heavily.

      I reach for the button of his pants, popping it and lowering the zipper hastily, pausing only when Brennan’s fingers still. “What are you doing?” he croaks out.

      “I really want this. I really want you,” I tell him honestly. There’s no use holding back. I’m sure he can tell that my panties have gone damp and that I’m barely holding it together.

      “Fuck, I do, too.” He gestures to the other side of the car. “Glove box.”

      I lean over to pop the glove box open, retrieving the shiny foil packet in the corner. While my full weight isn’t on him, he takes the chance to slide his pants and underwear down his legs, abandoning them around his knees. I glance up at the house, making sure it’s still dark. The only lights are the outside floodlights, and even though I know I should be more nervous about the possibility of being caught, I’m feeling far too good to worry about such things right now.

      I rip the packet open, feeling a sense of power as I reach to roll it on him. I’ve barely lined it up before Brennan’s hand covers mine. “Let me do that,” he says hastily. My bottom lip turns down in a pout but he explains, “I won’t last otherwise. Seriously, Pi, I’m too close.”

      I let go, letting him take over. The last thing I want is for this to end prematurely. Having the memories from my log back doesn’t even remotely compare to the real thing.

      He’s barely managed to roll the condom on before I’m pulling my panties to the side and trying to inch closer to him, but he puts a hand on my shoulder to stop me. “Are you sure about this?” I put my hand over his. I think it means something that it’s the only question he asks. For a second there, I had a real fear that he might ask me to reassure him that he’d be the only one I wanted this time around—something I couldn’t have promised him. But this? Yeah, I can answer this.

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

      He lets his hand slide around to the back of my neck, pulling me closer as my own hand falls away, and urges me forward, fully into his lap. I shift a little bit so there’s room for my legs as I sink down over him, collapsing against his chest as I cry out at the feeling of being filled. My whole body trembles as he gives me time to adjust, kissing his way up the side of my neck as I rock gently against him.

      The moment it happens catches me completely off guard. He puts a hand on my ass to encourage me to move, and I shoot off like a rocket. I sink my teeth down into his neck to ride out the pleasure of that one, single stroke.

      I’m a little embarrassed that I’m the one that ended up with the too-soon release, but Brennan seems pretty damn smug about it. His hand is still kneading my ass, keeping me moving at a pace he dictates as he wrings pleasure out of me for far longer than I would have thought possible. Even once I have nothing left to give, I stay plastered against him, working to keep the pace he wants even as his demands become more erratic.

      “Fuck,” he mutters after a few minutes.

      I start to ask what’s wrong, but then I don’t need to. He thrusts up to meet me one last time and then wraps his arms around me to hold me close as he jerks inside of me, coming so hard that he shudders as he finishes. I cling to him even after he’s clearly done, not wanting to lose the connection just yet. He strokes my hair as I lean my head on his shoulder, noticing the car windows are so fogged up now that you can’t see out of them at all.

      That’s when I know I need to get up, before one of my parents inevitably realizes I’m out here and comes out to see if everything’s okay. I turn my head so I can kiss Brennan one last time on the mouth. As I climb back into my own seat, I do what I can to straighten my rumpled clothes. My hair is another story. I can only do so much about that. Luckily, I reach down and manage to find a hair tie in my purse. At least in a sloppy bun the disarray will look planned rather than just-fucked.

      A sated grin stretches lazily over Brennan’s lips as he watches me while tying off the condom and pulling his pants back up. I don’t know what to say. I’m terrified anything I say now is going to come out wrong like last time and end up messing everything up all over again.

      Brennan doesn’t seem to mind the silence, though. He takes my hand and kisses the back of it, nodding like he knows I have to go now. Reluctantly, I push open the car door and start to get out. I’ve got one foot out and one still in when I realize the front door is open. For one heart pounding moment, I panic. But then I realize Mom is standing in the doorway and she’s much too far away to have actually seen anything happening in the car.

      I glance back in the car in time to see Brennan using his sleeve to clear the windshield—so I see the exact moment he sees Mom. His face fills with a panic that makes me giggle a little. Honestly, I’m flying so high at the moment I don’t know that anything could upset me even if Mom had seen us.

      “Hey, Bren?” He jerks his head back in my direction and I offer him a coy wink. “Thanks for the ride.”
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      The ocean waves reach up to lick the side of the boat, splashing against the side in the weak, early afternoon sunlight. Macie jabbers on about everything and nothing next to me, but I can’t take my eyes off the water. In all the time since I first came back, I’ve only been in the ocean once. A part of me yearns to feel the ocean spray on my face, and I don’t question it like my earlier iteration did. Every part of me loves water, and it hurts my heart to see the cover on the pool every time I look out at my own backyard.

      I asked earlier in the week if I could take the cover off and go for a swim, and Mom nearly lost her goddamn mind.

      “It’s the middle of winter, Piper! Of course you can’t go for a swim.” Mom’s voice is somewhere between a screech and a Harpy’s yell, and I cringe as the noise assaults my ears. But as upset as she is, I so badly want this.

      “But it’s sixty degrees out! And what’s the point of having a heated pool if you don’t use it?” Her eyes are wild at my question, and I don’t miss the way dad blanches at my words. I’m not entirely positive it’s the argument itself he’s leery of, or just the fact that he knows instinctually that it’s going to push his wife over the edge.

      He tries to step in. “Piper, we haven’t taken the cover off the pool since...”  The accident. The words hang in the air around us, and I lower my head, staring at the mishmash of vegetables on my plate. Every argument comes back to Original Piper, but dammit, I just want to dip my feet in the pool.

      “But I love water! And I know how to swim!” It’s not an argument that works, though. Because as soon as the words are out of my mouth, tears are rolling down Mom’s cheeks and she’s sobbing with her face scrunched up in her napkin. Dad’s eyes narrow, and he shoots me an exasperated look as he rushes around the table to wrap his arm around her shoulders.

      “Sorry,” I whisper and go back to picking at my dinner. They don’t acknowledge the apology, though, instead getting up and leaving me at the table alone. Leaving me to hope desperately that I haven’t mistakenly pushed Jackie over the edge.

      “So, we get lunch first and then we can do some Christmas shopping, yeah?” Macie’s cheerful voice pulls me from my reverie, and I turn to her with a tired grin. It took us most of the morning to agree on a spot far enough away from our homes that we wouldn’t run the risk of being spotted by anyone at school. And then once we agreed on Catalina, I realized that was the easy part. I still had to call a car to Long Beach, and now we’re on the ferry but nearly there, at least. I’m freaking exhausted already by sneaking around, but I’m happy to be hanging out with my best friend, so at least there’s my consolation prize.

      “I’m super glad we’re doing this, Pipes.” She says as the ferry approaches the dock, and I share the sentiment with my own excited smile. “I feel like we have so much to catch up on! I mean, we haven’t even talked about the hottie from Exeter I’ve been hooking up with!”

      “I can’t wait to hear everything,” I tell her as we follow the small crowd off the boat. The blue waves crashing against the shore in the distance call to me like a siren song and ignoring that call while I try to focus on listening to Macie is quite possibly one of the hardest things I’ve been faced with.

      It doesn’t help that the sound of the waves takes me back to that night on the beach with Brennan. I finally had the chance to fully take in my log, to read and dissect it, to understand who I was and how the people around me helped shape me into that person. And while Macie was fundamental in helping me understand human behaviors, it was the The Thorns that really put me through my paces when it came to my emotions.

      And Brennan’s doing just as good a job with that for me as he did for 2.0. It’s been a week since we had sex in his Jeep, and he’s done exactly what he said he would. Giving me time to figure things out while also making sure to stay close, to prove that he was genuine when he told me he wasn’t going anywhere.

      He’s really proving that his feelings are real, which makes everything so hard because I still don’t know what I want. It’s so easy with Brennan, but then I picture what it would be like to give up what I had with Tyler—what I could still have with Tyler—and the panic starts all over again. Plus, I’m still not entirely sure what’s going on with Jude. After what he did to 2.0, I don’t feel like I can trust him, but there’s something dangerous in his eyes. Something that promises if he got the chance, he’d suck me in and never let me go. And in spite of myself, I can’t seem to ignore the draw of that.

      I run my hands through my hair as we follow the crowd toward the restaurants and shops in Avalon. Conflicted can’t begin to touch what I feel when I think about those three guys. Because as distant as Tyler was the first time around, he’s wholly involved now, picking me up for school, taking me to grab dinner after particularly long practices, checking in to make sure no one’s giving me trouble when he’s not around. I know he wants more, and it would be all too easy to give in to that. Except, I can only imagine how that would hurt Brennan.

      At the end of the day, it all comes down to the fact that I can’t—won’t—choose between them. And it’s so freaking selfish of me, I know that, but I want them both, and they’ve more than proven that they can’t handle that.

      “Hey, penny for your thoughts.” Macie says gently, and I realize I’ve been spaced out the entirety of the walk into town. My eyes were glazed when she led me to a cute little restaurant, and I certainly don’t really remember ordering the latte that’s now steaming in front of my eyes.

      “Sorry for being spacey, Mace. I’ve just got a lot going on up top.” I tap my forehead, prompting her to let out a soft giggle. It’s hard, though, trying to keep up pretenses when I feel like I’m being ripped down the middle inside. My face must drop when I reach for my latte because a frown pulls her lips down at the corners.

      “Have you managed to get through everything in the logs?” I nod numbly, trying desperately to keep my thoughts away from The Thorns. Chances to spend time with Macie are becoming more and more rare as the weeks go on, so I want to make the most of my time with her, not spend the entire time thinking about shitty boys and my stupid emotions. “And?” she prompts me.

      I take a sip of the latte, relishing the way it warms me from the inside. The breezy ocean air is chillier than I expected, and I wrap my cardigan tighter around myself as her eyebrows quirk. “And what?” I finally ask with a small shrug.

      Macie shoots me a suspicious look but lets it slide as a waitress comes to take our meal order. As soon as she steps away, Macie pounces again. “And how are you doing with it? We’ve barely talked this week, but you seem less chilly toward Brennan, and you’re not snapping nearly as much at Jude. Which, for the record, I do not understand. He’s been King Asshole from day one.”

      I give her a long look. I had no idea that she would notice that much about my interactions. She’s more observant than I gave her credit for.

      She offers me a sheepish grin. “I got used to hanging out with you. Now that we’re not actually hanging out, I find myself with a lot of free time. And yeah, I’m invested, okay? I like knowing what’s going on with you.”

      I can’t fault her there. I catch myself seeking her out during the day, too, just wanting to know how she is and what she’s doing. With a sigh, I answer, “It’s weird, for sure. I’m obviously still not okay with Brennan hacking my logs in the first place, but now it’s like thanks to him I got this super important piece of myself back, you know?” She nods along as she sips her coffee, and it’s a nice sentiment, but I know she can’t understand. Not really, at least. “I’m just still having a hard time with the reset. And the fact that I’m worried Jackie could choose to do it again any time for any reason.”

      Macie’s face goes scarily serious, setting her coffee cup down as she purses her lips. She’s quiet for a long moment before finally asking, “Do you think she has any idea that you’ve been learning all this stuff about yourself?”

      “No, thankfully. She seems content with all of us feigning ignorance at home.” And it’s the truth. I may have pushed it with the pool bullshit earlier in the week, but Mom and I have been on relatively good terms. I keep up just enough of the bitchy-Piper act to keep her sated, and she doesn’t pry too much into what’s going on in my life. “I’m trying to be really careful with what I say around her and how I act.”

      “That’s good, then. Did you decide to forgive Brennan?” I’m suffering mental whiplash from the sudden change of subject. I’m pretty damn sure my mouth’s hanging open because Macie actually points at me and laughs as she shakes her head. “Okay, sorry, I didn’t mean to break you, Pipes. But like I said, you’ve just been noticeably less chilly toward him.”

      I take a second to try to brush off the memories of the steamy, window-fogging sex we’d had. I don’t want Macie to think I’m under the impression that the only way to express myself to any of these guys is to have sex with them. Because it isn’t. I think.

      I clear my throat before answering her, “I don’t have time to be angry about stuff that’s in the past. School’s going fine ever since I made a stand against Tori, all the rude messages about my log have stopped, and Mom doesn’t seem quite as close to the edge of a nervous breakdown. Everything’s fine.”

      “So...” The word hangs between us as she picks her coffee cup up again. I merely quirk an eyebrow in challenge, and she sighs. “What are you going to do about The Thorns?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Her tone is sarcastic, but the smile she offers along with it softens the blow. “You’ve slept with all three of them. You’re doing a project with Brennan, Tyler drives you to school every day, and you’re not looking at Jude like you’re plotting his murder anymore. It just seems like...” She pauses with a shrug, and I can tell she’s chewing the inside of her cheek as she considers me. “You told me once that you wouldn’t mind having multiple boyfriends. I didn’t know if maybe…” She lets the thought trail off.

      I wish what she was suggesting was real. But no, it can’t be something I seriously consider with them. Loyalty means everything to them, and any of them being with me would break the bonds they’ve spent years cultivating. Jealousy nearly tore them apart, and I won’t be responsible for that happening again. I’d already pushed things farther than I should have by having sex with Brennan again. No, I need to just stuff down all the feelings that brought up, because having anything more just isn’t possible.

      I shrug for Macie’s benefit. “It’s nothing, really. I don’t have time for one relationship, let alone three. Besides, none of them would ever go for it, anyway.”

      Macie scoffs but mercifully lets it go after that, digging into her food the second the waitress puts her plate in front of her. We eat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the clanking of silverware filling the space between us. But the silence grows more pointed, and eventually I look up to see Macie staring at me with a calculating look on her face.

      “What?”

      She tilts her head slightly as she considers me, her eyes narrowing, and drops her fork delicately to the side. She crosses her arms carefully over her chest and I start to sweat a little as I wait for her to say whatever’s on her mind.

      “It just seems odd,” she finally says, and it’s my turn to narrow my eyes.

      “What does?”

      “That even with your memories back, you’re talking about The Thorns almost like you’re indifferent towards them. I mean, they’re treating you so much better now, and you want less to do with them than you did before?”

      I shrug, trying to keep up that act of indifference even though I know it’s a complete sham. I do think about The Thorns. A lot. More than I have any right to. But I’m just one girl—and not even a real one, at that. I could never be enough for all of them, could never be the glue that holds them together. Rather, I’m the explosives that tear them apart, and I won’t be responsible for that. I can’t be responsible for that.

      “I just have more important things to worry about, Mace.” Like staying alive.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Jude

          

        

      

    

    
      I never give a shit about underclassmen gossip, but when I hear her name, they suddenly have my full attention. My jaw clenches. I hate that all it takes it the sound of her name to distract me these days, throwing me fully off my game. I don’t know what the fuck is happening to me.

      They let us out of class a couple minutes early, and I should be headed to the cafeteria, but instead I put out an arm to stop the girls from passing by. They both freeze up like they’ve been caught doing something they shouldn’t. Yeah, don’t talk about my fucking girl, you stupid twats.

      “What the fuck did you just say?” I demand as both girls’ eyes go wide. One of them starts to stutter and I roll my eyes. I don’t have time for this. “For fuck’s sake, just spit it out,” I grumble.

      The non-stutterer takes a deep breath and speaks, “Uhm, we were just talking about The Roses cornering Piper earlier.” She must see the dark look that I’m sure crosses my face because she’s quick to add, “But we weren’t saying anything bad about Piper, I swear. We were just talking about how we feel bad for her that Tori won’t just leave her alone.”

      Fuck. Does everyone in this goddamn school know I’m twisted up over Piper?

      Whatever. I leave the girls behind without another word—they’ve served their purpose—and turn back toward Piper’s English class.  Hopefully I’ll run into her on her way to lunch and can get to the bottom of whatever bullshit Tori’s trying to pull now. Apparently she still hasn’t learned her fucking place. This ends now. In three days, I’m supposed to be leaving for vacation. How the fuck am I supposed to relax on the beach if I’m still caught up in whatever shit is going on here? No, I’m ending this today. Once and for all.

      I’m halfway up the stairwell when I spot her, brown hair gleaming in the incandescent lights as it veils her face. She’s standing at the top of the stairs, hip propped against the handrail, as she digs through the half open bag hanging from her shoulder. I’m not sure what she’s looking for, but a triumphant grin brightens her face as her fingers wrap around whatever it is.

      I run my eyes over her. There’re no marks on her skin as far as I can see, but that doesn’t mean Tori didn’t hurt her. Physically or otherwise.

      God, she’s so fucking beautiful. And I’m an asshole. How the hell did I ever tell her to leave after sex instead of asking for another round? I’m such a fucking idiot. All the shit I’ve been giving the guys for their attraction to her, and I here I am staring up at her like she’s at the top of a pedestal instead of a staircase. I want her, though. I want her so fucking bad.

      She doesn’t lift her head until I’m halfway up the stairs. She jerks as she sees me staring at her like a goddamn creep. Her fingers uncurl, and whatever she’s been digging in her bag for rolls down the stairs as she gasps.

      “Shit, Jude! You scared me! Fucking announce yourself next time or something. Jesus!”

      I want to laugh as she clutches at her chest, but instead my attention falls on the thing she was looking for in her purse. It’s resting just a few stairs ahead of me. “Strawberry?” I ask as I snatch up the tube of lip balm, a devilish grin quirking over my lips as I look up at her.

      She stares down at me, light haloing her like some kind of goddamn angel. I distinctly remember kissing her for the first time, the way her mouth tasted like strawberry, and how when I’d told her that she’d said thank you. Well, shit. I can’t even pretend to be discreet as I reach down and adjust myself through my pants. Nothing like thinking about the way a girl’s mouth tastes to give a guy a midday hard-on.

      “Yeah.” She jerks the tube out of my hand as she passes by me. “Turns out it’s grown on me.”

      My brain practically shuts down as she glances over her shoulder to smirk at me, the blood required to function as a normal human being rushing all the way down to my dick instead.

      It takes me longer than it should to make my body move to follow her. “Piper, hold up.” She pauses at the bottom of the stairs, lips pursing as she applies the balm, and it’s all over for me. She’s playing with fire, I hope she’s ready to be burned.

      I take the stairs two at a time, ignoring her strangled protests as I wrap my fingers around her wrist and haul her out of the stairwell. My body’s on autopilot as we stagger through the halls, but all I can think about is claiming Piper’s mouth, making her mine before Tyler or Brennan get the chance. I want to leave my mark on her skin, like a fiery brand showcasing what’s mine, and I want to do it now. Before I’m gone for two weeks and have to worry about her being alone the whole fucking break with Hamilton, who’s been making serious eyes at her ever since fall break.

      My head swivels as we scramble, eyes searching hungrily for a room that’s everything I need it to be. Empty. Dark. Isolated. I find it at the end of the hall. The photography room. Dark curtains hang over the windows, protecting the expensive equipment, and there’s not a trace of life in sight. I haul Piper into the room after me, slamming and locking the door so that we’re not interrupted.

      “Jude what the—”

      I don’t let her finish the question, spinning her around and pressing her against the door as I kiss the fucking hell out of her. Her bag clatters to the floor as I press closer. We’re an explosion of opposites. Piper’s all soft curves and smooth skin, but I’m something harder, more desperate and aching in ways that I’ve never felt before. I bite down on her bottom lip, part of me wanting to punish her for all the bullshit feelings she’s making me feel right now.

      For a moment—one too long moment—I’m afraid she’s not going to respond, but then her mouth falls open, and the taste of strawberry is coating my tongue. One of her hands grips the back of my neck, tightening and yanking me closer as the other fists in my hair, scratching and pulling as she presses her chest closer to mine. It’s not a gentle kiss. My hands grapple over her body as our tongues twist, and I remember that nothing between us ever is. Piper moans into my mouth, and my wandering hands find their way to her hips, fingers digging in with bruising force as I grind against her.

      My hands wander lower, sneaking up her skirt to cup the back of her thighs. She trembles as I hoist her up a few inches. Her back slides against the door, and she groans into my mouth, surprising me when she lifts her legs to wrap them around my waist.

      Piper pulls away, panting as I roll my hips against her. As fucking juvenile as it is, I’m horrifyingly close to creaming my goddamn pants like a middle schooler that can’t control himself. I bury my face in her neck, sucking her skin because the asshole that I am, I’m hoping everyone will see that she’s fucking mine. That I claimed her.

      But the heat of the moment sizzles out, her breathy moans turning to urgent protests when my fingers brush the edge of her panties. I push it a second longer, but she yanks my head away, her hand fisting painfully in my hair as her face darkens. “I’m not doing that.” I let out a low growl, but then fall silent when she adds, “Not here.”

      “Fine,” I grunt out, letting go of her thighs. “But I’m not done with you.”

      Wordlessly, she stares up at me for a moment. I wait for her to protest but she doesn’t. I start to reach for her again—I can’t fucking help myself—but she bends down at the last minute, denying me. I stoop down to help her pick up her scattered belongings. Our fingers connect over the tube of lip balm, and she chuckles.

      The sound makes me hard all over again. Damn her. And damn my inexplicable attraction to her. At this rate, I’m going to end up having to rub one out in the fucking school bathroom to make it through the rest of this goddamn day.

      Piper runs her hands over her uniform, smoothing it. “Were you looking for me—I mean in the stairwell? Did you need to talk about something?” She raises an eyebrow at me. “Did you actually need something or was it just your plan all along to try to seduce me in an abandoned classroom?”

      She doesn’t wait for an answer. She turns to the door, but my hand shoots out, catching her wrist in a strong grip before she can unlock it and leave. She huffs, but I’m not interested in hearing her give me any more attitude. I go straight for the point, “What happened with Tori and Chelsey this morning?”

      “Nothing,” she says, tilting her chin up, but I notice the way her voice quivers around the word. My shoulders stiffen under the weight of the lie.

      “This will go faster if you just tell me what I want to know instead of pussyfooting around.”

      She scoffs as she wrinkles her nose and asks, “Pussyfooting?”

      “You know what I mean, Piper. Stop being an asshole.” There’s half a second where I’m sure she’s going to wrench her wrist from my grip and just push through the door without answering me, but her eyes darken and she rolls her eyes with a huff.

      “It’s not a big deal,” she insists, and this time she does pull her wrist from my grasp. “Tori was being Tori.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning she cornered me in the hallway and tried to talk shit and humiliate me in front of a whole fuck ton of people. But it’s fine, Jude.” Her eyes are insistent as she says it, but my gut fucking burns. How many goddamn times am I going to have to take care of the Tori problem? I told her at the beach party that The Roses were sheared, but then she spouted that shit about Piper’s memories, and I… No, it’s not your fault she’s a desperate idiot. “Every time she looks at me, she looks like she’s going to implode. It drives her crazy that you guys won’t give her the time of day anymore. That’s enough for me.”

      “Well it’s not enough for me,” I spit. Piper’s mouth drops open as I reach around her to unlock the door. Her hand shoots out to wrap around my bicep, but I shake her off as I jerk the door open. “I’m taking care of this for good.”

      “Jude, wait!” she cries after me as I move quickly toward the cafeteria. She tries desperately to keep up with me, rambling on about how I don’t need to get involved, that she’ll handle it herself. But that’s not going to fucking happen.

      I was part of the problem. I let The Roses fester and rot after Piper died when I should have just uprooted them then. Tori would never be enough to replace Piper, and I knew it then, but I stayed out of it like an idiot. I’m really regretting that shit now. Now that it’s affecting my Piper.

      My jaw clenches as I push through the cafeteria doors. I only have ten minutes left to set this shit straight for good, and I’m going to make every single fucking one of them count. The cafeteria goes quiet as I storm in, eyes turning in my direction as I push through throngs of people to get to our table. Tyler and Brennan both turn to stare, their expressions going sour when they notice Piper’s grip on my arm. She’s still trying to make me stop, but it’s not going to happen.

      I yank a chair out and climb up, going from the chair to the table so that I’m on my own personal stage. Piper tugs at my khakis, but I barely look down at her before looking away again, knowing that there’s a chance I’ll cave to her wishes if I look at her for too long. It’s so hard to fucking deny her anything—which is so fucked up. So, so fucked up. The tides have turned, that’s for fucking sure.

      Ignoring her pleas, I scan the crowd, looking for the two fuck-ups I’m finally ready to deal with the way I should have in the first place. They’re just a couple tables away. I look at Tori, specifically, the ringleader of all this bullshit. There won’t be any confusion after this.

      “Listen up!” I command, like everyone’s not already deathly fucking quiet. Tori’s face blanches, her face crumpling as I shoot her an unmistakable sneer. “There’s been a lot of shit that I’ve let fly under the radar over the past few months. That ends right fucking now.” I stomp on the table, a loud bang echoing through the room, I want everyone to know exactly how fucking furious I am. “From here on out, The Roses are done, disbanded. End of story.”

      I look directly at Tori, and I know everyone sees it. That’s exactly what I want. I want them to know exactly who this is about—and I’m sure that means they’ll figure out why, too. No one’s ever gonna fuck with Piper again. No one but me.

      Tori stands up and flees the cafeteria, not a peep out of her. I give one last long survey of the room, making sure my message has been heard, and then hop down off the table before someone decides to get security in here. I’m not ending up in detention over Victoria fucking Pruitt.

      I wasn’t sure exactly what to expect, it’s no secret Tyler and Brennan both hate seeing me do anything related to Piper, but when I shoot them a quick glance they only look relieved. Clearly I wasn’t the only one tired of The Roses’ bullshit. Not that this is over, not by a longshot. She’ll be back for blood—Tori’s too wrapped up in her audience and drama and bullshit to let it all go. But I’ll be here. Ready to knock her back down to size over and over again until she realizes she’s not fit to rule at our sides. That she’ll never have what it takes to rule anything.

      My stomach drops when I realize Piper isn’t standing at the table anymore, and I run a hand down my face. Dammit. Dammit! But then my eyes cut to the left, and there she is, her hand resting on Chelsey’s arm as she speaks close to her ear.

      What the hell is she doing? I close the distance between our tables as if it’s nothing. Whatever’s going on, I’m itching to run Chelsey off for good, but as I get close, Piper shoots me a dark look.

      It’s only then that I realize Chelsey is crying. And even though it fucking burns me up, goes against everything I stand for—I’m Jude Alton, I shouldn’t have to do shit to impress anyone—I turn down the anger. Piper Hawthorne’s replacement has fucking ruined me.

      “Chelsey.” I wait until she looks at me, trying not to sneer when I see the tears rolling down her cheeks. “The Roses are done, let that go.” Piper might as well be shooting lasers out of her eyes at me right now. “Make nice with those girls you’re in journalism with. They’ll keep you out of trouble. Don’t let Tori fuck the rest of senior year up for you. You hear me?”

      Her eyes go wide and she sniffles, trying to still her crying. “And that’s it?”

      “That’s it.” I nod. I’m offering her a free pass, and even as dumb as she is, she knows that. I could make her life hell—but I’m playing the hero, instead. I’m not a hero, though. I glance at Piper again. This time, she offers me a slight smile, and it finally feels like I’m fucking getting somewhere.

      Chelsey excuses herself, hightailing it right for the table of girls she’s in journalism with. I’ll give her one thing, she’s good at following directions. I only watch her for a moment, turning my gaze back to Piper as soon as I can. And now there’s an even wider smile stretching over her lips. Her eyes shining with an appreciation that’s never been directed at me before.

      I like her. Looking at her now, I can’t even remotely deny it. As much as I fucking hate to admit it—she makes me better. And I’m so overcome by this fucking warmth that she radiates that I don’t think twice about wrapping my arms around her, pulling her close, and kissing her right there in front of everyone.
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      I’m avoiding The Thorns. Everything’s such a fucking mess. It’s been days since Jude kissed me in front of everyone, but I’m still not ready to deal with the fallout. It wouldn’t have been a problem, except I liked it. I liked what happened in the photography room, too. And even though I didn’t let things go too far in there, a part of me wanted to.

      My eyes dart from side to side as I search the library for an empty corner. Just like I did yesterday. I can’t face Jude right now. Or Brennan. Or even Tyler, who I’d managed to give the brush off since my parents were too caught up in work to notice me sneaking rides to school with Macie. I just… I can’t face any of them right now. I’m just thankful Winter Break starts after today, so I can get the respite I so desperately need.

      Two weeks where I don’t have to avoid the way Jude looks at me like he’d like nothing better than to make good on his promise to finish what we started in that abandoned classroom. Two blissful weeks where I don’t have to watch Brennan staring at me like he wants more from me than that quick fuck in his car. And two weeks of not avoiding Tyler when he’s so fucking charming sometimes that it hurts.

      I promised myself I wouldn’t be the catalyst to their explosion. That I would do whatever I could to avoid ripping them apart. But it gets a little harder with every single day that passes. Because the three of them are always watching me. And I want them.

      I duck behind a row of bookshelves, there’s a little one person table back here that I’ve realized no one ever seems to use. I pull the chair to the opposite side of it, wanting to face out so no one can sneak up on me. The last thing I need is one of the guys catching me off guard. I know I’m being overly paranoid, but I can’t risk being alone with any of them. I’m not confident I’d be able to keep my hands to myself. My resolve has been seriously weakening.

      Studying in the library. Talked to Dr. Charles before school today. Skipping his class to cram for Psychology.

      Macie sends a thumbs-up emoji in response. I set my phone aside and open my psych book, pulling my study guide out of my bag and lining it up beside the textbook. I’m not actually all that worried about the exam, but I pretended otherwise when I spoke to Dr. Charles. We took the final for his class on Monday, so we weren’t doing anything but watching a movie today. So, it wasn’t hard to convince him I could use a quiet study period.

      I skim the study guide, barely paying attention to it, but trying, nonetheless. The bell rings signaling the end of lunch—yeah, I definitely avoided that. After a few minutes my phone buzzes. A text from Brennan.

      Hey, is everything okay? Haven’t seen you all day.

      He’s sweet. Sweet enough to check on me even though I’ve been avoiding him the past few days. I should text him back. I start to, but then my phone goes off again.

      I’m not the big bad wolf, Hawthorne. Stop avoiding me.

      Jude. I shouldn’t react to his message, but I do, twisting in my seat as I rub my thighs together. There wasn’t anything suggestive about his message, but suddenly I’m replaying what happened in the photography room with him. My phone goes off again. This time it’s Tyler—a perfect trifecta.

      Hope you’re not going to avoid me all of Christmas Break. I have soccer, and my family is going home to Vancouver without me. It’d be nice to spend time with you.

      That’s one way to dump a bucket of metaphorical ice water over my head. Damn him. Deep in my Piper file, I’ve got plenty of evidence of the last Christmas his parents bailed without him over break. He was smiling in all the pictures, but it didn’t reach his eyes. And I sent countless messages over social media to Jude and Tori, bitching about how mopey Tyler was being. As if I needed the reminder that Original Piper was a real asshole.

      You know where I live, Tyler. Feel free to come by. Maybe seeing you around would help keep her off my ass.

      His answer comes back almost immediately. Wow. And here I thought you might want to have me around because you actually enjoy my company.

      I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings—I just also don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up by starting something that I can’t finish. I don’t want to give any of them a chance if I’m just going to wake up one day disappointed and resentful that I had to choose between the three guys that make me feel…  whole. Why the hell does everything always have to be so hard?
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      I never end up responding to any more messages. It’s probably shitty of me to ghost The Thorns, but I need the distance between us. It’s crazy, but it was actually easier being around the guys when they all acted like assholes. I had no idea what I was asking for when 2.0 hoped they’d accept me into the fold. Now I wish I could go back, before any of this mess started, before I started falling so hard that I’m not sure I’ll ever find firm footing again.

      I’m determined to get out of here before running into any of them, but my hopes are dashed when I step out into Rosewood’s parking lot and see The Thorns gathered at Macie’s car. To an outsider, they might look casual and relaxed, but trepidation fills me as I approach. They are anything but. There’s an underlying current of tension that has me on edge as I stalk forward slowly.

      Jude spots me first, eyebrows furrowing as he crosses his arms over his chest. My eyes slide to the others, but if I’m expecting anyone to take up for me right now, I’m in for a hell of a surprise. Brennan and Tyler look just as frustrated as he is. It’s a small mercy that the parking lot is mostly empty, because I can already tell I’m not going to want an audience for this. Whatever this is. An intervention, I humorlessly joke to myself.

      “Hey,” I greet them as I stop a few feet away. I sound more confident than I feel, trying to keep up the pretense of my false confidence, knowing this isn’t the time to show any weakness. Not when the three of them look like predators bearing down on me.

      “You’re avoiding us.” It’s not a question, and Jude’s eyes practically catch fire as he spits the words. Jude’s been softening towards me, I’ve noticed it, but he’s all hard edges now.

      My stomach churns, but I lie anyway. “No, I’ve just been really busy with finals.”

      “Right, finals. Because finals kept you too busy to ride with Hamilton in the mornings before school,” Jude challenges, his eyes narrowing as I struggle to find an answer that will appease him. “And finals are keeping you from working on your project with Brennan after school.” He barks out a laugh, his point clearly made as I drop my eyes to stare at my feet. “That’s what I thought. So, why the fuck are you avoiding us?”

      Guilt morphs into annoyance as I listen to him talk down to me the way he used to. It’s not like I expected him to turn into an angel overnight just because he went easy on Chelsey and has seemed pretty interested in me lately, but I didn’t expect him to turn back into a huge asshole again, either.

      I cross my own arms, mimicking his stance as I look him right in the eyes. “I can hangout with Macie if I want, even if that means I ride to school with her instead of Tyler. That’s my choice. And that project isn’t due until after Christmas. And why the hell do you care, anyway? It’s not your project.”

      “I don’t give a damn about the project, Piper!” he roars.

      Tyler’s suddenly in his face, pushing him firmly back, farther away from me. “Don’t you fucking yell at her like that.”

      “I’ll talk to her however the hell I want.” Jude puffs his chest out, and Brennan’s forced to step between the two of them. Pushing them apart with annoyance clear on their face. At least they let him, instead of keeping at it. But now that undeniable tension is back between them, and it makes me snap.

      “This! This is why I’ve been avoiding you guys!” I throw my hands up in the air. “I am so sick of this toxic bullshit.”

      “Piper,” Tyler starts, but I shake my head and put a hand up for him to just stop.

      “You’re all so goddamn caught up in competing with each other that you don’t realize your jealousy is tearing you apart! And what do you have to be jealous of, anyway? I’m just a poor replacement for your dead friend, right? You’ve all fucked the plastic girl now, so why bother anymore? I’m not going to be the thing that tears you all apart, so move on with your lives—it’s not like I can offer you anything besides what you’ve all already taken.”

      They go silent. All three of them, speechless. It might be the first time ever. My body feels drained, like that took way more out of me than I was prepared to give. I start to turn to escape, but run smack into Macie, who’s just walking up.

      “Well if it isn’t Piper Hood and her band of merry boyfriends!” She giggles, completely misreading the mood here. I need her to just get me the fuck home. She wrinkles her nose. “Oh god, that was dumb. Maybe Band of Boyfriends, like Band of Brothers, but with less war and death.”

      “Macie.” I widen my eyes until she realizes something is up, and only then does she seem to realize this isn’t the time for that particular joke. “See you New Year’s,” I mutter to the guys as I take Macie by the arm and forcefully drag her to the driver’s seat before going around and getting in on my own side. She puts the car in gear but looks over at me for a long moment before she moves. She’s waiting for an explanation. I speak slowly, still trying to analyze things for myself, and explain, “Mace, I think I just said something I probably shouldn’t have.”

      I just laid out way too many of my cards on the table—and I just know I’m going to live to regret it.
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      It shouldn’t surprise me that nearly half of break passes by without me managing to get a response out of Piper. I have to bite back the panic that something’s happened to her, remembering how upset she was leaving Rosewood the last day of school. I should never have let Jude talk me into confronting her in the parking lot with him. It didn’t do any of us—or her—any good.

      It’s such bullshit. Things were fine until Jude decided he wanted to try to stake his claim in the middle of the fucking cafeteria. Ever since then, she’s been avoiding all of us. I didn’t even do anything, dammit. And I’m not ready to lose her because of Jude fucking Alton. Hell no. Let him fuck things up for himself, that makes things easier for me, but I have to draw the line somewhere. And that somewhere is the point where his shit starts messing with mine.

      Tired of waiting for her to come to me, I finally suck it up and make the short drive over to her place, not wanting to wait any longer. I’m not going to let the whole break pass without fixing things between us. Especially not when this is the perfect chance for me to get alone time with her while Brennan and Jude are out of town.

      I only knock on the door once before Jackie jerks it open, her eyes wild as they take me in. My first thought is fuck, I came at a bad time, but then she grabs me by the shirt and hauls me inside.

      “Oh, Tyler, it’s so good to see you.” She lowers her voice. “Please, for my sanity, get her out of this house. Don’t bring her back until at least midnight, or don’t bring her back until tomorrow, I don’t even care. Just get her out of this house and away from her bedroom and that god-awful show she insists on watching all hours of the day.”

      As if her mother’s hurried words managed to summon her, Piper appears on the staircase, making her way down to us with suspicious eyes. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re going with Tyler,” Jackie answers immediately.

      “What? No!” Piper blinks, probably trying to erase the sudden panic on her face. Jackie seems to miss it, but I don’t. “Sorry.” She bites her lip as she glances over at me. “I just need time to relax. Finals were really stressful.”

      “Piper Leigh Hawthorne,” Jackie hisses. “Get out of this house right now. Your father and I need some alone time, and I don’t need you walking in on something you shouldn’t.” She looks pointedly over at the living room, making it clear that what she’s insinuating won’t be going down in just the bedroom.

      “Oh my god!” Piper moans, grabbing my hand as she shoots past me, effectively dragging me out of the house after her.

      Nervous laughter bursts from my lips. Holy fucking shit. Did Piper really just get kicked out of her house so her parents could have sex? And did Jackie Hawthorne just tell us that to our faces? Piper climbs right into my car without any hesitation, her face redder than I’ve ever seen it. Even as 2.0. I’m still struggling to hold back laughter as I slide behind the wheel.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she says in a tight voice filled with mortification.

      “I don’t see why not. It isn’t like your mom just broadcasted to half the neighborhood that she wants you out of the house so she can fuck your dad.”

      “Tyler!” I fucking lose it. Now I’m laughing and I can’t stop. “Tyler, you stop laughing right this minute!”

      It still takes me another long moment to pull myself together enough that I can start the car and back out of her driveway. When we’re halfway to my place, I let out another chuckle and she decks me halfheartedly in the arm. Now she’s struggling not to laugh, too. And for a moment, everything feels so light and easy. Like all the last day bullshit didn’t happen. Like Jude didn’t stake his claim in front of everyone. Like she never huddled with Brennan in the stands, distracting me from soccer even when I claimed over and over again that she wasn’t.

      “Where are we going?” she asks, even though I’m sure she doesn’t have to. We’re turning onto my street now.

      “My house.” I feel her eyes bore into the side of my face. “I just figured we could watch a movie,” I add hastily. Not wanting her to think I’ve got ulterior motives. I just don’t want to risk sharing her time with anyone else—not even strangers out in the world. I’d much rather be alone with her at my place, knowing no one can interrupt or ruin things.

      She doesn’t protest, even as I pull into my driveway. “What are we watching?” she finally asks as I’m undoing my seatbelt. Shit, I hadn’t thought about it. I pull an answer out of my ass.

      “I know Christmas is over, but Die Hard’s a classic, right?”

      “Please,” she says with a scoff. It’s light, though, and there’s no bite to it. It’s indignant more than anything else, I realize, and I shoot her a smile when I realize what’s getting ready to come out of her mouth. It’s an old argument, between our entire friend group believe it or not, but it’s one of my favorites. I wonder how she knew. “If we’re watching Christmas-adjacent movies, we’re watching When Harry Met Sally. No question.”

      I step out of the car and go around to her side to open her door for her. “The Nightmare Before Christmas?” I offer as she steps out and lets me wrap an arm around her shoulder.

      “You’ve Got Mail.”

      “Piper, are you trying to kill me?” I joke as I unlock the door and pull her inside the house. She pauses in the threshold, pulling in a deep breath as she stares at the surroundings. I don’t know how familiar the place is, but she doesn’t quite look like she’s seeing it for the first time. “I’m not watching chick flicks with you.” I say, trying to keep things light even as her face temporarily falls, I imagine struck by some memory that’s not altogether pleasant—based on her expression.

      “Just Friends.” She looks over at me.

      It takes me a long fucking moment to realize she’s suggesting another movie, not friend-zoning me. Not yet, anyway. I breathe out a long sigh of relief that makes her eye me curiously.

      Instead of facing the question I’m worried she’s about to ask—I don’t exactly want to tell her I just had a mild panic attack thinking she was telling me I had no shot with her—I turn away from her and take my jacket off, hanging it on the coat rack beside the front door. When I turn around again, she’s gone.

      “Piper?” I call out. I hear her muffled, “In here,” and follow the sound of her voice to the living room.

      I stop just inside the doorway, struggling to swallow as her eyes meet mine from across the room. Slowly, way too goddamn slowly, she pulls her sweatshirt over her head. A weird sort of striptease that leaves her in a pretty damn skimpy tank top. And she watches me the whole time, knowing exactly what she’s doing to me. Fuck.

      She turns a grabs a blanket before settling on one end of the couch, wrapping it around her like a shield. I kick my shoes off and flick the light switch that control the Christmas tree Mom insisted on putting up for me. I glance at the pile of gifts I still haven’t bothered to unwrap. Piper’s eyes follow mine, but I clear my throat to draw her attention away, not wanting her pity.

      “We’re not watching Just Friends just because you’re in love with fat-suit Ryan Reynolds.”

      “Okay, one, you’re an idiot—I’m in love with Ryan Reynolds in general. He’s like Canadian royalty, something you could never hope to achieve.” I roll my eyes as I collapse on the couch, not quite next to her, but not really all the way at the other end either. I pull the remotes from the table before kicking my feet up and leaning back to start browsing. “And two, it’s totally a compromise! I get my stupid love story, and you get your raunchy comedy.”

      “Lethal Weapon?”

      “Ugh, fine! Gremlins it is.” We both knew it was going to end here, with us watching the old horror film. It always does. I queue it up as I settle in, trying to get comfortable even though I’m itching to have Piper closer.

      We share a smile as it starts playing, but I can’t help but notice the way her face falls, even if it’s only just a little. I turn the television down until it’s just a low hum in the background and sit up enough to be able to comfortably turn and face her. She drops her eyes as I stare, and damn that hurts. I want her to trust me enough to not hide how she’s feeling, but I guess I get it. It’s all too easy to forget what an asshole I was. Of course she’s not ready to fully trust me. I haven’t really fucking earned that, have I?

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      I don’t really need her to tell me. I can guess what the problem is. “It’s not a big deal, Piper. It’s okay for us to argue about Christmas movies. It doesn’t make you any less you.” I try to keep my words gentle, but it doesn’t have the affect I want it to. She turns further away from me, and her shoulders sag under the blanket.

      “It’s—it’s not the same. They’re her memories I’m playing off of, not mine.”

      “Pipe, you might have her memories, but that’s not the thing that defines you. I don’t look at you and see her, and you shouldn’t either.”

      “I wish you actually believed that.” There’s a sad sort of smile stretching over her lips as she looks back over at me, and she keeps going before I can interject and tell her that I do believe that. “I wish I actually believed that.”

      “Do you really think we don’t all know that you’re not her?”

      Piper shrugs. “It’s not about you thinking I’m her. It’s about you all wishing I was.”

      Oh, fuck that. I reach for her, pushing hair behind her ear so I can cup her cheek. Her eyes close as she leans into my touch. It takes me a long time to find words for her. I honestly didn’t realize she was still hung up on that. How could she not see how different we are with her? How badly we all want her—her, not the girl she was meant to replace. For all the feelings I thought I had for the real Piper, it’s nothing compared to what I’m feeling now. In fact, I don’t know what the hell I was doing with that Piper in the first place. I look back on memories I thought were fond, and realize I was only seeing things through rose-colored glasses.

      “Piper, no one wishes you were her. No one.”

      She keeps her eyes closed even as I lean forward and press a kiss to the corner of her mouth. As I lean back again, she opens them, so much anguish in her eyes that it makes my gut burn. “It doesn’t matter, anyway.” Like hell it doesn’t. “Even if I wanted to be closer to you guys—if any of you ever asked me to be serious about relationships, or sex, or you know, whatever…” She trails off, her eyes sliding over to look at the Christmas tree, the lights of it reflecting over her face as I stare at her, hating all the ways I think to fill in the blank she’s left.

      “What are you saying?” I ask, because I want her to have to say it.

      “I have nothing to give. No control over my own existence. I’m just living on borrowed time until Jackie decides to wipe me clean again. It was hard enough this time trying to find myself in all the mess—how could I ever do that again? And then again and again and again. What kind of life is that?” Her voice drops to a whisper, “Sure as hell not one worth sharing.”

      “Piper, I know you said you didn’t want to be responsible for tearing The Thorns apart, but what you don’t understand is that you’re the only thing that’s actually keeping us together anymore. Even if Jackie does wipe you over and over again, you—you mean too much to us to not try to bring you back. Every time. As many times as we have to. You’ll always be worth it.”  My voice is thick with emotion, but the veil of turmoil doesn’t lift from her. Instead she seems to sink behind it further while she stares at me with distant eyes.

      “And what happens when one of those times you guys can’t bring me back?” My mouth gapes, and I flounder for an answer. What would I do if I couldn’t get her back? I almost get lost in the question, but then she’s speaking again, and I’m hanging on her every word. “Tyler, I know how much Piper’s death affected you, and I don’t ever want to leave you heartbroken the way that did.”

      “It’s not up to you, Piper! And it’s too damn late!” Her eyes widen as I raise my voice. I have to take a deep breath to stop myself from continuing to shout. “Love doesn’t work that way, Piper. You love people in spite of life having no guarantees. All love is like that, no matter what a person’s body is made of.”

      “Love?”

      Shit, did I just say love? And is that really all she took from that? “Piper—”

      She cuts me off. “Tyler, are you in love with me?”

      “Uh.” My gut twists and my palms go sweaty. “I mean…” I’ve been going out of my way not to think about it. But now, seeing her here, wrapped up in a blanket next to me, spilling her most personal fears to me—well, hell. How could I not love her?

      “Holy shit, don’t answer that,” she blurts out, a blush spreading over her face. She twists the blanket nervously between her fingers, then just tugs the whole thing over her head as if hiding from me is going to do any good now. “I can’t believe I just asked you that.” Her voice is muffled, not so much that I can’t hear how mortified she is, though.

      And I can’t help but think it’s goddamn adorable. “Piper.” I say her name softly, trying to coax her out of the shroud of her embarrassment. It’s such a different vibe than just a few minutes before, but I’d take it a thousand times over. I bite down on my lip, hard, to stifle the laugh that bubbles to the surface when she shakes her still-covered head at me. “Piper—”
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      If an earthquake struck right now, ripping his floor in half and hurtling me to the Earth’s center, I wouldn’t even be mad. I’d be fucking relieved. Because even the heat at the Earth’s core can’t match the burn of the blush covering my cheeks. What the fuck is my problem? You can’t just ask someone if they’re in love with you.

      “Tyler, please.” Begging isn’t usually my style, but I’m mortified, and I can hear him trying to stifle his laughter. “I’m trying to die of embarrassment over here. Have some respect.”

      There’s a quiet rustling, and I can feel the couch dipping as he scoots closer to where I’m sitting, literally stewing in a cesspool of embarrassment. He’s gentle as he reaches for the blanket covering my head, and I only resist for a moment. I let the blanket fall over my shoulders, catching sight of the flush of laughter on his cheeks, and I can’t help the small, embarrassed grin that crosses my face.

      “That wasn’t exactly the point I was trying to make,” he says, but his eyes are soft, so at least I know he’s not horrified by the prospect of having serious feelings for me. That’s something, maybe. Stop wanting things that can never be, Piper, you dumbass.

      “Yeah, I got it.” I wrinkle my nose as he throws an arm around my shoulders and pulls me into his side. He turns the volume back up on the movie, clearly as ready to end that topic of conversation as I am.

      I try to settle against him, but now my mind is moving a thousand miles a minute.

      I poke Tyler gently in the side, and he jerks in surprise before turning his head to me. “I’ve been struggling a lot with my emotions,” I admit. I need too badly to talk this out with someone, and I can’t wait any longer. I only hope this doesn’t ruin things between us. “I’ve been trying to figure out if the things I feel are just leftovers from Piper or even 2.0.”

      “Don’t,” he whispers, his face drawing closer until his lips are only a breath away from mine. “Don’t call yourself that.”

      I cup his face in my hands, keeping him right there, so painfully close as I tell him, “Tyler, I was stupid. This isn’t about leftovers—it’s just about you. I like you. Me. Undeniably me.”

      “Piper.” It’s reverent, the way he says my name. My stomach dips as he closes the distance between us to catch my lips in the sweetest kiss I’ve ever had. I drop my hands to fist the front of his shirt. I’m already starting to crawl into his lap when he puts a hand on my hip and guides me closer until I’m straddling him. “Piper,” he groans my name. “I like you, too.”

      My heart leaps into my throat as I study his eyes, looking for any sign that maybe he’s just messing with me. It’s not quite the l-word I was fishing for before, but it’s something. Something that I can’t ignore. I drop several closed-mouth kisses on his lips, seeking reassurance from the contact.

      He pulls back. “The last time we had sex…” My stomach sinks as he trails off. I brace myself, waiting for him to say it was a mistake or that sex with me was just plain bad. His tongue darts out to wet his lips before he finishes, “I wasn’t in the right frame of mind.”

      Oh. Not what I was expecting.

      I wait patiently until he adds, “I think we should try again.” He runs his hands over my thighs, lighting me up like the Christmas tree in the corner. God, I should say no. The last thing I need is something else to cloud my already hazy judgement. I know that, but the way he’s looking at me like there’s no other person he’d rather be with, it soothes an ache deep inside of me. I’m nodding before I really realize it, and his smile is so bright, so genuine that I can’t help but wonder how I ever wondered whether he was seeing me or the ghost of another girl.

      Tyler untangles himself from me and stands, offering me his hand to help me up, too. My knees are wobbly, and my stomach’s a twisted mess, but as I follow him to his room, I can feel my whole body buzzing for him. By the time he’s pushing his bedroom door open and throwing a devilish smirk over his shoulder at me, I feel like I might just burst into flames at any second. Because this, this is what it’s supposed to be like. Anticipation and feelings, heat and smiles, frenzied actions by two people who actually care for each other. He’s right, this is worth trying again, because this is what it should have felt like that first time. And even though we can’t erase what we did—and I’m not totally sure I’d want to anyway—we need this second chance.

      But as he pulls me into the room, a different thought strikes me suddenly. My feet still, pulling to a stop behind him and yanking my hand from his grasp all in one swift motion. I can feel the nausea pushing closer toward the surface, and the longer I stare at his bed, thinking of him fucking Piper there, the more sure I am that I’m going to begin dry-heaving.

      “What’s wrong?” He frowns, looking from me to the bed, which I’m still staring at. “It’s okay if you’ve changed your mind. We don’t have to do this.” What he’s saying is nice, but his face looks pained as he chokes the words out. And that’s not the problem at all.

      “You had sex with her in this bed,” I point out.

      He shakes his head slowly, realization dawning on him. “No. This bed is brand new—and the only person I want to have here is you.”

      “It’s new?” I echo, staring at it even harder, as if I’d somehow be able to tell the difference. It’s stupid. I have no point of reference. It’s not like Piper went around posting pictures of her boyfriend’s sex bed.

      Tyler wraps me up in his arms and looks down into my eyes as he explains, “I asked my parents to replace it. After what happened between us at Halloween… it just didn’t feel right. Sleeping in the bed I shared with her when the only one I could think about seemed to be you. So I figured if I just got a new bed, I would never have to worry.” He pulls an arm away from me to rub the back of his neck. “Y’know, if I was ever lucky enough to have you here. If I was that lucky, I didn’t want you to be Piper’s replacement—I just wanted you to be you.”

      I’m not sure who moves first. Probably me, if I’m being honest, but we’re all over each other in seconds, all grappling hands and frenzied kisses as we pull at our clothes, at one another’s clothes, at anything within our grasp to make this real.

      We’re both naked, and then we’re falling into bed together. These are the softest blankets ever. I don’t spend long on that thought, not when he lowers his mouth and kisses a trail across my breasts. My mouth goes bone dry as I watch him through hooded eyes. He’s beautiful, and it feels so damn good.

      Too soon, he’s pulling away. I reach for him, trying to drag him back, but he moves too fast. He comes back to me a moment later, condom already out and in his hand. He’s just as desperate for this as I am. He climbs over me, reaching down to sheath himself but I tell him, “Wait.” He freezes as I trace my fingers down his arm and then pluck the condom from him. I’ve been itching to do this. His eyes close as I slowly roll the condom on over his… dick. I wrap my fingers around him, testing his girth, getting a good feel of him.

      And then, because the way he’s looking at me right now is sexy as hell, I take it a step further. I keep my hand on him as I wrap the other around his midsection, pulling him down to me as I guide his dick to my entrance. His arms shake next to my head in an attempt to keep from bearing down on me with his full weight as I take him inch by precious inch. All the soccer conditioning in the world hasn’t prepared him for the intensity of this.

      With a long groan, he sinks down onto his elbows, his mouth landing on mine.

      I might have taken the lead, but Tyler’s quick to take back over. He moves his hips against mine, fucking me slowly as he continues devouring my mouth. I arch my back slightly, trying to get more comfortable—and my eyes fly open. Tyler doesn’t seem to notice the change but I fucking do. I didn’t know it before, but this, this is the best damn position to be in. From this angle, every time he pulls back it creates a friction against my… clit.

      Damn, I hope no one ever expects me to dirty talk. I can barely even think the words without getting embarrassed.

      This new feeling, it sends me sailing into a whole other dimension. I shatter into pieces, convulsing on the bed so hard that Tyler has to pause to let me ride it out. I fist my hands in his blankets as my head lulls from side to side. Just when I start to think it will never end, my body instinctively moves against his, urging him on. I start to regain my sense of self as he starts to build his pace back up all over again.

      “Oh my god,” I moan as his hips jerk faster. Everything’s unstable. I’m not sure if it’s just me that’s shaking or if it’s the whole goddamn world, but all I know is that I never want to leave this perfect moment. My body’s a tingling, sated mess, and I’m positive I’m going to fall apart completely when Tyler slams into me with his own release shaking his body.

      He collapses for a long moment, burying his head in my neck as the weight of his body rests over me. I stroke a hand over his back, marveling in the way his muscles relax under my touch.

      And it’s in this moment that I realize that I’m so much closer to loving him than I ever realized.
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      The next few days pass quicker than I want them to as I become a regular at Tyler’s house. We sneak around, even though we probably have no reason to, but it makes the whole thing more exciting. Every day, I get wrapped up in him and fall for him even more. But I don’t ever dare say the words. I know the time’s coming when I’ll have to face the other guys and figure out what the hell I’m doing, but it’s easy to avoid thinking about it when I don’t have to face them while they’re away. I put my focus on Tyler, enjoying that, even while knowing it’s not the kind of happiness that would be enough—at least it’s enough for now.

      I’m so caught up in the bliss that I forget I’m scheduled for a check-up with Stan. I don’t fight her when she reminds me about it, still treating her with caution since I don’t want to give her any reason whatsoever to even think about resetting me, but my stomach’s a fucking mess when I text Tyler to cancel our plans. It takes everything I have to keep a stoic expression as I climb into the car with Mom and stare out the window as we start the drive to Malibu.

      This is the first time Mom’s taken me to Stan since….

      The closer we get, the more I struggle to focus on my breathing. I have to clasp my hands together in my lap because they start to shake. I trust Brennan. I trust him to have done what he said he did—but I don’t know if it’s going to work. Stan might see the flag in my files and decide what I want doesn’t matter. The Hawthornes own me, after all. I don’t have any rights of my own, not legally or otherwise.

      Mom parks the car and kills the engine in Stan’s driveway. She eyes my shrewdly. “Piper, are you feeling okay?”

      I force a smile on my face and make myself face her. “Yeah, sorry, I’m just a little tired. Tyler and I stayed up too late last night. Watching movies.”

      She eyes me critically, but she doesn’t challenge me. She climbs out of the car, and I’m right behind her, even though I wish I could just hide out in there, never coming out and never facing what might or might not be about to happen.

      Stan greets us at the door with a tight grin. There’s nothing sincere about it, but I can still see concern lacing his expression. His eyes are tired. The three of us are silent as he leads us through the house. Every step feels like I’m walking toward certain doom. I glance over my shoulder, snagging one last calming glance at the ocean glittering in the distance before it disappears out of view. This is it. I’m marching toward my own execution. Stan’s loyalty isn’t going to be to me. Mom’s going to find out everything that’s been going on and she’s going to ask him to reset me again.

      My head starts to feel like it’s spinning. I press a finger against my temple, pushing in hard enough that it’s slightly uncomfortable, but trying to discreetly still my racing brain. If I don’t, I’m going to break out into whatever the android equivalent of a panic attack is. Which, as high tech as I am, might just be a regular panic attack. And that would sure as hell bring some questions.

      Stan stops just outside the door of my check-up room. “Piper, would you step into the room so your mother and I can chat privately, please?”

      What if he already knows? “Yeah, of course,” I manage to answer with false bravado. I slip through the door, shutting it firmly behind me. I try to put my ear against the door—my hearing is pretty good—but the sound is too muffled for me to make out their words. It sounds like they moved back down the hall a little, maybe.

      I step away from the door reluctantly, pacing the room instead of sitting idle. It’s sterile enough in here that I’m just staring blankly at my surroundings, but then something catches my eye. A folder on the desk with my name on it.

      I start to open it, curiosity getting the best of me, but I barely get a glance inside before I hear the unmistakable sound of the door starting to open. My hand jerks back, and I shuffle quickly to the window next to the desk, hoping that I’m managing to look even half as casual as I’m pretending to be so that no one is suspicious about my snooping.

      Mom’s got a dark look on her face when I turn with another forced smile plastered on my face. It seems that whatever Stan had to say to her wasn’t entirely pleasant. I chew my lip, hoping like hell that doesn’t mean bad news for me. Mom crosses her arms with a quirked eyebrow in the direction of the bed, and I comply without question, even though I find that I want nothing more than to confront her. To call her out in front of Stan, let her know that I’m figuring out who I am and it’s never going to be her perfect daughter. That she could reset me one hundred times and I’ll always find a way to get out from under her and her stupid expectations.

      But I don’t do that. Because that would be very, very stupid of me.

      I strip out of my jacket and plop down on the bed, shifting uncomfortably as more silence descends around us. Stan rolls his laptop stand closer to the bed, his fingers fumbling with the wires he has to connect to me. He turns to block Mom’s view as he hooks me up, offering me the smallest bit of comfort possible in this moment. If he notices me shaking, he doesn’t react to it. He’s back at his laptop in no time, the keyboard clacking as he types something into the system.

      I see the exact moment he catches Brennan’s flag. His eyebrows dart straight up, but quickly smooth out again, his eyes widening just slightly as he glances up at me. For the first time, I get a good look at the high-profile ex-CEO that Stan is supposed to be. His face is communicating with me, but his body doesn’t move an inch. He doesn’t want Mom to know something is up. Please let that be a sign in my favor. He looks back at the screen, reading over the entirety of Brennan’s words, I imagine, and I just try my damnedest not to fidget. This is it. Moment of truth. Do or die.

      “Well, everything looks good,” Stan announces, and a whoosh of air escapes me. He says his next words to Mom, but spares a glance at me. “Keep doing whatever it is you’re doing.”

      He’s not talking to her, he’s talking to me.

      I barely listen the rest of the time. Barely notice when Stan refills all the things that get stored inside of me that make me… humanlike. It’s like I’m on a cloud floating high above everything that’s happening. I fucking won this round. And if I can win this round, maybe Jackie doesn’t have to have the hold on me she thinks she does. Maybe I might stand a chance of actually surviving this time around.

      Something is still bothering me, though, when Stan finishes and starts to walk us out. We’re halfway to the front door when I pretend to check my pockets. “I think I might have left my phone. Can I go back and get it real quick?”

      “Of course.” Stan nods, and Mom doesn’t immediately interject, so I turn on my heel and go back the way we came before she decides to.

      The second I push the door open I head for the desk. The file’s still sitting there, right out in the open. My breath catches in my throat as I run my fingers over the sharp edges of the folder. I pick it up, noting how freaking heavy it is, and flip the cover open again.

      I get lost in the first few pages. They’re mostly techy, science mumbo-jumbo, but they’re about me, and something in my gut tells me there’s something important I should be looking for. I’ve just made it to the first page of what looks to be a legal document when I hear the door pushing open behind me. This time, I don’t drop the folder. I jerk it closed and shove it into the side of my jacket. Luckily, the jacket itself is bulky enough to hide the new bulge on the side of my body. I keep my arm tucked tight by my side as I grab my phone out of my pocket with my opposite hand.

      Mom’s standing there, eyeing me suspiciously as I turn. I hold the phone up with a sheepish smile as her eyebrow quirks. “I guess I left it by the window when I was looking out earlier.”

      She nods, though suspicion still colors her expression as she stands back and waits for me to pass. The weight of the file seems to multiply as I walk past her, praying she doesn’t notice anything. We leave, climbing into the car quietly. I do my best to ignore the way the file digs into my side as I stare at the window and try to bite back a triumphant smile. Mom climbs in, and I feel her give me one last lingering look, but she doesn’t say anything. She just turns the car toward home.
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      When Piper slams into my bedroom, she’s like a goddamn tornado. I jerk around from where I’m sitting at my desk in time to see her slamming the door closed behind her. I stare at her open-mouthed as she paces from one end of the room to the other, some sort of folder clutched tightly in her hands. She’s shaking a little, but her face is a mix of emotions, so I can’t tell if it’s from anger or excitement.

      “Piper?” I jump to my feet and head toward the door. I want to hold her, to tell her everything’s going to be okay if she is upset, but first I need to make sure I’m not risking Mom’s wrath by breaking the house rule. I crack the door back open, just enough to appease Mom if she comes down the hall, but not enough that Izzy could easily spy like the little deviant she is. I turn my attention back to the buzzing girl in front of me. “Are you okay?”

      Her shoulders slump as she moves toward me. “I found something.”

      Well that’s not fucking cryptic at all. I only heard from her a handful of times over the break, and we still haven’t had a chance to talk about what happened the last day before break, but I guess it’s a good sign she’s showing up here now. Unannounced and in an obvious state of panic—but beggars can’t be choosers. I’ll take what I can get.

      “Okay, what’d you find?” I prompt her when she doesn’t continue on her own. She thrusts her folder into my hands and turns away to take a seat on my bed. I pull my desk chair over again, just like last time. I scoot close, spreading my legs to encompass hers so that we’re touching, but not in an obscene kind of way that would get me in trouble if Mom popped in.

      “I found this at Stan’s earlier. I know I shouldn’t have swiped it, but I just thought… I don’t know.” She pushes her hair out of her face, her eyes shining at me with hope in them. “I haven’t looked through it all the way yet. We just came from Stan’s. I told Mom we needed to work on our project and had her drop me off.”

      My heart does something funny as I listen to her. She came straight to me. I open up the folder, trying to give it my full attention. If it’s important to Piper, it’s important to me. I flick through the pages as quickly as I can, passing her back a few pages of proprietary information about her design that I definitely should not have seen. But then there’s a thick stack of papers clipped together, and I can tell immediately it’s a contract.

      “It’s a contract, right?” she asks, and I glance up to see her leaning toward me with anticipation and excitement practically seeping out of her skin. I nod and turn my attention back toward the pages. It’s a metric shit ton of legal language that I’m not super privy to, but the more I read, the more my hands shake. “Is it the contract from the Hawthornes buying me?”

      “Not exactly,” I answer slowly. She huffs, and I hold a finger up, letting her know that I need just a couple more minutes. My stomach tightens, and the same hope that was in her eyes flourishes within me. Because while I may not understand everything it says, I have a pretty good idea about the gist of it. “I think it’s more of a lease situation, Pi.”

      “What?” her voice comes out in a breathless whisper as if this was far more than she dared hope for. “Is there a way to break it?”

      I try to skim back through but I have to admit, “I’m not sure.” Her face falls, her entire body deflating as the spark of joy she just had is sucked right back out of her. I toss the file aside on the bed and lean forward, resting my elbows on her thighs as I put my hands on her hips and gently squeeze. Her eyes are starting to water. “Hey, no.” I swipe away the moisture with one finger. “I don’t know what the options are, but I’ll keep doing research, okay? If there’s a way to break this contract, we’ll find it. I promise.”

      “Thank you, Bren.” It feels good to hear her call me that again. After the debacle with Jude on our last day, I wasn’t sure she’d ever talk to any of us again.

      We sit there studying each other for I don’t even know how long. I start to run my thumb along the waistband of her pants, her shirt riding up slightly so that I get to touch bare skin. She releases a slow breath. It’s all innocent, in theory, but the tightness growing in my pants didn’t seem to get that memo. I swallow hard as she shifts, her knee grazing me right between the legs as I strain against my jeans. Her eyes widen and her lips part, and fuck maybe I should make up some excuse for us to go take a ride in my Jeep again.

      “You know that I care about you, right?” I let my thumb dip a little lower, just under the waistband now.

      “I care about you, too, Bren. I care about all—”

      I squeeze her hip harder than I meant to, cutting her off before she can tell me again all about how she cares about me, but also Tyler and Jude. I don’t want to get lumped in with them. I don’t want to be treated like we’re all just one big friendship circle. Friends don’t do what we did in her driveway. And they sure as hell don’t obsess over wanting to do it again, the way I am.

      “Piper,” I say her name softly. She leans closer as if my saying her name was the invitation she was waiting for. I shift closer, fully prepared to kiss her, but words slip out, instead. “I love you.”

      For a split second, I freeze, holding my breath as I wait for a reaction. She goes from a blank stare to launching herself at me with no warning. I surge to my feet as I catch her before she sends us both careening to the floor. Our arms get tangled as our mouths meet, me kissing her hard and her kissing me back even harder. I slip one hand down the back of her pants, fingers caressing the bare skin of her ass.

      She slides her hands up the back of my shirt and digs her fingernails into my skin. My mind is utterly blank of anything but her. Which is maybe why it takes two tries before my brain acknowledges the clearing throat behind me.

      I jerk away from Piper as if I’ve been burned. I’m sure I’m bright fucking red as I meet my mom’s narrowed eyes. Piper scrambles away from me, her face just as red as I think mine is. She shuffles from foot to foot beside me as we both wait for Mom to say something. Mom puts her hands on her hips and purses her lips as she studies the two of us. I expected a bigger reaction, honestly, but she looks more curious than anything.

      “Door stays open,” she reminds me in a soft voice. I wait for the warning to come, but all I get is a fixed stare. I know what it is, too. My mom loves this girl next to me almost as much as I do.
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      I run my hands over the front of my shimmery dress one last time, and even though I’m sure it’s probably tight enough to show a bit of panty line, I manage to make it out of the house this time without Mom stripping me of my underwear privileges. She even skipped over the usual warning about keeping my phone on at all times. She’s been strangely calm the past few days, and while I don’t really trust it, I’m not going to make something out of it.

      My hands flit through my hair, and I can’t help but roll my eyes at myself. Tyler’s already told me a hundred times that I look good, and I know that I do, but I’m jittery. Nervous, maybe, to be in the same place with all of the guys all at once. This is the first time during break that we’ll all be together.

      Things are just as big of a mess now as they were before the break—if not more so. I’ve started up a semi-regular thing with Tyler. Brennan told me he loved me. Jude, I haven’t exactly talked to, but he did send me the text commanding I show up early tonight.

      I have to be honest; I don’t know what to do about The Thorns. I love them. I want them. But it’s all or nothing. I won’t accept one of them at the risk of losing the others.

      “Pipe, come on, you look amazing.” I beam over my shoulder at Tyler, but my smile falls when I see that he’s rolled his sleeves down and has his hands shoved deep in the pockets of his pants. He looks like a fucking model, albeit a very cold one. “Stop looking at me like that. Yeah, I’m cold, anyone would be if they stood outside for ten minutes with you while you unnecessarily question how good you look. You’re fucking gorgeous, seriously. Do you know how hard it’s gonna be making sure other guys keep their eyes off of you?”

      I offer him a quick smile, but turn away quickly so that I don’t have to keep up the facade. What he’s saying—that last part—it doesn’t make me feel better. Because that’s the crux of my concerns. Yeah, I’ve been having an amazing time with Tyler, but he’s not the only person I care about, and I’m not sure he’s ready to accept that. I’m not sure that any of them are ready to accept it. I give my head a quick shake before I reach for the door handle.

      Jude’s waiting just on the other side, arms crossed over the expanse of his chest with a quirked eyebrow and panty-melting smirk. It’s only through some kind of miracle that I manage not to drop my jaw at the sight of him. He’s wearing all black, his clothes tailored to perfection, hugging him like a second skin.

      Holy hell. “Trying to melt all the panties tonight, Jude?” I ask, and his smirk deepens.

      “Starting with yours first.” The door snaps shut sharply, and Jude pulls his heated gaze away from me to consider Tyler with a shit-eating grin. “Took you long enough, Hamilton. I can’t believe you left her out in the cold that long.”

      Tyler moves past me, shaking his head as he goes. “Nope, that was all her,” he says as he stops to slap hands and bro hug Jude. The whole thing is stiffer than it should be, but I guess at least it’s good they’re making some effort to maintain normalcy. “She wouldn’t take my word for it that she looks incredible.”

      “Interesting,” Jude muses, and his gaze travels my body with languid strokes. I squirm on the spot, thighs clenching. Jude hasn’t even been gone that long, but apparently it was just long enough for me to forget how easily I melt for him. “Hey, Brennan!” Jude calls loudly, and the last of The Thorns appears seconds later.

      He looks just as good as the other two. I briefly toy with the idea of asking them to do a quick photo shoot for me before the crowd starts showing up. Because these three, standing together with sleeves rolled and matching sets of bedroom eyes pointed in my direction, look like they belong in a high fashion magazine. Or a museum somewhere in Europe because surely an artist sculpted them from stone for my benefit. Every single one of them is a work of art.

      “Piper thinks she looks bad.”

      I glare at Jude, crossing my arms over my chest only to belatedly realize it has the unintended consequence of pushing my tits higher in the impossibly tight dress. His eyes glaze over, and it takes everything in me not to gloat about that.

      “Whatever,” I tell them. “I look good, I get it. Feel free to keep the compliments coming though,” I joke.

      “No,” Brennan says with a low whistle. “I think you’re starting to get a little too aware of how hot you are. We better not.”

      I shoot a “humph” over my shoulder at them as I walk farther into the house. “And here I was thinking of telling you guys you look delicious enough for the cover of a magazine.”

      I hear them following me, the shuffle of shoes and the quiet hush of conversation trailing me through the house. I didn’t expect to fall into joking with each other so easily. I was expecting more stifled conversation and arguing—so it’s an incredibly welcome surprise. I pause when I find a door that clearly leads to a closet so that I can shove my purse inside so I’ll know where to find it later. Tyler and Brennan go ahead, but Jude manages to hang back. As I lean in to hide my purse along a back shelf, his hand ghosts over my ass, sending a shiver racing up my spine.

      I turn, shooting him a dirty look that I don’t really mean, and he answers only with a smirk. “Why did you make us all come early?” A few minutes is one thing, but we’ve got probably another hour before anyone else really starts showing up.

      Jude loops his arm around my waist, making me raise an eyebrow. Down the hall, I can see Tyler’s face darken as he notices, too. He turns away; I don’t look forward to dealing with that later.

      “We haven’t all been together since before Christmas. It’s about damn time we spent some time together, don’t you think?” He says it like he’s talking about all of us, but something about the way his grip tightens around me makes me think he’s really just talking about the two of us.

      I hum in the back of my throat. This feels like an explosion waiting to happen. Jude wants to lay claim. Tyler’s already jealous… and I can’t image Brennan will be far behind based on the way things usually go. But if the guys have a problem with each other, they never bring it up. I spend an hour nervously shifting from foot to foot, waiting for the other shoe to drop, but it never does.
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      The party’s in full swing when I find Jude again in the crowd. I’d lost track of them all well over an hour before, entertaining myself with Macie and her boyfriend until The Thorns’ disappearing act started to actually annoy me. They’re behaving strangely, and it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to guess that I’m the issue. So much for earlier and thinking things were actually going okay. That really lulled me into a false sense of security, because now, the guys have all split up, and things don’t feel fine anymore.

      I find Tyler with a group of soccer players, and I let him pull me in for a long, languid kiss before patting him on the chest and telling him I’m going to look for Bren and Jude. His hand trails down my arm as I step away, grabbing my hand to stop me from leaving. There’s a warning in his eyes that I don’t like, and my shoulders stiffen under his gaze. He’s a little drunk, but not enough to act like he doesn’t know this shit will piss me off.

      I tug my hand from his grasp but still move back to his side. I lean up to place a kiss on the corner of his mouth, then another along his jawbone, and another further up, closer to his ear. “I don’t know what you’re playing at,” I whisper as his arm wraps around my waist, “but everything was fine earlier. So get your head out of your ass, Ty, it’s too pretty to be there.”

      I pull from the circle of his arms. Tyler’s eyes are intense, but he dips his head in a nod. I shoot a wink in his direction and move back into the throngs of the crowd, stopping every now and then to dance when a song comes on that I love. Hands skim over my body as I move through the crowd, and I’m secretly thankful that none of The Thorns are around because there would be so many broken fingers if they were.

      I finally find Brennan in the theater, swigging a beer and debating operating systems of all fucking things with a couple of guys that I don’t really know. God, what a fucking nerd. A fond smile crosses my face. I can’t help but hover slightly on the fringes and just watch him for a few seconds. But it’s almost like he can feel the weight of my gaze because he glances up sharply, an easy smile spreading across his lips when he spots me.

      He tilts his head, eyebrows jutting up and down a couple of times, and I can’t help but laugh at him. Okay, he’s definitely a little drunk, but it’s endearing, and I can’t ignore such a blatant invitation. I pad softly through the room, dropping into his lap with ease and smiling at his companions.

      I say a brief hello to Bren’s companions, then settle in as he drops a kiss on my bare shoulder. He resumes his conversation as I sit in his lap, content to listen to the sound of his voice for a few minutes. I’m not there for long before I get antsy, though. I clear my throat softly to get his attention. He tilts his head waiting for me to speak and I ask, “Have you seen Jude recently?”

      Annoyance flickers in his eyes for a second but then goes just as quickly as it appears. “I’m not sure, I haven’t seen him in a couple hours. Maybe check the pool house, sometimes he takes girls there to hook up. It’s a pretty popular spot.”

      Ouch. I peel his arms off of me so I can get up. It’s a second too late when he realizes what he’s said, and I’m already halfway across the room before he catches up with me, wrapping his fingers around my shoulder firm enough to stop me but not so much that it hurts me.

      “Pi, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that,” he says with real remorse in his voice. It doesn’t stop my gut from twisting, though. They were okay earlier. I don’t understand what went wrong. I should have kept my guard up. Now Tyler and Brennan are both being assholes and Jude is completely MIA.

      “It’s okay.” It’s really not, but I don’t want to argue about it right now. I kiss his cheek but then dart past him, fleeing before he has the chance to say anything else. Anything he says at this point is just going to make me more mad.

      I push my way back through the crowd, slapping away hands that come too close this time around. My patience is seriously waning.

      There’s a chill in the air keeping everyone indoors, so I know when I step out for a breath of fresh air, I won’t be bothered. I run my fingers through my hair, just for a momentary distraction as I’m drawn out to the edge of the pool. I’ve just kneeled over to skim my fingers over the surface when someone chuckles from behind me.

      I jerk around to see a hulking form moving my way in the darkness. A spark of fear shoots through me, but then the figure steps into the light and my body relaxes.

      “Jude?”
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      “A little cold for a swim, isn’t it?”

      I feel a lot of tension release as I take note of his rumple-free clothes and hair still perfectly in place. There’s no sign he’s been fooling around with anyone else. Especially not considering he’s looking at me like I’m the only girl in the world right now, anyway. I shiver.

      “Not such a smart move coming out here in only that dress, sugar.”

      “Don’t call me that.” I wrinkle my nose. I don’t bother correcting him that I’m shivering because of how he makes me feel—not because of the cold. There’s no way in hell I’m telling him that.

      Jude laughs again as he offers me a hand to help me up. “It’s sugar or kitten, Piper. You have to pick.”

      “Uhm, yeah, how about neither?”

      “You prefer angel?” he jokes, and I stiffen immediately. “Ugh. Yeah, not that one.”

      I brush the nickname game away because there’s no way I’m ever going to allow him to call me any of those things. I change the subject to ask, “What are you doing hiding out here?”

      “I could ask you the same.” I roll my eyes, but I can’t help the smile the curls over my lips. It’s just like him to turn things around on me instead of giving me a straight answer. I let him curl an arm around me, pulling me against his chest where I rest my head. He’s warm, and I cuddle closer to him as a second shiver passes through me, this one actually because of the weather.

      I decide to explain myself to him, even though he didn’t answer me. “There were a couple of guys being real assholes in there. I needed some air.” It’s probably better I don’t mention the assholes are his two best friends.

      He smirks and shakes his head, but there’s also a flash of anger in his eyes that I catch. His tone is still surprisingly light for him when he jokes, “So you come find the biggest asshole of all?”

      “You’re not an asshole.” He scoffs, all indignant annoyance and good humor, and I chuckle in turn. I throw him a big, overdone wink before amending my statement. “Okay, sure, maybe you are an asshole, but at least you look really goddamn good while doing it.”

      “That is sincerely the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me,” he teases, and I’m overcome again with how strange this entire thing is. Because the Jude I know, he’s all rough edges and sharp lines. He commands attention and respect, never asking for it, but taking what’s rightfully his. “Are you trying to seduce me?”

      Ah, there he is.

      “Is it working?” I ask with an over-exaggerated eyebrow wiggle. Jude’s eyes darken instantly, and somehow that one little joke is enough to send us careening into a charged new atmosphere. His gaze is liquid lust, and I find myself clenching my thighs under the weight of his stare for the second time tonight.

      “Sugar,” the nickname rolls off his tongue, and I find that I don’t hate it quite as much as I did the first time around. He dips his head closer to mine until our lips are inches apart and our breath is mingling in the air around us. “It’s always going to work.”

      And then Jude Alton is kissing me. He demands entrance to my mouth, tongue pushing mine out of the way as he takes over, taking what he wants like only he can. That dominant trait—it makes it so easy to give myself over to him. He doesn’t steer me wrong. Not when it comes to this. One of his hands rests on my ass as the other teases the back of my thigh at the hem of my dress. He pulls me closer. Close enough to distinctly feel his hard-on through his pants.

      The heels I’ve suffered through all night give me a few extra inches, but Jude still towers over me. He has to lean over to kiss me, his hands urging me to curve my back for him as he nibbles my bottom lip.

      My answering moan is breathy, sounding downright pornographic to even my ears, and my blood boils when his grip on my ass tightens and my feet leave the ground. I nearly wrap my legs around him until I remember how short this fucking dress is.

      We stay like that for a long time—him holding me up so he can kiss me. But eventually I pull my mouth away, turning my head when he tries not to let me go.

      “Jude,” I whisper. He drops his head back with a groan. I’m pretty sure he thinks I’m about to ask him to stop. To take me back into the party and forget this ever happened. Instead, I offer up an entirely different option. “Let’s go somewhere else.”

      His head jerks upright so he can stare at me. “Yeah?” He gives me a hard look. One last chance to change my mind.

      “Put me down.” I squirm until he does as I’ve asked. “Now take me to bed, Jude.”

      He wraps an arm around me and starts to drag me across the yard. Music pulses and lights flash as we push back into the living room, but I’m too caught up in the anticipation of what I’m sure is going to be a searing moment to pay attention to what’s happening around us. I drop my hand into his back pocket as he guides us through the living room crowd. A growl rumbles through his chest when I cop a handful of his ass. I turn my head away to giggle.

      He drags me toward a dark stairway, stopping every few steps to press me into the wall and ravish my mouth. His hands rove my body each time we break to kiss, and my skin tingles under his frenzied touch. By the time we’ve managed to actually make it up the stairs, I’m pretty sure I’m going to combust before we actually make it to the main event.

      Jude pulls me into a room and slams the door closed behind us. I don’t get a good look before he’s pinning me against the door. My eyes fall closed as he kisses a path down from the skin behind my ear to my neck to the curve of my shoulder—and then back again.

      When he does finally pull away for a second, I get my first good look at our surroundings. A humorless laugh breaks from my lips as I study the lavish bathroom. This isn’t the bed I asked for. It’s nice and all, but it’s still a bathroom.

      “What’s wrong, sugar? Second thoughts?” he taunts me as I look from the bathroom to him.

      I can tell he’s expecting me to complain. To ask to go somewhere else. It’s probably his way of fucking with me so that he can try to keep the upper-hand. Nice try, Jude, but two can play at that game. I reach behind me and tug the zipper of my dress until it slips easily to my feet. His gaze drops. I wait patiently for him to make the next move. This is like being a Checkers player that accidentally signed up for a Chess tournament. Jude is in a league of his own, and I’m barely keeping up. But I want to.

      He starts to work the buttons of his shirt, but he moves so goddamn slow I’m pacing toward him before I can even understand why. My hands take each side and yank, the last half of his buttons going flying as his eyes go wide with shock.

      “Sorry,” I tell him. I’m not.

      He looks down at his massacred shirt, then back at me. “You just ruined my shirt.” His voice is laced with disbelief. I nod.

      “I’ve always wanted to do that,” I admit.

      My words must do something for him because he’s no longer moving at the speed of a glacier. He kicks off his shoes, tosses away his ruined shirt, and shucks his pants and underwear in no time flat. I move to follow suit, but before I can kick my shoes off his loud, commanding voice echoes in the bathroom. “Don’t you fucking dare.” A shudder passes through me. “Leave the shoes on.”

      I sink my teeth into my bottom lip as I strip off my underwear, instead, carefully stepping out of them as I continue to balance on these insane heels. He closes the small distance between us, stopping me before I get to my bra. He undoes the clasp for me, eyes feasting on my flesh as he tugs the whole thing off of me and tosses it over his shoulder.

      This time when he lifts me, I don’t hesitate to wrap my legs around him. They don’t stay like that for long, though. He takes a few short steps and then my bare legs are connecting with cold marble as he props me up on the bathroom counter. I gasp and he leans in to nip almost painfully at my bottom lip. I reach out to run my nails down his arms, but he catches my wrists in one of his large hands and shakes his head no at me. I don’t like being stopped from touching him, but the look in his eye promises me nothing but good times ahead if I play along.

      So I lean back, laying my palms flat against the cool marble to keep from hitting the mirror behind me. He jerks my hips forward, lining them up with the edge of the counter, and hearing my heels clink turns me on in a new and unexpected way. I’ll give him this one—keeping the shoes on is way fucking hotter than I thought it’d be.

      Jude runs his hands up the inside of my thighs and nudges my knees apart. He steps into the open space, but leaves a gap between us. I mutter a protest that makes him laugh, his fingers sliding across my skin until he brushes them between my legs. I want desperately to reach out and grasp his shoulders as I nearly come up off the counter at his touch.

      It’s like he can tell. His eyes jerk upward, and he shakes his head no again. “No touching, sugar.” I groan, forcing my arms to go limp by my sides. But I’m rewarded seconds later when he dips a finger inside of me. And then two. I writhe against the counter as he starts to fuck me with only his fingers. This was not what I was expecting, but shit, he’s talented.

      All too soon, he starts pulling away. Fuck his rules. I start to reach for him, but he drops out of my reach. I blink, confused, as he kneels on the tiled floor. “What are you—” He kisses midway up the inside of my thigh. “Oh,” I gasp. His tongue darts out and licks a path the rest of the way up my thigh. My eyes roll back in my head when he puts his mouth on me, tasting me. All kinds of sounds are bursting out of me, and I can’t help a single one of them. I’m glad he doesn’t ask me to be quiet because it would be literally fucking impossible right now.

      He pushes one of my legs over his shoulder, opening me up more for him. My whole body feels like it’s been put in a pressurized can and any minute the whole thing’s going to explode. I’m going to explode.

      “Oh my god, Jude,” I somehow manage to get out. His answering chuckle sends a vibration right up through the center of me, making my hips jerk as that metaphorical can finally bursts.

      My orgasm hits me so hard I come right off the counter, leaving Jude no choice but to abandon his work or risk ending up with a broken nose. He scoots back just in time to catch me as I fall like a sack of potatoes into his lap, sending us both skidding about a foot across the floor. I shake the whole time, my body convulsing for way longer than seems normal. It doesn’t help that our new position has left Jude’s dick pressing insistently against my entrance. I move slightly, testing the feel of him. It would be so easy to just…

      “Wait,” he warns, putting one hand on my back as he leans us both over so he can open the bathroom cabinet. He reaches for something inside and then holds up a condom. I’m pretty sure he’s just trying to show me that’s why he said to wait, but I take it as an invitation. I pluck it out of his hands and open it with my teeth. He looks mildly impressed as I reach between us to slide it over his length like a pro. “I’m impressed,” he grunts.

      “I’ve had practice.” I smirk.

      He narrows his eyes at me with a dark look. He did not like that. Good. Let him get knocked down a peg for once. But no, he definitely seems to decide he has to punish me for that little comment. With no warning, he pushes me up and then stands with me, his hand going to my hip to push me backward until I bump the counter. This time, instead of sitting me on top of it, he forces me to spin.

      “What—” I don’t get my question all the way out before he puts a firm hand on the center of my back, forcing me to bend at the waist and rest my upper body on the marble, still slightly warmed from where I’d been sitting on it. He wraps some of my hair around his fist and tugs, forcing my head to move.

      “Look at me,” he growls, and my eyes automatically find his in the reflection of the mirror. Damn that’s hot. With no other warning, he pushes inside of me.

      My eyes never leave his as I alternate between whimpering and moaning. He fucks me so hard I can feel where bruises start to form on my hips from being shoved so hard against the bathroom vanity. But I don’t care. I don’t care about anything except how good he feels inside of me. He keeps up the punishing pace until he pushes me over the edge into another orgasm, this one subsiding quicker than the first but still just as good.

      He releases my hair but I keep my head up, watching him as he closes his eyes and slows. After a minute, he huffs out a breath and his eyes pop back open. “Stand up,” he commands as he pulls out of me. I’m barely upright when he takes me by the shoulder to spin me to face him again. “That’s better,” he mutters under his breath.

      Jude pushes me back on the counter, but just on the very ledge of it. He puts a hand under one of my thighs, raising it up and trapping it against his hip as he sinks inside of me again. He kisses me firmly on the mouth before pulling back, staring down between us as he watches himself fuck me slowly. He looks mesmerized, and in turn, I’m mesmerized as I watch him.

      He’s able to go for a long time. Much longer than I made it before getting off. Dear god, Piper. Don’t start thinking about how much more practice than you he’s had. He fucks the thought right out of me. There’s no room for thinking about anyone else. Not when this is peak pleasure. Even without another orgasm, he makes me feel so damn good.

      This is everything, I think, and seconds later I can feel him coming. His mouth captures mine as he kisses me through his release. It’s a little sloppy, but I love it.

      “Jude,” I whisper as he pulls away from my trembling embrace, his face full of pride. “Holy shit. That was amazing.”

      “Get used to it, sugar, because that was just a taste. I’m not stopping until I’ve run you dry.” It’s a promise that makes me shiver. And while I know he’s serious, I know there’s more than just his pride at stake. Because as much as I’m sure he wanted to fuck me for his own benefit, he wouldn’t have treated my body so reverently if he didn’t care about more than that. He can act like an asshole all he wants. When it matters, he fucking melts for me.

      As we start to clean ourselves up, my body still feeling like fucking jello, I can’t help but think about the fact that I’m in so much fucking trouble. Sex with Jude was amazing, even more so because he keeps pausing to kiss me as we re-dress. But it’s still not enough. There’s still that small part of me reminding me that it could still be better. That I still want more. All three of The Thorns share my heart, and I have no idea how I could possibly ever end up anything other than heartbroken.
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      The first couple weeks of January slip by in a haze as I struggle to deal with growing feelings for The Thorns. I finish my Humanities project and manage to keep Mom appeased for the most part. But everything else feels so overwhelming that I slip up and start making sloppy mistakes.

      Like asking Dad about the pool again even though I know it will get back to Mom. Accidentally mentioning something that happened in October, which makes Mom’s mouth tighten even though it makes no sense that she still assumes I just never heard or learned anything about 2.0. And letting Macie drop me off at home on days Tyler has practice and it’s cold enough that I can’t bear to sit in the stands waiting for him.

      It’s one of those days that Macie brings me home when everything seems to go to shit. Macie’s chatting away about her latest date with Rhys Collier, her boyfriend from Exeter, when I happen to glance up and see Mom standing in the doorway as we pull up. Surprise, surprise. She doesn’t look happy.

      “Hey, Mace,” I interrupt her as I lock eyes with Mom. Macie keeps chatting away as Mom beckons me, and my stomach bottoms out at the realization that I very well may have just screwed myself over. “Mace, I have to go. Now.”

      “What? Why, what’s wrong?” she asks when she catches the panicked edge to my tone. I nod my head toward the house where Mom is home earlier than she was supposed to be, and she’s standing there with this expression on her face like she’s ready to rain down hellfire. “Fucking shit, okay. Yeah, go. Text me later, though, just to let me know you’re okay.”

      I don’t respond, too shocked by the sight of Mom standing there with her arms crossed over her chest and her toe tapping impatiently as she glares toward the BMW parked in her drive like it doesn’t fucking belong. I force myself to keep my head up as I march toward the house, breezing through the open door like I’m not seconds away from possibly being reset and losing myself all over again. The weight of my carelessness crashes down upon me as the door slams. I don’t bother moving past the foyer, knowing Mom’s just going to summon me back, anyway.

      When I glance back at her, she points silently to the living room. I follow her in there, dropping my purse at the base of the stairs and praying like hell that she won’t find my phone hidden in the discreet inside pocket of the bag. That phone—and all the information on it—was my saving grace last time around. She points a rigid finger at one of the club chairs that sits directly across from the couch, and I drop down into it obediently even though I’d rather bolt and try to make a break for it.

      I force calming breaths that don’t actually seem to work as she sits across from me, crossing her legs and cupping her hands around her knee. She stares without speaking for the longest time, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to be fucking sick. I don’t know what to say to spin this in my favor, so I don’t even try. This is the one situation that I’d rather be reactive in, letting her take the lead while I take the time to scramble together a defense.

      “Was that Macie Wharton?” she finally asks, her tone ice cold. I simply nod, still not quite trusting myself to not say something stupid. “Why were you with Macie Wharton? Tyler gives you rides home from school.”

      I take a deep breath. And then another. As I exhale, I gather myself, sitting just a little taller as I square my shoulders. Mom needs to see me acting like 3.0, not 2.0. “Tyler has practice, and it was too cold to wait around for him. Brennan was already gone since he had to pick his sister up from school today, and I couldn’t find Jude.”

      “Why didn’t you ask one of your other friends. Tori?”

      Fuck that. I can’t tell her why not, though, so I scramble for an excuse and hope like hell it doesn’t come back to bite me in the ass later. “She had detention for being late.” It wouldn’t be the first time it had happened. “Mom, Macie was a last resort, I swear.”

      She sticks her nose in the air like the bitch she is. “You could have called me or your dad to come pick you up.”

      My eyes narrow, annoyance pulsing through me as I struggle to deal with how pushy she’s being about this. “I never know where in the city you guys are or when you’re with clients. I didn’t want to bother you to drive all the way out to Rosewood to drive me fifteen minutes home just to have to go all the way back out to wherever you were working today.”

      Mom hums in the back of her throat, but there’s still a shrewd type of fury burning behind her steely eyes. I’m on high-alert, my body thrumming with currents of anxiety as she stares at me through narrowed eyes. “What have you learned at school since you’ve been back?”

      I know she’s not asking me about my coursework, but the alternative is so much worse. So I offer her a sarcastic grin and a scoff. “Not enough.” I say, and her eyes flash with anger. I’m quick to add, “I’ve caught up my grade in Humanities, and the rest of my courses are hardly a challenge at all.”

      “That’s not what I mean, Piper, and you know it.”

      Shit. Shit fuck damn. Fucking shit. Hell. Motherfucking shit.

      She’s laid her trap well, and I’m about to prance right fucking into it. My stomach twists, and I think that I might get a pass if I lean over the side of the chair and vomit all over the floor. Mom’s eyes are flinty, though, and I’m pretty goddamn positive that vomiting all over her floor won’t actually get me out of this. I offer her what I hope is a sheepish smile, though at this point I might be cringing for all I know. My body feels fucking numb.

      “After a few weeks, I found out about an email that suggested I was… here before.”

      Mom’s teeth grind, and I barely stave off the urge to twist nervously in my seat. Instead, I mimic her pose, crossing my legs and dropping my hands to cup my knee. I try to act unaffected, like I couldn’t give a shit that she’d tried once before with me and failed, but I’m not positive I’m pulling it off. Especially when her lips press into a line so tight they go white, and she leans forward like she wishes she could reach out and shake me.

      “Have you learned anything other than what’s in the email?”

      Yes. So much, you sadistic bitch.

      I shake my head emphatically and offer a half-hearted shrug. “No, just some stuff here and there around school, but nothing of importance. Why, is there something else?”

      “No.” It’s a firm answer, and even though she’s still furious, her posture’s starting to relax a little. I don’t want to congratulate myself yet, but it seems like she’s satisfied with the way I’m acting, channeling enough old Piper to keep her appeased. “So you’ve read about the first AI?” She asks blithely, and I nod even though I’m sick to my stomach that she uses the word AI like it’s filthy. “And what do you think of the girl they called 2.0?”

      My gut fucking burns, but I know what Piper would say, and I know what Mom’s expecting to hear. “She was weak.” I reply breezily, and a flash of appreciation courses over Mom’s face before a mask of stoicism replaces it. I can taste the bile rising in the back of my throat, but I push myself forward, knowing I haven’t said quite enough to appease her entirely. “I don’t think she deserved the opportunity she got. You made the right decision when you asked Stan to start over with better programming. I hate that you even had to ask, really. How incompetent was he to get her so wrong the first time around?”

      Mom practically fucking preens as I spit the words I don’t mean with vitriol that I don’t feel. Her mask slips into place again, though, and I barely contain a gasp when she asks, “So you fully understand the consequences for poor behavior?”

      The word reset hangs heavily in the air between us as I nod. “Very much so,” I answer seriously, and she regards me with an appraising look. “I’ll avoid riding with… others, from now on.”

      The smile she offers me is so fucking bright it’s almost blinding. “Good girl.” She says breezily as she stands, moving toward the foyer with measured steps. She pauses in the doorway, glancing over her shoulder with a smile that is equal parts charming and off-putting. “I’m glad we understand each other.”

      I’m not so sure that we do, but I don’t tell her that. I don’t stick around to see if she decides to go for round two. I jump up as soon as she’s gone, grab my purse, and dart up the stairs two at a time. I don’t really feel safe until I’m in my room with the door locked behind me.

      I collapse onto my bed, digging my phone out as fury swells to life within me. How fucking dare she? Knowing that the threat of a reset is possible is much different from actually being outright threatened with a reset if I don’t comply, and my gut is burning. My fingers are flying over the screen, tapping out a message that’s risky but that I don’t regret sending.

      Mom’s fucking insane, but I’m safe from a reset and feeling rebellious. How do you feel about going on a double date sometime soon? I need to have some words with Rhys about treating you like a lady.

      The bubbles that show Macie’s typing a response pop up almost immediately, and I grin when I see her reply.

      Okay, one, don’t you DARE tell Rhys to treat me like a lady—we have a VERY nice arrangement. ;) ;) But also, yes, girl! Fuck that crazy bitch. I’ll talk to Rhys, but maybe we can do this Saturday?

      I respond with a thumbs up emoji but nearly break out into a cold sweat when I see her next message.

      Which one of your sexy, broody boyfriends are you bringing?

      I shake my head but don’t respond. Because honestly, how will I ever choose who to invite? Especially when things have been a little strange, but okay over the past couple weeks at school. The tension’s still there, and I still catch them sending glares in one another’s direction, but none of them have asked me for anything serious, so I haven’t had a reason to have the talk yet.

      I think it might all crash and burn when I do, so part of me is fucking relieved that all I’m getting are stolen moments alone with each of them. It’s a miracle that serious rumors haven’t spread after everything that went down at the New Year’s party. So either people don’t care, or one of them has already handled it. I shake my head as I text her back. I’m nowhere near having any answers.

      I’ll figure it out later. And stop calling them my boyfriends. Someone’s going to take you seriously one of these days.

      Yeah, Piper. And hopefully it’s one of those dense fuckers.
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      Piper surprises the fuck out of me when she asks me to take her on a double date with Macie and some guy from Exeter that Macie’s supposedly seeing. We haven’t had as much time together since Christmas break. And based on the rumors that picked up when we started back to school, it’s not hard to guess why.

      Piper openly flirted with all of us at Jude’s New Year’s party, but I guess I thought I was on better footing with her, based on the fact that we spent half the break fucking our way through every room in my big ass house. Apparently, she was kissing me. Then hanging out in Brennan’s lap. And then disappearing somewhere with Jude sometime later.

      Maybe the most surprising part is that for the first New Year’s Eve party ever, Jude didn’t brag about who he’d been fucking at midnight. That was enough to confirm that the rumors must be true. If it had been anyone else, he would have bragged like always. I’m surprised he still didn’t.

      Now, of course, the rumors are squashed. Jude took care of that. “Say another word about Piper’s dating life and those will be the last words you ever say.” Brennan and I took a similar, but less violent-sounding stance, until finally people stopped mentioning it. The curiosity still lingered, I could see it in the way people watched us with her—but now, everyone was too afraid to be caught running their mouths to risk saying anything.

      My jaw clenches as we pull into the parking lot of the restaurant we’re meeting Macie and her date at, and I force myself to remember that she asked me on the date tonight, not Jude or Brennan. I don’t let myself ponder too long over what they had going on instead because deep down I know they’re both busy with other shit this weekend, and I can’t stomach the idea that I might’ve been a last resort for her.

      Her hand reaches out and brushes mine. I shoot her a smile. The way she’s looking at me… she wants me to be the one that’s here with her. There’s no regret in her eyes, like maybe she wished it were someone else.

      “You’ve been quiet,” she murmurs, her eyebrow quirking. I flip my hand over, lacing our fingers together with a squeeze, but I don’t offer her an answer other than that. “What’s on your mind, Ty?”

      I let my eyes roam her body, taking in the jeans and fitted top she’s wearing under a sexy as hell brown leather jacket I didn’t even know she owned. She’s hot in that effortless sort of way she doesn’t seem to realize she has, and I don’t think twice about my answer. “You.”

      “Good things I hope?” Her head tilts to the side as she studies me. I lean over and capture her lips for a quick kiss.

      It doesn’t turn out to be as quick as I meant it to be. She presses closer just when I’m about to pull away. Not that I’m complaining. I run my hand along the side of her neck, thumb brushing her jaw as her mouth opens to me. This is heaven.

      A heavy knock on the window startles us apart.

      I jerk away from Piper to see Macie waggling her eyebrows and winking through the window behind her best friend’s head. I roll my eyes and turn my attention back to Piper. I rest my forehead against hers and finally respond to what she said before we started kissing. “I only have good things to think about you, Pipe.”

      “Sweet talking will get you everywhere.” She smiles, starting to lean in for a kiss again, but Macie pounds her fist on the window until we break apart.

      “Get your asses out here!” Macie shouts through the glass at us.

      I lean forward to give her the middle finger, but stop as soon as a guy comes up behind her. He’s fucking huge. There’s no way the fucker is actually a high school student. As we get out of the car, Piper falls into step with Macie, the two of them giggling together or whatever as Macie’s dude and I get left behind.

      “What’s good, mate?” he asks, and I pick up a distinctly foreign accent. Not quite sure from where, though.

      I shrug but offer him a hand when he circles around the car. “Nothing much, man. Tyler Hamilton.” His grip is strong, which is unsurprising considering he’s built like a fucking tank. I’ve always felt pretty good about the way I look, but this guy dwarfs me easily. I’d hate to make an enemy of him that’s for fucking sure.

      “Rhys Collier,” he introduces himself as we walk into the restaurant.

      The girls are waiting for us just inside the door. Impatient looking, as if they hadn’t just been the ones to run off on us. Piper smiles at Rhys as he offers her a hug, and I have to bite back a growl watching him put his arms around her. When he pulls back, though, he ruffles her hair and I relax. He’s not here for her. She shoves him away with what looks like all her might, but he doesn’t budge. It’s obvious they’ve met before and get on well. Still, I can’t help but side-eye him one more time. Making sure he’s not checking out my girl. Lucky for me—and for him—he’s only got eyes for Macie.

      We end up sharing an easy dinner. Rhys isn’t bad, which is good since we end up talking more to each other than the girls, who apparently have a million things to talk about that don’t involve us. It doesn’t bother me, I like watching Piper as she talks to her friend, her face so expressive and relaxed. When we move on to the movies, the girls sit next to each other with Rhys and I on either side of them. I’m starting to think maybe this was just an excuse for the two of them to hang out, not to actually spend time with us guys. They giggle through the trailers, and I’m positive they’re going to whisper through the entire movie until Rhys wraps his arm around Macie’s shoulder and pulls her closer to his side.

      I follow suit, happy for an excuse to pull Piper into me. She turns her head to smile up at me as she shifts her feet to the end of my reclining chair, snuggling as close as she can with an arm rest between us. Everything feels perfect for a minute until it sinks in that the movie we came to see is one of Jude’s dad’s latest films.

      I struggle not to let it bother me that Jude somehow still manages to work his way into our date. Other than that, I do genuinely have a good time. Piper stays close to me, even as we say our goodbyes after the movie and walk slowly back to my car.

      She catches my eye. “Thanks for coming with me, Ty. I had a lot of fun with you.”

      It’s a throwaway comment, one that I definitely shouldn’t fixate on, but something about it rubs me the wrong way. I pull away from her as I clench my jaw, teeth grinding against the urge to ask her questions that honestly aren’t going to do me any favors. But then all I can hear in my head is that comment she made about how she couldn’t wait to talk to Jude about how good she thought his dad’s movie was, and I snap.

      “More fun than you would’ve had with Jude or Brennan?” I don’t even bother trying to hide my sneer as I brush past her, leaving her trailing behind as I round the car. I glance back as I climb in, and fire sparks to life in her eyes.

      It takes a second before she catches up, dropping into her own seat with an uncharacteristic growl. Normally, I would think it’s hot seeing her so worked up. But not tonight. And not over this.

      “More fun than I would’ve had with Brennan or Jude—what the hell’s that even supposed to mean?” she asks. Her voice is low, a warning to tread carefully.

      I scowl in return, but turn my focus on trying to control my simmering anger. Nothing good will come from this being a knock-down drag-out fight. But it clearly needs to be addressed before I lose my goddamn mind because I feel like I’m seconds away from asking her to get the hell out of my car and catch an Uber home. I’m peeling out of the theater’s parking lot seconds later, way before I have enough control over myself to try talking to her again.

      I catch her glaring at me from the corner of my eye, apparently fed up that I haven’t answered her fast enough, and I’m spiraling all over again. My voice is just as tight as before when I finally spit out, “I know Brennan’s away with his family for his mom’s birthday, and Jude’s been on set most of the day. What was I? The last resort pick?”

      “Tyler, don’t be stupid.”

      “Stupid?” I actually fucking laugh as I say it. “Stupid’s letting myself pretend it’s okay to ignore the fact that you’re running around with both of my best friends behind my back. Stupid’s getting so caught up in the way I feel about you that I willingly overlook the fact that you’re probably hooking up with them, too!”

      “We’re not dating, Tyler.”

      It’s not a denial. No, it’s a fucking confirmation, and a wave of anger surges through my body. Because the girl I’m in goddamn love with just basically told me she doesn’t give a shit about my feelings. Or at least that she doesn’t care about me any more than she does Brennan or Jude. And if that doesn’t fucking sting, I don’t know what does.

      “Would you?”

      She slams her palms onto the dash, and I jump. I don’t fucking get how she’s just as mad as I am right now. I don’t get what she really thinks she has to even be mad about. “Would I what, Tyler?”

      “Date me. Just me.” She goes quiet. I guess there’s my fucking answer. “I’m so damn stupid. I thought things between us actually fucking meant something to you.”

      “Of course it means something to me.” There’s defeat lacing her tone, but I hang onto my anger as she sighs and continues. “I don’t just sleep around, Ty, and I don’t have sex with people I don’t have feelings for.”

      “So, what? You have feelings for all of us, then?” Because she’s obviously fucking Brennan and Jude since she still hasn’t denied anything. My knuckles go white from how hard I’m gripping the steering wheel, but it’s that or punching my dash, and I’m not that far out of control yet.

      “Is it so bad if I do?”

      “They’re my best friends, Piper! You can’t just go around catching feelings for them, sleeping with them to make yourself feel better, or whatever the fuck it is you’re doing, not when you’re sleeping with me, too! I thought this, that we, meant more to you than that.”

      She shakes her head, looking out the window instead of facing me as we pull up to the gates that open to our neighborhood. “That’s really unfair.”

      “What’s not fair about it? I want to date you, and you want to fuck my friends.”

      You could cut the tension with a fucking knife it’s so thick. I can feel her gaze settling on me as I drive way faster than I should to get to her house. I need her out of the car because I need to lose the tenuous grip I have on my control, and I might need to lose it with my fists all over Jude’s goddamn face. How can she have sex with me one day just to turn around and fuck that smarmy asshole the next?

      “Asking me to choose isn’t fair.” And she’s so goddamn sure of herself when she says it that I immediately feel like an asshole, which puts me on edge even more.

      I whip the car into her drive and slam it into park before turning to stare at her. She doesn’t give me the chance to retort, which is good, since I don’t know if I’d be able to hold back every ugly thing I’ve been thinking for the past few weeks.

      “I’m not your Piper anymore, remember?” I suck in a quick breath. Goddamn, that stings. Because how long have I been trying to convince her that I know she’s not? “Monogamy might have been her thing, but it’s not mine. I feel what I feel, and I’m not going to deny that just because it’s not what you want to hear. I’m sorry it makes you uncomfortable, but I’m not going to let you ask me to not be myself, Ty, not when I’ve fought so fucking hard to figure out who that is.”

      I deflate in a second. “Piper, I’m—that’s not what I’m trying to do here. I don’t want you to be someone else.”

      She opens the car door, hesitating only to deliver her parting blow. “Well, that’s sure as hell what it feels like.” I slam my hands against the steering wheel as she leaves me behind, disappearing into the house without a single backward glance. Anything to funnel some of the frustration out of my system.

      I back out of the drive as that stupid fucking yellow door slams behind her. And even though I know I should be heading home, letting sleeping dogs lie until I can actually get control of myself again, I turn out of the neighborhood. The urge to punch Jude’s goddamn face in for sleeping with my girl isn’t quite so strong now, not when Piper made it so abundantly clear that she’s not just my girl, but I need to figure out what the fuck his intentions are before he hurts her and she doesn’t want anything to do with any of us.
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      Jude answers the door with only boxers on, scowling at me as he squints as if I woke him up by showing up here. Good. His mom’s home for once, and she’s the one that actually answered the door, but she made me wait outside until Jude decided whether or not to actually get his ass up and talk to me. Usually, there’s a pretty open door policy here, but not when Jude’s got a role. He gets pretty fucking moody sometimes in the middle of it, thanks all the long hours and shit.

      “What the fuck is your problem?” he asks as I shove past him into the house even though I haven’t been invited in.

      “You are!” I roar, turning away from him when he narrows his eyes even more. He slams the front door shut and storms closer. A smirk breaks out on his face and it takes everything in me not to deck him. “I just had a date with Piper.”

      I take great pleasure in seeing the smirk wiped right off his face. “Sounds like I’m the one that should be fucking pissed then—not you.” He rolls his eyes at me, as if I’m being childish showing up here like this. I mean, I am, but I don’t want him thinking it, too.

      “I actually like Piper,” I go on.

      He snorts. “Yeah, join the club, dipshit.”

      I follow him as he walks to the living room, then stare down at him as he crashes, sprawled out on the couch.  He’s being so cavalier that I can’t help but wonder if maybe I really am overreacting. Why am I so bothered if he isn’t? But… “You fucked her.”

      “Hell yeah, I did. And I’m going to keep fucking her. So, if you’ve got a problem with that, you better either get over it or find someone else.”

      My head snaps back at the mere suggestion. “I don’t want anyone else.”

      “Guess you better get over it, then, huh?” He rolls his eyes at me again. Clearly, he’s not torn up over this the way I am. I’m not sure why the fuck not. Jude’s one of the most jealous, easy to anger fuckers that I know. Of course the one time I actually want to see him at least a little fucking jealous, he’s not reacting for shit.

      “Doesn’t it bother you? That she’s not choosing you?” I can tell by the raise of his eyebrows that he’s about to say it doesn’t, so I throw in, “Did you know she’s fucking Brennan, too?”

      Annoyance flashes over his face. “Of course I know. Grow up, Tyler. What do you really think we’re going to do? Gang up on her until she picks one of us? And then what? Spend the rest of our time with her always wondering if she regrets her choice? Regrets choosing at all since she made it blatantly fucking clear that she doesn’t want to?”

      When he puts it like that… damn, I’m the fucking asshole. I never would have expected a day to come when I was a bigger asshole than Jude Alton.

      Jude shakes his head at me, still going. “How did you just magically forget all that shit in her log about not wanting to be with just one person? If she’s poly, then she’s poly. You don’t just get to decide for her that she can stop being who she is.” Which is exactly what Piper accused me of trying to do. Fuck!

      I run a hand down my face and breathe out until my lungs are emptied. I guess I just didn’t believe it. Not that I thought Brennan would have faked that just to embarrass her, but it didn’t seem rational to me. I’m an athlete. We spend our whole lives trying to prove we’re good enough. And to me, this just feels like being told that I’m not good enough. Not good enough to be the only man in Piper’s life.

      “Listen,” Jude drags my attention back, refusing to let me be alone with those thoughts. He’s sitting up now, but his shoulders are hunched and his hands are hanging between his legs like he’s a second away from either collapsing or jumping up and delivering a punch I probably deserve. “Do you need to fight this out? It’s not going to fucking change anything, but I have to be up at the crack of dawn to be back on set. If we’re doing it, I’d like to just fucking get it over with. Oh and watch the face. The makeup girl on this one is shit.”

      I shake my head. Leave it to Jude to talk about a fist-fight like it’s just a hump to get to the other side of. “No?” he asks when I don’t respond, and all I can do is shrug helplessly in return. Because honestly? I have no idea what the fuck I want right now. “What’s the point of fighting over it, Tyler? You have feelings for Piper, great. But I have some pretty real fucking feelings for her, too, and you’d be blind and a fool to think that Brennan doesn’t. Whatever’s happening right now is weird, I’ll give you that, but for once, I don’t think fighting’s going to actually solve anything.”

      I know I’m staring at him like he’s grown another fucking head, but I’m just so damn taken aback by Jude Alton being the voice of reason for once.

      “So, what? We all date her and just agree to stay out of each other’s way?” It’s not as hard to choke the question out as I thought it would be.

      “If that’s what it takes to keep her?” He stares me down. “Then yeah, that’s fucking exactly what we do.”
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      The week following my disaster of a double date is tense and uncomfortable. It’s like I’m back in the week before Winter Break with how hard I’m working to avoid the guys. I sneak away to the library during lunch and wait until I’m positive my parents are gone to order cars to take me to and from school. Everything feels wrong and awkward, and it feels like there’s nothing I can do about it. I don’t want to hurt anyone.

      But it’s fucking exhausting. I’m miserable, and by Friday, I know I can’t keep it up. Macie sits across from me, a hard glint in her eyes as she taps her nails across the tabletop. She started tagging along with me when she realized where I was disappearing to everyday.

      “Remind me again why we’re hiding in the library instead of eating lunch?”

      “Because I’m selfish.” I mutter, the words falling miserably from my lips. I stare down at the table.

      “I’m not sure I follow, P.” Her voice is soft, and I know she’s trying to comfort me. I don’t deserve it, though, and it’s just another thing to tack to the end of the mile long list of shit I have to feel guilty about. I shrug half-heartedly, and she sighs. “Does this have anything to do with The Pricks?” I almost laugh. It’s been weeks since she’s resorted to calling them that, but she’s my girl, and she’s got my back. Another wave of guilt surges through me, and I sober immediately.

      It has everything to do with them, actually. But that’s trite, and she deserves a better answer than that. I haven’t told her about the blow up between me and Tyler because I know she’ll place all the blame with him, and that’s not totally fair. Not when I’m asking for something monumental. Not when I apparently can’t make myself care about anyone else’s feelings even as I keep demanding they respect mine.

      I suck it up, and tell her all about what went down. She listens carefully, a thoughtful look on her face the whole time I’m talking. When I’m done telling the whole sordid tale, I’m surprised to see that there’s still not any sign of judgment clouding her expression.

      “I mean, you have feelings for all of them, right?”

      “Yeah, I do. As stupid of me as it is, I really, really do, Mace. And I know I’ve told you how I feel about monogamy, it’s not my thing. I don’t want to choose between them, and in my heart I feel like I shouldn’t have to, but I’m just asking them for far too much.”

      “Pipes, I don’t think you’re being entirely fair to yourself right now.” I scoff but she only shakes her head at me. She stops tapping the table and lays her palms flat. “It’s not conventional, but that doesn’t make it any less valid or real than what anyone else feels—especially not The Pricks. And they don’t get to be butt-hurt little bitches about any of it, anyway. Not when Brennan dumped all your inner thoughts about monogamy right into an email that I know they’ve all read.”

      “Knowing about it and being okay with it are two very different things,” I point out.

      “If they weren’t okay with it, they shouldn’t have continued things with you. They could have stopped any time, Piper. They’re the ones that chose not to.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” I murmur.

      I didn’t keep secrets. I didn’t flaunt things, but I didn’t hide them, either. If The Thorns were really so turned off by the idea of sharing… why didn’t they just back off? It’s not like any of them are hurting for female attention. They could have walked away but didn’t. And I have to wonder if maybe that means they’re not as closed off to the idea as they claim to be. Maybe they just need more time.
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      Over the next few days, I slowly stop avoiding The Thorns again. As things start to feel a little more settled, I corner Tyler to ask if maybe he could drive me home, but his face falls.

      “I can’t. I have a game after school,” he explains. I get it, but I’m still disappointed that I won’t get back those few minutes alone with him just yet. His eyes widen hopefully. “I could pick you up in the morning, though?”

      “Yeah, definitely,” I agree. The smile he offers is easy and full, and my heart beats just a little harder in my chest. It’s a step in the right direction, at least. We turn toward the doorway, but I lay my hand on his arm when another idea strikes me. His eyebrows are adorably high on his forehead when he turns back to face me. “Is it a home game or away?”

      “Home. Why?”

      “Just curious.” I reply easily, dropping my hand and turning into the classroom without further explanation. But as we move away from each other to take our seats, a small smile plays over my lips. Showing up to his soccer game when Piper never bothered might not be the most extravagant plan, but I hope it’ll be enough to show him I’m willing to make an effort. If I show him it’s not about him not being enough, maybe I can open him up to the idea of giving a shared relationship a chance. And then, maybe—just maybe—I can convince the rest of The Thorns, too.
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      As I sit in the stands a few hours later, bundled against the wind in a light jacket, I can’t help but wonder why Piper never bothered showing up to his games. Watching his intensity during a game, when there’s actually something at stake, is way different from watching him at practice. My eyes stay glued to him, and I lose my shit with the rest of the crowd when he finally manages to score the goal that puts Rosewood in the lead.

      There’s a moment at the end of the game when he glances up into the stands and sees me cheering along with the crowd. That moment is worth every minute I sat stuck behind a group of girls droning on about how hot each of the players are and speculating how good each of them are in bed. And even though Tyler should be celebrating with his team after their win, he jogs my way, instead, ignoring the shouts from his teammates and coaches as I scramble off the bleachers and toward the stairs to meet him.

      “Piper,” he pants out my name as he skids to a stop in front of me. “I can’t believe... What are you doing here?”

      “Besides listening to a bunch of sophomores trying to decide which of your teammates are the best lay?” I bat my eyelashes as Tyler laughs, shaking his head as his eyes never leave mine. “What kind of friend would I be if I never bothered to show up to your games and ogle you in that uniform? Because damn, Ty. You’re working it.”

      “You’re ridiculous,” he says, but there’s relief in his posture, and I know I’ve taken at least half a step in the right direction. Things feel lighter between us already.

      “Yeah, maybe, but I think you secretly like that about me.”

      “Where’s the secret?” he jokes. As he smiles down at me, all I can think about now is how much I want to kiss him.

      So I do.

      He wraps his arms around my waist, and I don’t have time to care about the fact that he’s covered in a layer of sweat that he’s now sharing with me. I just focus on kissing him. Wanting to breathe some life back into the undeniable spark between us.

      I forget the stands are still half-packed around us until a wolf whistle pierces the haze of lust clouding my mind. I jerk away from him, but he pulls me in for one last sweet kiss before he actually lets me go. Coach Santos is shouting his name now, and I’m positive several sets of eyes are trained on us from the stands, but he never looks away from me.

      “Give me twenty and meet me at the car?” he asks. His smile widens when I nod. “Thanks for being here, Pipe.”

      “Hamilton! Quit making out with your girl and get your ass over here!” I hear his coach all but scream, and I have to shoo him away with a laugh when he tries to lean in to kiss me again. I cross my arms over my chest as I watch him jog toward Coach Santos, appreciating the view the entire way.

      I’m still standing there when the whispers start. “I thought she was with Jude Alton.”

      Someone else says, “Uh, I saw her with Brennan at Jude’s New Year’s party. They were way too cozy to just be friends.”

      “Do you think Jude knows she’s cheating on him?” That particular comment is made with a hell of a lot of snark.

      A new voice chimes in. “She’s not dating any of them, you jealous bitches. The guys have been telling us that for weeks. But even if she was, you’d have to respect the hell out of any girl who could manage to have all three of The Thorns wrapped around her finger.”

      I try to discreetly look back to see who came to my defense like that, but I can’t tell without turning all the way around, and I’d really rather not reveal myself like that. Instead, as I head for Tyler’s car to wait for him, I focus on reminding myself that not everyone needs to like me or even understand me, and that I should just appreciate that there are some people that do.

      I lose track of time until Tyler calls my name from across the parking lot. My head jerks up, and I smile at the sight of him jogging toward me. It takes him no time at all to close the distance. He drops his soccer bag and wraps me up in his arms, squeezing me tight before he starts kissing me—picking up right where we left off.

      I wriggle my arms between us and lay my hands flat on his chest, reveling in the feel of his lips crashing over mine. And I let myself have this pleasure for a little longer than I should before I push at his chest gently. He drops his hold on my body and steps away. I miss his touch the second it’s gone. He nods to the car, and I nod in answer, both of us just nodding as we can’t find the words to say to each other.

      We drive several minutes in silence before Tyler speaks. “I went to Jude’s the other day after I dropped you off.”

      I sit up straighter in my seat, dread rushing through me as I check him for any lingering signs of bruising. I didn’t remember seeing anything before, but I had been working pretty hard to try to avoid them most of the week. When I meet his eyes, there’s a half-smile on his face. He knows exactly what I assumed

      “We didn’t fight, but we did talk about you.”

      “You did?” My voice is tight because I can’t even begin to imagine how that went. Jude’s not known for being particularly level-headed, and I’ve seen the side of Tyler that isn’t, either.

      He scrunches his face but then shoots a sheepish smile in my direction. “Jude had his shit together more than me, for once. He… definitely called me out.” He takes a deep breath and stares at the road. “I don’t know if it’s exactly what you want, Pipe, but we talked and well, it seems like maybe we could just sort of stay out of each other’s way.”

      My heart leaps into my throat. It’s a compromise. Not a fully open, shared relationship—but something a hell of a lot closer than asking me to choose. It seems almost too good to be true.

      “What about Brennan?” I have to ask. This isn’t just about Tyler or Jude, it’s about Brennan, too.

      “He agreed, too, Pipe. We all did.”

      “So, what is that exactly? We’re all having casual sex without anyone getting their feelings hurt or…” I trail off, wanting Tyler to fill the blank in for himself.

      He shakes his head as he stops the car so he can look fully at me. “Fuck, no. There’s nothing casual about what we have, and it sure as hell isn’t just sex. You’ll have to figure things out with the other guys on your own, but for us, I want us to be together. I want you to be my girlfriend.”

      “Even though you might not be the only one? What if I end up with two more boyfriends?” Not that it’s necessarily what Brennan or Jude will want. Though, damn, do I hope so.

      “Even then,” he echoes.

      I unbuckle my seatbelt so I can climb half over the center console to kiss him the right way. “Thank you,” I whisper between kisses, and he hums against my lips.

      It’s not quite a perfect arrangement, but maybe I can have my cake and eat it, too.
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      “So you’ve actually managed it.”

      Without answering, I turn to leave the bathroom, but Tori steps into my path. She’s standing between me and the exit, her hands on her hips with fury in her eyes. I haven’t spared Tori more than a wayward thought the past several weeks, so I wasn’t expecting a confrontation. That was a mistake on my part. I assumed that Tori Pruitt had actually experienced some growth, had learned an important lesson about showing her ass and treating people like shit. As she stares me down over the length of the bathroom, I realize how wrong I was.

      There’s a part of me that’s always known she wouldn’t stay down forever, not after Jude put her on blast for the whole school to see, but it’s been weeks. I don’t have time for whatever this is, though, so I sigh as I turn back to the mirror and swipe at the smudge of lip-gloss at the corner of my lips. Maybe if I pretend she’s not there, she’ll realize I don’t really give a shit about whatever she’s trying to do, give up, and leave.

      I’m not that lucky. “Don’t ignore me!” she snaps, and I close my eyes and sigh, counting from one to ten in my head as I focus on slowing my heartbeat and breathing deeply. If I keep my cool, maybe I can shut this down in a few minutes and still make it to class on time.

      “What do you want, Tori?” I ask as I turn away from the mirror to face her. I hike my bag a little higher on my shoulder as I cross my arms over my chest. I groan when she doesn’t immediately respond. “Seriously, I don’t have time for this. Spit it out or get out of my way.”

      Her nostrils flare as she sucks in a deep breath, and when her mouth falls open, I’m half-afraid that she’s going to start screaming. “I just want you to tell me one thing.”

      “Sure.” Get it over with, then.

      “Does your Mom know what a whore you are?”

      I roll my eyes with an easy laugh. “Fuck off, Tori.” When is she going to learn that she can’t spew bullshit that hurts my feelings anymore? There’s no way in hell she can actually goad me into a serious response right now.

      “You’re sleeping with all three of The Thorns.”

      “Says who?” My tone’s indifferent even if my stomach jumps a little at the accusation. But then I remind myself that the log Brennan emailed had evidence of me sleeping with two of them, and I don’t think it’s much of a stretch to assume that I’d been sleeping with him before then, too. She doesn’t necessarily know anything new.

      “I’m not fucking blind, Piper.” She scoffs. “It’s pretty obvious if all you do is look. I can’t believe you managed to convince them that it’s not disgusting that they’re passing you around like some cheap silicone doll. Is being a slut programmed into your processor or something? Because what other explanation is there for the fact that you managed it a second time even after your Mom had you wiped?”

      “Tori.” Her name is a warning on my lips. How the fuck does she know about my reset? I’ve kept that impossibly close to my chest, refusing to let the knowledge leak beyond me, The Thorns, and Macie. For a terrible moment, I’m afraid my best friend actually said something to her shitty step-sister, and I’m gutted.

      “You know that our parents talk, right? Jackie let it slip that she’d had to have you reprogrammed.” My face falls, the feeling of betrayal growing in my core, making me sick as it wraps around every part of me. It hurts more knowing that Mom’s the culprit, and Tori throws her head back and laughs at whatever emotions are playing over my face in this moment. “I’m sure she didn’t mean to actually tell my mom, not when she wants the world to think you’re her perfect daughter all over again. So do you think she’ll reset you again when she finds out you’re whoring yourself out to The Thorns? I mean, it’s not like she meant to pay all that money for a teenage sex toy.”

      “You have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.” I think I might vomit. Because even though I’m trying to calm myself down and return the mask of indifference to my face, Tori’s taunts are cutting me to the core. I’ve worked tirelessly to ensure Mom doesn’t have a reason to want to reset me, and here Tori is, threatening to give her all the ammunition she needs to pull the trigger again.

      “Personally, I’m not sure whether it’d be worth it trying to sow those seeds of doubt. Because you’ve managed it twice, what’s to say you won’t keep figuring out how to fuck them all every time you’re reset?” She steeples her fingers under her chin, narrowing her eyes to slits as an ugly grin spreads over her lips. My heart’s fucking pounding against my ribcage. “Hmm, but maybe if I can force the reset over and over again, she’ll eventually give up on you. What do you think, Piper? Do you think Mommy cares enough about you to keep you if you keep getting it all wrong?”

      I need to redirect her. “Do you ever wonder why they keep coming back to me?” I ask. The one thing I have to hold over her is the one thing she desperately wants—the favor of The Thorns. “It’s not because all they want is sex. It’s because they love me, Tori. That’s something you’re never going to get from them, and that burns you up, doesn’t it?”

      “Oh, please,” she scoffs, but I see the crack in her carefully constructed veneer. Not being at the top of the social ladder over the past couple of months has driven her fucking crazy. All she ever wanted was to be good enough, to rule with Jude by her side, and I’ve stolen that from her time and again.

      “It was The Thorns that helped me get back to who I am after Mom reset me, but you wouldn’t know that, would you? Because you went and got yourself sheared. Was it worth it? Trying to shove yourself between me and the guys and failing so fucking spectacularly? You can do whatever you want, Tori, but they’re always going to fight to get me back. They didn’t care about you before, and they’re not going to care about you after.”

      They’re brazen words, but I mean every single one of them. Tori Pruitt is never going to sink her claws into one of my guys. And yeah, maybe she does have some leverage over me, but in my heart I know my guys are never going to give up on me. Mom could reset me another hundred times, and they’d still come back to me. Because that’s what you do when you love someone.

      Tori snorts. “And what? You guys live happily fucking ever after? What happens when they all leave for college, Piper? Who protects you then?”

      My retort dies on my lips. Not because what she’s said is shocking or incendiary but because she’s reminded me of something else entirely. I catch sight of my growing smirk in the mirror, and it’s absolutely fucking savage. I take a few steps forward of my own, leaning in as I lower my voice to a dangerous whisper. “Tori, if you breathe a fucking word of any of this to anyone, I will ruin you.”

      “What more could you do?” She sneers. “You’ve stolen my friends, and you’ve stolen my rightful place with The Thorns. School’s almost over, Piper, and none of this is going to matter after. Please, ruin me, because this misery is over in a few short months, and I’m moving on with my life.”

      “You don’t get it, Tori. I’m not talking about Rosewood. You want to talk about ruining my life? I fucking dare you to try because I won’t hesitate to tell the entire world about your faked SAT scores. What happens to you when you can’t even get into community college?”

      “You wouldn’t dare!” But I see it in her eyes, the fact that she knows I absolutely would dare. “Piper.”

      It’s the fastest fucking turnaround I’ve ever seen, and all I do is laugh as I push past her. I pause in the doorway long enough to glance at her over my shoulder. I can’t muster a single iota of pity for her as she slumps against the nearest sink, her mask crumpling as she shatters behind me.

      “Are we good?” I ask, and her slow, miserable nod is all I need. I stride from the bathroom with my head high again. Maybe I should feel bad for threatening her future, but I just can’t seem to make myself care. Not when she’d threatened my future, too. Plus, I have a feeling I’ve handled the Tori issue for the final time, and I couldn’t be any fucking happier.
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      Over the next few weeks, I fall into a pattern of spreading my time equally between The Thorns. I’m happy at least, to not have to choose between them, even if I do feel like there’s something missing. What that something is doesn’t click into place for me, though, until the Saturday we’re all spread out over the seats in the Altons’ theater arguing about what to watch

      My back’s pressed against the arm of the recliner I’m sitting in, partially to focus my attention on the biggest pain in the ass in the room and to keep myself from being distracted by the spot where I’d first slept with him. I practically begged for us to watch movies at anyone else’s house, not loving the idea of being cooped up in a room with all of them when the reminder of the first time I slept with Jude would be hanging over my head.

      It was Brennan that shot the idea down. “You really want anybody’s parents hovering? Let’s just go to Jude’s.”

      But my eyes zeroed in on the spot Jude fucked me the second we stepped into the theater. My cheeks burning when he sent a knowing smirk in my direction. And now, here we are, bickering over something stupid.

      “I’m sorry, Jude, all I’m saying is that I just don’t want to watch one of your dad’s shoot-‘em-up action movies right now.” He quirks a challenging eyebrow at my statement, and I shrug in return. There’s no real bite to my words, and I can tell he knows that, but he’s smiling at me in that I’m Jude Alton, and I always get what I want kind of way, and I can already tell I’m in for a hell of an argument. I don’t really care, but I’m not interested in letting him immediately get his way just because he can. It’s the principle of the thing, honestly.

      “And all I’m saying is that I don’t want to waste my Saturday night watching girly shit.” He says it flippantly, and I would reach over the arm of my chair and shake him if I thought it might actually help. He’s such a self-assured ass sometimes. Admittedly, it’s part of his charm, and normally I like it about him, but fuck if it isn’t driving me freaking crazy right now.

      “It’s not like I’m asking you to watch 10 Things I Hate About You or something, Jude! Just something with less explosions and more storyline,” I snap as low laughter trills from behind me. I twist my head over my shoulder as Jude huffs, just to see Brennan shaking his head and laughing from the seat next to mine. “Do you want to help me out here?” I ask, but he’s shaking his head no as he continues laughing, and I huff at him, too.

      I jerk back around to face Jude, just to meet Tyler’s amused eyes over his shoulder. I quirk an eyebrow, issuing the same challenge I issued to Brennan seconds before, but he’s quick to shake his head no as well. Assholes, the whole lot of them.

      “They’re not going to be on your side on this one, sugar.” The nickname falls from his lips easily, and I roll my eyes. It’s been weeks, and I can’t convince him to stop calling me that horrid name. The more I resist, the more he uses it. I’m loathe to admit that it stokes something inside of me anytime he groans the word when we’re making out, but I think he has a pulse on that as well, knowing that it turns me on as much as it annoys me.

      My lip juts out as I cross my arms, and I’m giving him the biggest puppy eyes I can manage. Jude snorts at me and reaches to snag my bottom lip, but I slap his hand away and turn to face the massive screen that’s been glowing blankly in front of us for the past half hour. “Are we not going to acknowledge the fact that this three-against-one thing is totally unfair?”

      “We’re not three-against-one yet, Piper,” Jude starts, and I can feel the blush creeping up my neck before he even finishes. “But if you ask me nicely enough, I might be able to work something out with the guys for you.”

      “You’re a pervert.” I’m not sure how I say it with a straight face and a stable voice, but I definitely deserve an Oscar for my Grade-A performance. Jude may have meant it as a joke, but it’s so close to what I actually want from them that I can’t help the way my lips purse.

      “Hey,” Brennan cuts in, pulling my attention away from the absolute filth parading through my mind. “You’re the one who asked for the three-on-one in the first place. In for a penny, in for a pound, Pi.”

      “I think you got that saying wrong,” Tyler interjects. I turn to face him, to confirm for him that it is the right saying, but his smirk stops me short. “I’m pretty sure it’s in for a penny, in for a pounding.”

      I shake my head as I push myself up from the chair, remembering my long-forgotten phone in my bag by the door. “You all are way too much,” I mutter as I stretch my arms above my head, pulling my tingling muscles tight. I groan as I drop my arms and begin shuffling past Jude and Tyler, who both stilled as they watched me stretch.

      Jude catches my wrist as I pass, pulling me to an abrupt stop. I try to shake his grip, but he yanks me back hard enough to make me tumble backwards and into his lap with a yelp. “Where are you going, sugar? Is it getting too hot for you in here? I never took you for the sort of girl that can’t handle a little bit of heat.” He’s not exactly whispering, but the way he leans close to my face and lowers his voice lets me know that his words are for my ears alone. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it? Don’t go getting cold feet now.”

      “I’m not,” I protest loudly, not bothering to mask my words the way he is his. From the corner of my eye, I notice Tyler’s sharp glance, but then Jude’s smiling at me in a downright panty-dropping kind of way, and I don’t have time to even consider protesting before he closes the distance between us and captures my lips in a toe-curling kiss.

      Jude pulls away first, leaving me panting as he smirks. He drags his finger along my bottom lip before unceremoniously swinging my legs around and pushing me to my feet. His hands linger over my ass a little too long, so I slap them away as my face flushes before scurrying past him. Tyler catches my eye, and even though I expect him to look angry, he doesn’t. He’s studying me, like he’s trying to figure something out, though I don’t know what it is.

      As I crouch to dig through my bag, I let my eyes swing briefly in Brennan’s direction, checking for his reaction to Jude’s kiss. I’m startled when I find myself the subject of his intense gaze. I smile, and relief rushes through me at the easy smile I get in return. Oh my god, no one’s going to start fighting. It’s like a dream come true.

      This is easy, all of us here together. There’s some posturing, sure. The sexual tension is so thick you could cut it with a knife, too. But we’re here, and our dynamic—the way all of our varying personalities complement one another—is clear. This is what I want. Sure, I want to do things separate sometimes, but I also want to be able to come together like this. No jealousy. No fighting.

      My eyes go wide when I finally grab my phone and see I’ve got several missed calls from Mom. My mind immediately assumes the worst, that something’s happened to her or Dad, and I’m trembling as I call her back.

      There’s only one ring before Mom answers, her breathing fast and hard. “Where are you?” she snaps.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask in a hoarse voice.

      “Piper Leigh Hawthorne, where the hell are you?” Her voice is tight, and I realize that her ragged breathing is the product of anger, not panic. That’s really not any better.

      “I told you. Hanging out at Jude’s.”

      “Why haven’t you been answering your phone? You know the rules!” I open my mouth to apologize, explain, something. But she cuts me off, “We have rules for a reason, Piper. You need to come home right now.”

      I start to protest but the line clicks dead. I let my phone clatter to the floor as I drop my head in my hands. This is exactly the sort of thing I didn’t want to happen. When I do finally glance up, three sets of eyes are boring into me.

      “Is everything okay, Pipe?” Tyler is the first to ask.

      “Mom wants me home, like yesterday. Could one of you give me a ride?”

      “I’ll take you,” Brennan volunteers, cutting off Tyler who was already pushing to his feet as well. Tyler’s face darkens and his mouth snaps closed. “Izzy has the flu and is somehow even more annoying than usual. Mom could use a break.”

      I nod my thanks before saying a quick goodbye to the others. Anxiety tears at my stomach the entire drive home, and I feel like I’m barely present when Brennan brushes a quick kiss over my lips and tells me to call or text him if I need anything. I agree numbly before climbing down from his Jeep.

      Mom’s waiting for me at the door as I approach, and I’ve barely made it through the threshold of the house before she wraps her hand around my arm and drags me toward the office. Dad offers me a startled smile when Mom pushes me into one of the chairs across from the massive executive desk Dad’s sitting behind.

      Mom doesn’t say a word as she circles the desk to stand behind Dad, arms crossed over her chest with a tight frown fighting its way down her lips. He glances over his shoulder with a quirked eyebrow, clearly as confused as I am at her lack of words after the dramatic fanfare, but all Mom does is stare at me pointedly. “Look, I’m really sorry about the phone thing. I swear it won’t happen again.

      “Phone thing?” Dad asks, and Mom tries to shush him. He scoots his chair away from the desk, eyes volleying between me and Mom as he crosses his ankle over his knee and leans back to more comfortably stare at us. “We haven’t had any issues with the phone, Pipes. Jackie?”

      “Mom just made me come home because I didn’t answer my phone immediately when she called.” It’s a petulant answer, a little whiny for sure, but it does the trick. Dad’s face goes from impassive to disbelieving in a second as he turns to stare at Mom.

      “No,” she snaps as she points at me accusingly. “I called you several times, and you didn’t answer!”

      “Jackie, she’s here now, isn’t she?” She grudgingly nods. He turns to me. “You were at the Altons?” I nod. “You’ll do a better job at answering the phone. Right, Piper?” I nod again.

      God, he’s so tired. I see it in his eyes and his sagging shoulders. The past few months have been nothing but him moderating between me and Mom, trying to keep the peace while also appeasing his wife who’s still grieving almost a year later. He doesn’t deserve the tension and the arguments, but it seems like that’s all we ever give him. I feel bad immediately, and all I want to do is apologize and go to my room and never give Mom another reason to pull Dad in to moderate us.

      Mom starts to say something else but Dad puts a hand up. She might like to railroad the household, but it’s Dad that’s really in charge, and it seems like now he’s keen to remind her of that. She falls silent at his prompting. “I’d say this matter is closed. Don’t let it happen again, Piper.”

      As I get dismissed to my room, I can’t quite wrap my head around what just happened. One thing is for sure, Mom’s hot and cold routine is getting old fast, and it’s putting me on edge. At least this time, Dad was in my corner. But I’m not sure when—or if—I’ll be able to count on that happening again.
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      I glance up in time to see Piper stepping out of the pool house in a bikini that leaves little to the imagination but is still way more clothes than I want to see her in. She shivers as she crosses the cold tiles at the edge of the hot tub, and I can’t stop the smile that crosses my lips at the sound of her groaning as she dips her toe into the hot water. She’s half-shrouded by the steam that rises between us.

      Piper moans as she sinks to her knees in the middle of the hot tub, and I swear I go instantly from semi-hard to raging boner. She dips her head back and her tits strain against the tiny bikini top she’s shoved herself into. I’m pretty sure I’m either asleep or dead because there’s no way this is real fucking life. Is this heaven because I fore sure thought I was going to hell?

      She climbs to her feet after a half minute submerged in the water, shivering against the cool air. Part of me worries my dick might fall right fucking off now that it’s turned to stone in my damn swim trunks.

      Water runs from her hair down her shoulders and chest, and my eyes are tracing a particularly interesting rivulet just between her tits as she moves in front of me. I reach for her hips, fingers hooking through the strings holding her bottoms together and drag her forward, smirking when she lowers herself to my lap and gasps at the feel of my hard-on pressing against her.

      When I asked her to hang out, acting out my own personal porno in the hot tub wasn’t my intention. But as she lowers her lips to brush languidly over mine, I realize that I don’t really give a shit. It’s only the knowledge that my mom’s wandering somewhere through the house, home for a few days in between shooting, that keeps me from pressing for something more than a hot-as-hell make-out session as she grinds her hips in slow circles over me.

      Piper shudders hard before she pulls away from me. A slow smirk crawls over my lips at the dazed look in her eyes, but then I notice the same shudder passing over her again. It’s not really cold, but it’s chillier than typical for early February, and the difference between the 104 degree water and the air around us is drastic. Reluctance shoots through me, but I fight the urge to keep her where she is and let her grind against me until we’re both coming undone. Instead, I lift her and deposit her by my side.

      “Finish later?” she asks with a pout, and I can’t help but grin as I lean over to kiss her again. I’d once made her the joking promise of running her dry, but there’s a real possibility that she might actually be the death of me before that ever comes close to happening.

      I wink at her. “If you’re good.”

      Piper shoves me playfully, making my laugh as she settles into my side and throws her legs over my lap. That’s sure as hell not helping the dick situation. I pull her closer, anyway.

      “I never would have taken you for a tease.” Piper pouts up at me.

      “Yeah, well, I can’t give you what you want all the time. Then you’d start expecting me to give you anything you ask for.”

      She laughs as she wraps her arms around me, making my stupid goddamn heart beat harder in my chest as she asks, “What can I ask you for that you haven’t already given me freely?”

      I almost say my heart. I don’t know where the fuck the sappy thought even came from, but I can’t even try to deny the sentiment. Still, it’s not the answer I’m giving her. I feign seriousness as I answer, “My purity?” And then I bark out a laugh as she dissolves into a fit of giggles.

      “Jude Alton, your purity ship sailed a long, long time ago, and I sure as hell wasn’t the one captaining it.”

      “Mmm, maybe not at first, but I’m pretty sure you’ve pillaged and plundered your way aboard.”

      Piper pulls back enough to shoot me a disbelieving look. “Did you really just insinuate that I’m a pirate?”

      It’s the stupidest conversation I’ve ever had, but I can’t help myself. “If the peg leg fits, sugar.” She shakes her head and laughs but settles her head against my shoulder again.

      We’re quiet for a few minutes, her fingers lazily running circles over my skin, and I’m so goddamn content. If only every day could be like this. That reminds me of something. A stack of papers Brennan gave me a couple weeks ago. I’d meant to tell her sooner that he’d brought the Hawthornes’ contract to me, but I kept getting… distracted.

      “Hey, Piper?” She hums in the back of her throat. “Brennan showed me those papers you got from Stan Hyde’s place.” She pulls back, staring at me with her face scrunched in confusion. “He’s the smartest guy I know, but he couldn’t really make heads or tails of that contract.”

      “So he brought them to you?” If it were anyone else, I might take more offense at the implication of her words. But this is Piper, and she knows me better than anyone. It’s a fair question, even if it does irk me that she’s asked it the way she has.

      I shrug it off, stroking Piper’s jaw because dammit, I just like any excuse to touch her. “He brought it to me so I could take it to my lawyer. She’s looking over it for us.”

      “You did what?” There’s panic in her tone that makes me reach out to try to pull her back to me but she resists.

      “Don’t do that,” I chastise her, waiting until she grudgingly relaxes against me again before I continue. “She’s discreet, Piper. She gets paid really well to keep her mouth closed. Plus, she’s fucking ruthless. If anyone can figure out how to break a contract, it’s her.”

      She bites her lip, but eventually relaxes. She leans in to kiss me, whispering, “Thank you,” against my lips. For a long time, she’s quiet, just relaxing in my arms. When she does speak again, it’s so quiet I almost miss it, but the words make me feel fucking incredible. “I’m happy, Jude. Really happy.”
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      I chew my lip as I stare out the double doors to the back yard. It’s late, well past two in the morning, and my parents have been in bed for hours already. It’s foolish, and so fucking reckless, but I can’t keep walking past these doors every day and ignoring the call of the water. As unwilling as my parents are to change their minds, I’m desperate to slip my feet into the pool—to take back the one last missing piece of myself.

      I slip quietly out the door, checking one last time that the switch to the floodlights is flipped off. My stomach flips as I step out and close the door back behind me. What we’re doing, what I’ve asked the guys to help me with, it’s so stupid. If I get caught, Mom’s going to lose her damn mind. But I need this so bad, in a way I can’t fully explain. I could have asked to take a swim at Tyler’s or Jude’s, but it didn’t feel the same. This moment is all about reclaiming what’s mine, and that means doing it in my own damn pool.

      I hear the scuffle of quiet footsteps, and I turn toward the side of the house to see a small flare of light bobbing in my direction. I smile when one of them drops something and quietly exclaims, “Fuck!” just to be chastised by another. It’s Tyler and Brennan, I think, and my suspicions are confirmed when the light goes out and I’m squinting up at Jude in the dark.

      He wraps an arm around my shoulder and pulls me close, running his warm hand over my bare arms. I catch him glancing down, and I give him a shove when I realize he’s trying to see down the front of my tank top. He laughs, but it’s muted, and it doesn’t sound quite right as it catches in his throat and he tries to quiet himself.

      I grab a fistful of his shirt and pull him closer to me as I poise myself on my tiptoes. I brush my lips over his and whisper, “Shut up!” When I look over at the other two, Brennan’s lamenting over the broken screen on his phone and Tyler is shushing him, effectively making more noise than Brennan. I move toward them.

      “You hush, too,” I whisper at Tyler, and his lips snap shut. I wrap my arms around his middle, content to snuggle into his embrace, soaking up his warmth and breathing in his scent.

      He pulls me closer, nuzzling his nose in my hair as he breaths deeply. His lips move against the crown of my head, but I can’t quite make out what he’s saying. I hum a content sound in the back of my throat, and he pulls back just enough to whisper, “Are you sure you want to do this, Pipe?”

      “More than anything,” I tell him, hoping he can see how serious my face is even in the darkness. I know this is harder for him than the others, for obvious reasons, but I told him he didn’t have to come if it was too much. And yet here he is. I reach up on my toes to kiss him quickly.

      “You’re positive you don’t want to do this somewhere else?” Brennan asks, and I pull my gaze away from Tyler to see him shoving his phone into the pocket of his pants with a tight frown. I nod with enough enthusiasm to convince them and maybe myself that this really is a good idea. Or at least that it’s not the worst idea I’ve ever had. “Okay, lets get it done then,” he says quietly, and I dart forward to wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him, too.

      Three boys. Three kisses. Each one of them as special as the next.

      Brennan holds me when I start to pull away, his tongue running along the seam of my lips so that I open for him. I’m tilting my head back to deepen the kiss when someone yanks me back by my hair.

      I pull away from Brennan’s touch with a pained hiss, glaring over my shoulder at Jude, who’s standing behind us with his arms crossed, entirely unrepentant. He jabs his finger in the direction of the pool, and I can feel Brennan tense as I disentangle myself from him. He still smiles at me before jogging over to help Jude and Tyler with the bindings on the pool cover.

      My stomach flutters with anticipation as I watch them working quickly and quietly to pull the cover from the pool for the first time since I came to life. As I stand there studying them, hands trembling and knees weak, I can’t help but think that this is how it’s supposed to be. Me and my boys, my Thorns, here together, working in tandem. My heart’s so full with love I could burst, and it takes everything inside of me to not just throw all caution to the wind and start shouting my feelings for all the world to hear.

      I bounce excitedly from foot to foot as sparkling blue water finally greets me. The water laps gently against the walls of the pool until the boys accidentally lose their grip and part of the cover hits the surface with a loud splash. We all go stock still and I hold my breath as I jerk around to face the back of the house.

      Seconds tick by slowly, turning into minutes under my watchful gaze, but the lights never come on, and I manage to relax again. When I turn back to face them, they’re all standing on the far side of the pool, whispering heatedly back and forth. Tyler’s pointing at the uncovered half of the pool while Jude’s pointing at the still covered portion. Brennan’s shaking his head at both of them and hissing words under his breath as he mimes a rolling motion with his hands.

      I can’t hear the argument, and I don’t think I would care if I could. The water is calling to me as I shuck my tank top, straighten my bikini, and lower myself into the uncovered portion of the pool. They don’t notice what I’m doing right away. There’s nothing but me and the water as I close my eyes, take one last deep breath, and let the water swallow me.

      I let my body sink to the bottom, relishing the warmth of the heated pool water against my skin. I open my eyes even though the chlorine stings. For a moment, I feel peace. And then hands are wrapping around my arms and jerking me back to the surface.

      “What the fuck, Piper?” Tyler hisses, and my gut reaction is to reach out and shove him and Jude away from me and give them a piece of my mind. Didn’t they know how goddamn nice it was down there, how at peace with the world I felt for the first time in months? But even though I have a palm on each of their slick chests, the argument dies on my lips when I see their expressions. They’re drawn and tight, and there’s honest-to-god concern etched over their too-handsome-for-their-own good faces.

      I turn my gaze up toward Brennan, who’s standing at the edge of the pool with his hands on the waistband of his jeans and a frenzied look in his eyes. No one speaks for a long moment, the only sound filling the air the low humming of the filter and the water that’s still lapping against the side. My eyes catch on their clothes lying haphazardly at the side of the water, and my heart leaps in my chest.

      “Shit, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      Tyler pulls me hard against his chest, wrapping his arms so tight around me that I can barely breath, but I don’t dare complain. He’s shaking. “Tyler.” I put my hand over his heart. “I’m so fucking sorry. But I’m okay.” He doesn’t respond or move. “Tyler, do you hear me? I. Am. Okay.”

      He doesn’t answer with words. He pulls back just slightly and attacks my mouth. I’m not sure if he means to punish me or reward me for still being alive—either way, he kisses me so hard our teeth clash painfully. I wince but don’t stop him. I kiss him back with the same intensity, desperately trying to keep him from reliving what happened to Piper the way he did on Halloween.

      Soon, the kiss is escalating more than it really should with Jude and Brennan still somewhere nearby. His hands brush the sides of my breasts through my bikini, the friction sliding the material around until I’m showing far more cleavage in the front than would be considered polite.

      Tyler must realize it, because he pulls out of the kiss and looks down, pointedly getting an eyeful. There’s a soft splash that makes us both turn our heads.

      Brennan’s joining us. And I don’t just mean in the pool. His eyes are trained on mine as he walks through the water straight toward us. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I’m fucking floored when Tyler easily hands me off to him. I glance back, uncertain, but he nods.

      “It’s okay,” Brennan murmurs as he takes a turn kissing me. It’s far more gentle than it was with Tyler. He soothes my bruised lips with feather-light kisses until another hand is grabbing me. Jude. Brennan shoots him a glare over his shoulder, and my heart drops as I tense, waiting for the sweet moment to end.

      “Please,” Jude says quietly. Not exactly a word he normally says.

      It works like magic, and Brennan lets me go after one more quick kiss. Jude takes my hands in his and guides me toward the edge of the pool. I start to resist, not wanting him to make me get out, but he tugs harder. He’s not making me get out like I thought, though. He turns me so my back is to the pool wall, then puts a hand under my thigh and lifts. My eyes go wide as he mimics the same move he used to fuck me in his bathroom. He smirks.

      “I don’t think—”

      “Sh.” He raises an eyebrow, taunting me and the need for quiet. I bite my lip nervously, hovering between wanting to wait and see what he does or just putting a stop to this before it goes too far. The first option wins out when he runs his hand up the inside of my thigh.

      I peek over his shoulder, worried about Tyler and Brennan. They’re both staring. They don’t look mad. If anything, they look a little uncomfortable. Not in the why am I letting this happen way, but in a why am I enjoying this way. I’m still holding eye contact with both of them as Jude pulls my bikini bottoms to the side and sinks two fingers inside of me.

      Brennan lets out a low groan as Tyler’s hands disappear under the water. Oh my god, please let him be touching himself right now. There’s a fantasy I didn’t know I had until now.

      I turn my head to look at Jude again but he frowns at me. “Keep your eyes on them. I want them to see the moment you come undone.”

      “I don’t want anyone to get jealous,” I admit quietly, even as my hips jerk, trying to force him to increase his pace. I love the way he touches me, but I’m not so sure we should be doing this here, not like this.

      Jude snickers. “It’s not because I want them to be jealous. It’s because I want them to get the chance to be just as turned on by it as I’m going to be. This is what you wanted, Piper. So relax and enjoy the ride.” He curls his fingers inside of me as he adds, “And don’t you even fucking think about taking your eyes off of them again.”

      And I don’t. God, I fucking don’t. Even when Jude finger-fucks me through an explosive orgasm, I manage to keep my eyes on them. By then, they’re definitely both touching themselves. Why the fuck did any of them ever question this. This is fucking perfect. I have all kinds of warm and fuzzy feelings inside of me as Jude’s hand finally leaves my bikini bottoms, my leg quivering as he lets go of it.

      Jude’s eyes are hooded as he finally lets me make eye contact with him. “How about we—”

      “Wait.” I put a hand on his chest. Something’s wrong.

      Light is streaming out over us in a way it wasn’t before. I jerk around and gape as I realize the light is on in an upstairs window. My parents’ bathroom. “Oh my god.” I was so caught up in what was going on that I stopped paying attention. The guys must not have noticed, either. Which means I have no fucking idea how long that light’s been on.

      “Get out,” I whisper-shout in a panic. “Now. Go. Go.”

      The guys all tune in immediately to what’s going on. Each of them pulls themselves up over the side of the pool easily. Jude turns back to help me up, but I wave him away. “Just go.”

      Getting caught in the pool is one thing. Getting caught in the pool in the middle of the night with three guys all sporting serious hard-ons? Yeah, no. There’s no coming back from something like that. The guys are all creeping around to redress in the shadows when a hand slams against the bathroom window with a loud bang. Mom. I let out a string of curses as she very obviously sees me. All I can do is hold my breath, hoping like hell she can’t see the guys.

      “Dammit, hide,” I tell them, not even bothering to whisper anymore.

      They scramble across the back patio, but end up diving into the bushes that line the fence on one side of the yard. The floodlights flare to life, and I’m cupping my hands around my eyes when the back door bursts open. My heart is slamming in my chest, and it takes every ounce of my willpower to not turn toward where the guys are hiding, lest my movement give Mom and Dad a clue that I’m not the only one here.

      Mom’s eyes are wild, and her chest’s heaving as she tumbles through the door, dressing gown fluttering behind her as she stomps in my direction. Dad stumbles out of the house behind her, no less disheveled than his furious wife, but he at least just seems worried, not so much on the verge of setting a fire hot enough to burn the world down.

      “Piper!” she screeches, loud enough to wake half the neighborhood. I blanch as she scurries toward the poolside. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I—” But she never actually gives me the chance to answer her.

      “Get the hell out of there, now!”

      And it’s positively idiotic, but undeniable anger chooses that moment to flare to life inside of me. “No!” Jackie jerks back as if I’d slapped her. “I’m not getting out! You don’t get to control me just because you think it will make up for an accident that took your real daughter. That wasn’t my fault and it didn’t have anything to do with me, so stop punishing me for it!”

      “Piper Leigh Hawthorne, get out of that goddamn pool before I—”

      “Dad!” I try, turning my attention to the man that’s so far been silent. He rubs Jackie’s arm, but I can see from his face that he’s trying to listen to me. Really listen. “It’s just a pool. And I would never have been sneaking around to get into it if she’d stop being such a tyrant!”

      “Piper.” His voice holds a warning I’m not quite ready to heed.

      “What the hell does she think she’s going to do? Keep me out of water the whole rest of my life?”

      “Piper, please.” I don’t know if it’s the pleading tone of his voice or the fact that I feel closer to him, better connected because he’s always sort of given me the space to be who I need to be, but I deflate in an instant. My eyes drop to the water, and my stomach is a mess of flurrying butterflies as I grab hold of the ladder on one side of the pool and hoist myself up.

      There’s an apology hanging on the tip of my tongue as I reach for my long tank top. But I look up, and even though that same worry is in Roman’s eyes, he’s not the one who commands my attention. No, Mom’s on me in an instant, not offering me the opportunity to pull my shirt on before her nails are digging into the soft flesh of my upper arm and dragging me around to face her.

      “Let go of me, please.” My words come out calmer than I expected, but that only seems to anger her more. She digs her nails in deeper and starts to drag me toward the house.

      “We’re going to Stan’s,” she growls out at me.

      I dig my heels in, head shaking frantically as I desperately search for Dad over my shoulders. His brows are furrowed, his eyes softening on mine as he releases a long, slow breath. He crosses the distance between us and lays a hand on Jackie’s shoulder. Her grip loosens, but not nearly enough for me to pull away.

      “Jackie, it’s the middle of the night. We can talk about things in the morning.”

      “No!” she roars at him, her grip tightening again. I scratch at her hand, desperately trying to peel her fingers away. Fuck this. Fuck whatever contract they signed with Stan. I need to get as far away from here as I can fucking go. They can’t reset me if they can’t plug me in. If only she would let the fuck go of me. She growls, “Stan owes me a daughter. He’ll fix this. It’ll be better.”

      My eyes plead with Dad but his shoulders are slumping now. He might feel sympathetic towards me, but he’s going to cave to her. I can already see it. She starts to yank me towards the garage. Not even bothering to take me back inside the house. She’s really got to be out of her mind if she’s not even interested in making me put real clothes on first.

      I look wildly around, eyes landing on the bushes. Tyler’s head carefully peers out from around the side of one, and our eyes lock for a short moment before Mom pulls me through the garage door. I hope the panic is clear in my eyes and that they heard what she said. Maybe no one can save me—but someone’s got to be willing to fucking try.
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