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      “Stan owes me a daughter. He’ll fix this. It’ll be better.” I can barely hear Jackie’s words over my own ragged breathing. I think I’m going to be fucking sick as I hear the door slam closed behind them.

      Tyler looks over from where he’s been peeking around the edge of the bushes. His eyes are wide with panic, and I know instantly that what he saw was even worse than what I heard. Brennan turns to me, too. Both of them silent and waiting for my command. I’ve got to pull it together. And fucking fast.

      I square my shoulders and start to shove past the two of them. “Grab the rest of your shit,” I bark out. We grabbed our clothes, but didn’t have time to get anything else. Phones, keys, wallets. They’re all sitting abandoned poolside. It’s a testament to how worked up the Hawthornes are that they didn’t notice all our shit still scattered around.

      I don’t bother waiting for the guys. The second my shit is in my hand I take off out the side gate. My car’s parked at Tyler’s house, because like a fucking idiot, I for some reason thought leaving it there was a good idea. Now I wish I’d said fuck it. Blocked the driveway or something so that there was no way for Jackie to ruin my goddamn life in the middle of the night. If only I could have seen this fucking coming.

      “Dammit,” I mutter to myself. Of course I should have seen this coming. Why the hell had I let Piper talk us into this in the first place? She could have gotten into the damn pool at my house.

      I’d let her put herself at risk and for what? It might have made me rock-hard watching her come apart in front of all of us like that, but it wasn’t worth this. We could have gone literally anywhere else. I should have insisted on it. We didn’t have to risk being interrupted. We didn’t have to risk fucking losing her.

      I move faster, arms pumping as Tyler’s house comes into view. I can hear the guys’ feet hitting the pavement behind me, and it only takes a second before Tyler passes me. He grinds to a stop next to the passenger side door of my SUV, where I’m parked behind everyone else. I hit the button to unlock the door just in time to yank the driver’s side door open, sliding in and starting the engine up as a panting Brennan finally reaches the car and dives into the backseat.

      No one says a word as we pull out of the driveway and I take off faster than I should through the streets of West Ex. Guilt burns my lungs, making it hard to breathe. Why couldn’t I just say no to her? It was my job to keep her safe, and I fucking failed her.

      “Jude, what’s the goddamn plan?” Tyler asks, his voice hoarse.

      I’ve already turned the car towards Malibu. Maybe we can get there in time. Maybe we can stop this from happening a second time. “We could bluff? Say we found something in those papers and they can’t legally reset her?” Fuck. All the uncertainty I’m feeling comes out in my voice. I can feel Tyler staring at me. I’m sure he fucking noticed it, the way my words are coming out as questions instead of my usual confident commands. This is so fucked.

      “Do you even know where this guy lives?” Tyler’s voice is plagued with doubt. For a good fucking reason.

      “No,” I admit. I glance at Brennan in the rearview mirror, his face illuminated by the glow of his phone. “Brennan. Is there some way for you to get the address?”

      He looks up slowly to meet my eyes in the mirror. “What? Like Stanley Hyde’s address is just hanging out on the internet for anyone to look up?” He lets out a derisive snort. “And even if I find it, what are we going to do? Storm the place? Jackie will never let us set foot in there.”

      “Do you have a better fucking idea?” I slam the breaks, stopping us in the middle of a main road. Not that it matters. There’s barely any traffic on the road this time of night. The people that do drive through just go the fuck around us. The only person I care about right now—the only one I want to consider—is Piper. And Piper, more than anything, needs us to not waste time driving all over the fucking place with no plan.

      “I do.”

      I turn to look at Brennan. “You do?”

      He nods, looking dazed. “I think so.” Well, that’s fucking promising. He buries his face in his phone again, not saying anything else. He looks lost in thought, and I don’t have the time to waste waiting to see if he actually has something to say that’s of any value. I pump the gas pedal, cutting off a Porsche just as it starts to go around us. The fucker honks, but I don’t give a damn.

      “Where the hell are you going?” Tyler grimaces.

      “Malibu.” I press my foot down harder, the speedometer jumping. “Until someone comes up with a better fucking plan.”

      We have to get there. We have to stop them before they fuck her up. I can’t keep doing this over and over again for the rest of my life. I have to save her like I promised. And then I have to make sure it’s the last goddamn time we ever face this fucking threat. I won’t spend the rest of my life waiting for shit to always fall apart—and I won’t let Piper, either.

      “Don’t go to Malibu!” Brennan shouts just before I turn the car onto the freeway. I jerk the wheel at the last minute, my whole body going tense. I pull the car over to the side of the road before I cause a whole goddamn accident.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? What?” I snap, looking back over my shoulder.

      Brennan shakes his head, completely unfazed by my anger. “Go to my house.” I raise an eyebrow. “I’m serious. We don’t need to go to Malibu, we just need to get to my computer.”

      I want to tell him no. That we need to go get Piper. But I have to admit that of all of us, Brennan’s most equipped to deal with this fucking disaster. And if he says he needs to get to his computer… I jerk the wheel again, barely checking my mirrors before I pull a u-turn to head the opposite direction.

      The minutes inch by far too damn slowly as I drive double the speed limit all the way to Brennan’s place. When I do finally pull into his driveway, Brennan flings the back door open and jumps out before I’ve even braked all the way. Not that anyone here fucking blames him. Tyler is right behind him, and as soon as I yank the keys out of the ignition, so am I.

      Brennan moves much faster than we do this time, making it into the house and disappearing. He leaves the front door hanging open on its hinges, and I push past Tyler to get inside. I don’t even bother trying to be quiet as I race from the front door to Brennan’s bedroom. I’m surprised Ms. Diaz doesn’t come storming out to see what the hell’s going on. It’s much better for us that she doesn’t.

      In the bedroom, Brennan’s already on his computer, fingers working over the keyboard at an unbelievable speed. I stop in the doorway, Tyler coming up behind me to peer over my shoulder. Both of us stare at him, waiting for an explanation that doesn’t ever fucking come.

      “Do you mind explaining what the hell you’re doing?” I ask after watching him for a minute.

      Brennan huffs as if us wanting a little goddamn reassurance is really such a hassle to him. “I’m hacking the servers.” His work comes to a screeching halt. “And now I’m in. I just have to wait for Hyde to connect her…” he trails off, hunching further over his computer as he starts going at it again. Tyler and I step further into his room, letting the door swing closed behind us as the minutes tick by slowly.

      The bedroom door bursts open. “I’m here! What can I do?”

      Brennan doesn’t budge, but Tyler and I both whip around. Macie. “What are you doing here?” I growl at her. This isn’t any of her business. It’s my job to make sure Piper’s taken care of, not hers. She shouldn’t be here. But she just pushes past me, going to Brennan’s side as if I’m not even there. As if I didn’t just fucking speak directly to her.

      I take a step in her direction, ready to spit a whole world of fury at her right now, but Tyler grabs me by the shirt and drags me back. “Chill the fuck out. She’s not the enemy. She’s obviously here to help.”

      I’m about to turn my anger on Tyler instead, but then Brennan speaks again. “Look.” I take a few steps closer, but it’s Macie he’s talking to. He points something out on the screen to her. I cross my arms over my chest, fists tightening. I don’t like being left out of the fucking loop.

      “Should that have happened?” Macie asks Brennan.

      “In theory, no.” He frowns as he does something else on the computer, then leans back to stare at whatever it is. He’s got a dumb, blank look on his face as he says, “Hmm.”

      “Hmm, what?” I step even closer. I can feel panic rising up in me as I wait for him to deliver the blow. He’s going to tell us it’s too late to do whatever he thought he could do. He’s going to say she’s gone. We’ve lost her. I close my eyes and turn my head away, not wanting anyone to see the moment of pure fucking weakness I’m struggling through.

      He doesn’t say any of the things I was waiting for. The keys start to clack again. I have to open my goddamn eyes because I can’t stand this reckless, out-of-control feeling it’s giving me to not know what the hell is going on. I am never the one not in control.

      I clamp a hand down on Brennan’s shoulder. “You need to start talking before I go get in my car and drive back to the Hawthornes’ to ram the damn thing through their fucking house.”

      Macie puts a hand on my arm but I shake her arm. Undeterred, she explains, “There’s a backup.”

      “What does that mean?” Tyler elbows his way into our too-tight circle.

      She looks to Brennan as we all wait for a full explanation. He pauses to look up at us, looking pretty damn confused himself, which isn’t much comfort. “It’s a total system backup. It’s what makes Piper… Piper. And it’s able to be fully downloaded as-is, as of a few minutes ago. Anything they do to her now, we can undo fairly simply.”

      Tyler breathes out a sigh of relief, but then he sees the same thing that’s keeping me on edge. “Why don’t you look happier about that?” he asks Brennan.

      Brennan exchanges glances with Macie, who I don’t know—can fucking read his mind or something—because now she’s sporting a deep frown, too. She leans closer. Too damn close. I push my arm between her and the back of Brennan’s chair and shove her back a step. Her face goes bright red with anger as I narrow my eyes at her.

      “You don’t need to be that fucking close to any of your friend’s boyfriends.” Well, there’s a weird as fuck thing for me to say.

      “Any of…” she trails off, shaking her head. With both hands, she reaches out and gives me a good shove back. “Brennan asked me to come help, you jackass. I’m not trying to steal any of Piper’s playthings.” My jaw clenches as I realize she just called me a fucking plaything. I am not a goddamn toy. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she taunts. “Did that hurt your feelings?” She rolls her eyes and turns her attention back to Brennan and his computer.

      After a second, Brennan admits, “There was no backup the last time I was inside of her.” I let out a straight up growl, but then force my shoulders to relax a bit when Brennan hastily adds, “Inside of her system, Jude. Jesus.”

      God, I’m definitely going to fucking break something soon, and if Brennan doesn’t hurry up and get to the damn point, it’s probably going to be his nose. I bounce on the balls of my feet, too keyed up to stand still. I circle around Brennan, trying to see his screen even though it all just looks like a jumbled mess to me.

      Tyler, still keeping his distance, asks again, “The backup is good, right?”

      “I think so.” Brennan’s mouth twists unpleasantly. Doesn’t look so fucking good to me. After a long pause he finally explains, “Piper asked me to hack her back in December. To leave a note for Stan asking him not to reset her once he saw everything that had happened to her the first go around. He hadn’t updated her security protocols at the time, which was strange, but even stranger is that he still hasn’t. And he knows I’ve hacked her system a few times now. It’s fucking reckless not to make changes. It doesn’t make sense unless…”

      “Unless Stan is trying to help save her,” Macie finishes for him, catching on before Tyler and I do.

      My heart feels like it leaps into my throat, nearly making me choke. This is good. This means someone else is on her side. I can’t imagine there’s any better ally than the guy that made her in the first place. “So, what? We can download the backup the next time we see her or something?”

      “I can do better than that.” Brennan frowns in concentration as his fingers fly over the keyboard once more. It doesn’t take long before he’s announcing to us, “The reset was already underway, but I’ve set the backup to download again. When they wake her up, she’ll still be our Piper.”

      I’ve never heard sweeter fucking words.
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      I thought things were finally turning around for me. Finding Piper’s backup file? I could never have predicted it. Piper’s it for me, but the idea of working her through another reset had really freaked me out. Not because I wouldn’t do it—I would always be there to pick up the pieces—but there was no way to know how a new Piper would turn out. In that moment, having someone like Stanley Hyde in our corner felt like a fucking blessing I didn’t deserve.

      Now, though? The longer we go without hearing from her, the more a deep sense of dread builds in the pit of my stomach. What if the backup was a fake? What if everything was all just one big old “fuck you and stay out of my things, thank you very much” from Stanley Hyde?

      I’d told Tyler and Jude she’d be fine with all the confidence of a guy who’d never been wrong, but I was wrong. Because how could she be okay if none of us could get ahold of her?

      On Wednesday, the rumors start. My mood sinks lower with every passing class as I listen to the talk going around. I almost have to ask to be excused so I can empty my fucking guts in the bathroom, but I swallow down the sick feeling churning in my stomach. I don’t dare miss a single word of what people are saying. Not if somewhere in the rumors the truth is buried.

      When lunch finally comes, I slam my hands down on the table. “Guys, we have to do something.” Neither Tyler nor Jude look up at me, but Macie, who’s been sitting with us all week waiting for news that one of us heard from Piper, gives me her full attention.

      “Like what?” she asks. She crosses her arms on top of the table and leans on them. “It’s not like you can just march up to her front door and demand to see her. It would only make things worse.”

      Shit. That’s exactly what I’d planned to do, as foolish a plan as it was. But short of storming her house, what can we do? It’s not like I can reach out to Hyde, not without admitting I’d been illegally hacking his private property and sharing his proprietary information. I want to argue with Macie, but there’s no use. She’s right. As neurotic as Jackie Hawthorne has become, she’d never let us near Piper. We’d only be making things worse.

      Macie clears her throat softly. When she speaks, both Tyler and Jude perk up to listen. Assholes. “There’s a rumor going around school.” She pauses for a long moment. “That Piper was in some kind of accident? Do you think there’s any merit to that? Could something like that have happened without any of us knowing?”

      She seems like she could say more, but then Jude cuts her off. “I started that rumor.”

      We all turn to stare at him. He leans back in his seat, arms crossed loosely over his chest like he doesn’t have a care in the world. He’s being a real jackass, even before he explains what the hell he’s done.

      “We need to check on Piper,” he says. At least we agree on that. “Brennan, we need to get you close enough to see what the fuck’s going on with that backup file, but we can’t do that if we can’t even get in the door.” He looks around to make sure we’re all paying attention. Of course, we are. “You know what’s important to the Hawthornes? Keeping up appearances. The rumor mill is churning so fucking bad, I’m sure Jackie’s already scrambling for a way to prove Piper’s fine. We’re going to show up at her doorstep, as Piper’s very concerned friends, and now, thanks to me, she’s going to let us in without question. It’s called a long con, you fucking idiots.”

      I lean back in my chair, shaking my head. It’s an idiotic, juvenile plan. But if there’s one thing Jude Alton knows, it’s how to pluck the strings of the elite to get exactly what he wants from them. And Jackie Hawthorne is just desperate enough to fall for it.

      By the time school ends and we’re actually shuffling toward that damn yellow door, I’m less sure of the plan again. Jackie may be certifiable, but she’s not stupid, not by a long shot. The door opens before we’re even halfway up the walk, though, and Jackie Hawthorne’s waiting there for us, all wringing hands and furrowed eyebrows. Her eyes shoot to Jude, and all I can do is shake my head. Clearly he’s the crazy rich lady whisperer or some shit because she’s pulling him into a hug before we’re even all the way through the wide-open door.

      “I’m glad you guys are here,” she says breathlessly. I shoot Tyler a look, raising my eyebrows, but he only shrugs. If I didn’t know how committed Jude is to acting, I’d think he was suddenly in training to be a junior politician, the way he’s playing Jackie Hawthorne.

      “We heard about the accident,” Jude tells Jackie, his voice low and calm. Her face crumples for half a second before a cool, collected mask slips over it again. Jude presses on, “We got worried when Piper wasn’t at school. Is everything okay. Are you okay?”

      Jackie glances away, her eyes landing on the stairwell. I can see the discomfort written all over the side of her face that’s turned toward me. She’s got to be struggling to keep up this charade. Some part of her, deep down past the crazed grief, must realize that we obviously know something’s up. That we’re not going to just play along, pretending nothing strange is going on when there so clearly fucking is.

      “We’re fine,” she says, forcing a light laugh at the end of the short sentence. “We’ve just had a little setback. Piper’s better now.”

      I feel like I’ve just been sucker-punched. Her words are all the confirmation we need that the backup didn’t work. I need to get into Piper’s servers again. See what happened and whether I can still access the backup and find a way to bring her back. I’m not sure how, though. I’m pretty sure Jackie’s not letting me anywhere near her daughter with a computer.

      “Mom?” Piper’s voice floats through the foyer. My stomach leaps as she appears from the back of the house, leggings and a tank top on as if she’d been mid-workout. She looks so damn casual that my stomach sinks all over again. “Oh, hey guys.”

      “Piper, your friends were worried about you,” Jackie explains as Piper eyes us with poorly concealed confusion. She has no idea why we’re here. I watch as her eyes pass right over me, coming to stop on Tyler with a smile. No. I’ve failed spectacularly. My heart fucking breaks.

      “Why?” Piper scoffs. “I thought you said everyone at school knew about me.” Her tone is hard, accusatory. For one glorious moment, Jackie’s mask slips.

      Jackie blinks back her irritation, plastering a smile across her face. “They do,” she says in a strained tone, “but your friends are allowed to be worried about you, Piper.”

      “You haven’t been at school since—”

      “April,” Jackie cuts me off, turning a warning stare in my direction.

      I can feel the heat of a flush rushing toward my cheeks, not from embarrassment. No, I’m light years beyond being embarrassed that I’d failed Piper. I’m fucking furious. Because here we are, standing around awkwardly, and there’s not a part of me that doubts that every one of us is going to play along with Jackie Hawthorne’s demented games if only to appease her and ensure we even get to see Piper. It’s such bullshit.

      I grind my teeth as my fists clench by my side. I force a deep breath as Tyler says, “Yeah, April.” He takes a step forward, and she does, too, the two of them moving as if drawn to each other. Jesus. I’m not sure if I can watch this. Tyler continues, “It’s been a long year, Piper. There were rumors that you were back, and we had to come see for ourselves.”

      “But not all of you?” she challenges as her hip juts to the side and she quirks a disbelieving eyebrow. “Tori and Chelsey couldn’t be bothered to show up? That seems right. Is Tori as insufferable as I imagine she is?”

      Jude laughs, outright, and I’m thinking about his future in Hollywood again. Because even though he’s standing there laughing like Piper’s just said the funniest shit in the world, I’m positive he’s just as fucking gutted by this as I am. But he’s Jude Alton, Hollywood’s golden boy. He could act his way out of a paper bag and the paper bag would be fucking charmed by him, just the way this Piper seems to be.

      “We need you back, Piper,” Jude tells her. “Tori needs a real Rose to show her how it’s done.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I start back next week. Right, Mom?” She looks to Jackie, who offers a tight nod. “Anyway, if you guys want to stick around for a few, I’ll change into some real clothes, and we can go grab a bite?”

      “Piper, that’s probably not a good idea,” Jackie starts, but Piper’s already halfway toward the staircase. “Piper!” Jackie tries again, but she waves her off and bounces up the stairs, just as carelessly as she would’ve done in life. She’s more like the real Piper than ever. My stomach churns at the thought, and I’m afraid I’m going to be sick right here, right now. Because I don’t know how many goddamn times I have to say it before something sticks, but I don’t want the original Piper. I want my Piper.

      Jackie’s nostrils flare as she turns back toward us, and her hands fly to her hips. She squares her shoulders as she fixes Jude with a hard stare that has me shifting from half a room away. Jude doesn’t flinch, and her lips curl into a sneer. “You’ll have her back here by seven.” He nods, but she doesn’t give him the chance to talk. “And don’t you dare ruin her, or so help me…”

      She lets the threat hang in the air as the seconds tick by slowly. She just stands there, eying us, as minutes pass until Piper comes back. I heave a sigh of relief when she appears at the top of the stairs in jeans and a skin-tight shirt. She pulls her hair up into a sleek ponytail as she takes the stairs and comes back to us.

      “You guys ready?” she asks, either ignorant to the tense atmosphere or disregarding it entirely. No one speaks as she moves fluidly through the room, wrapping her hand around Tyler’s bicep as she stands on her tiptoes to drop a kiss on his cheek. A stab of jealousy reminds me that this Piper isn’t mine anymore, but I push it down as she turns a blinding smile in her mom’s direction. “We’ll be back later!”

      I’m in a daze as I follow her and Tyler out to Jude’s SUV. The lights flash as the door slams behind us, and Piper’s pulling Tyler in the backseat of the car with her before I can really process what the fuck just happened in there.

      Jude catches my arm. “We go to your house,” he mumbles. I nod along numbly. “We figure out how the fuck to get that backup to work in the next two hours or so fucking help me, I’m going to burn that house to the ground with Jackie fucking Hawthorne in it.”

      The car is eerily silent as Jude turns out of the driveway and starts off through the neighborhood. I glance in the rearview mirror, surprised and more than a little confused when I see Piper staring out the back window as if she’s checking to make sure we’re not being followed. We’re leaving West Ex completely before she turns back to the front with a deep sigh and tired grin.

      “Thank fuck you guys finally showed up.”
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      I sag against the soft leather seat next to Tyler, emotions welling up inside of me in wave after crashing wave. Silence meets my sudden proclamation, and I turn toward Tyler with furrowed brows and a slight frown as Brennan jerks around in the front seat. I’ve been on radio silence for days now, waiting impatiently for someone to just fucking show up after last weekend’s shit show. The same questions that have been haunting me since I woke up in my room Sunday are plaguing me now, and it’s only their dumbfounded stares that keeps me from completely losing my mind.

      I’d gone down kicking and screaming when Jackie took me back to Stan’s for another reset. Since pleading hadn’t worked the first time, it was the only thing I could think of to do. But in the end, it hadn’t mattered. Jackie wouldn’t take no for an answer, and neither Roman nor Stan were willing to stand up to her request. Jackie had held me down as Stan plugged me in, restarting that same goddamn reset process.

      I’d expected to lose everything, so when I woke up Sunday with the perfect recollection of who I was and everything that had happened, I was surprised and emotional all at the same time. The wake up had been different this time, too. No one was there when I came to. The only hint I had about what had happened came from the fact that my phone and laptop were noticeably missing.

      When Jackie did finally come to my room, she gave me a sloppy version of the same story I’d gotten the first two times I woke up anew. Terrified about what would happen if she found out the truth, I’d pretended to be a fresh reset, nodding, wide eyed as I played along with every word.

      It was fucking terrible, and I struggle to find the right words as I explain all of that to The Thorns. I finish by explaining to them, “Jackie hasn’t given me my phone or computer back yet, and she’s barely given me a moment to myself since that first day, either. I’m so fucking sorry I wasn’t able to get ahold of you guys earlier. It’s been absolute misery playing along with her bullshit and not being able to at least get ahold of you guys to let you know I’m all right.”

      For a long moment, none of them speak, and my mind races wildly. I can’t imagine what they’ve been through not knowing that I’m okay, but they can’t seriously be mad at me right now, right? It’s not like I had a choice in the matter. Jackie barely let me sleep by my fucking self the past few nights. Sneaking around to try to call or message one of them literally wasn’t an option. Brennan’s eyes light up, though, like he’s finally caught on to what I’m saying, and a wide grin breaks over his face like it’s Christmas and he’s just gotten the only thing he’s ever seriously wanted.

      “I can’t believe it worked. I thought for sure—when we didn’t hear anything… Oh my god, holy shit. Piper, you’re—” he starts, but he cuts off with a laugh of disbelief as he struggles to put his thoughts into words. There’s a giddy sort of relief shining in his eyes as he shakes his head at me, and I offer him a relieved smile of my own.

      Tyler’s hand wraps around my arm at the same time Jude slams the brakes and throws the car in park. “It worked? It actually fucking worked?” Tyler asks frantically, and I nod along even though I don’t know what the hell it is. Clearly they’d tried something that they’d thought had failed.

      “What did you guys do?” I ask around the distraction of Jude throwing his door open and half-stumbling into the middle of the street. A car honks at him as it swerves around his parked car, and he throws it a finger before he runs his hands down his face and storms back toward the SUV.

      “There was a backup,” Brennan says, and my mouth’s just falling open to ask him what exactly he means when my door is yanked open and Jude drags me from the backseat.

      “What the fuck, man?” Tyler calls out, his voice laced with confusion.

      Jude doesn’t answer. He pulls me against his chest, holding me there for a long moment. His embrace tells me exactly how hard the unknown was for him—and I’m sure the others, too. I pull back slightly, wanting to console him in the only way I know how. Well, the only way I know how that’s acceptable while out in public. I wrap my arms around his neck and drag his face down to mine, kissing him with enough force to hopefully convince him that I’m never actually going anywhere. Not as long as I can help it, and not as long as I have them.
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      It’s Friday before I get the chance to sneak away from Jackie. She has to go to the Valley to show some houses, and even though she left me with firm instructions to stay put, the second she’s out of the driveway I shoot a text off to Jude. It doesn’t take any prodding from me at all for him to agree to ditch school and meet me just after lunch.

      My hands shake as I get ready, tucking my silk shirt into a pencil skirt that I’m hoping makes me look mature and classy. I pull on a pair of simple, black pumps just in time to hear the doorbell. I tuck my hair behind my ears, casting one last determined glance at the girl in the mirror. I smooth the silk shirt one last time and nod my head. You’ve got this. There’s no reason to be afraid. Man up, Piper, it’s only your whole future at stake.

      I fly down the stairs, my feet carrying me quickly toward a moment that could very well change my life. My stomach lurches when I yank the door open and see Jude standing on the threshold in his slim cut slacks and white button up. The Rosewood blazer is nowhere in sight, and he’s wearing the shirt with the top two buttons undone and the sleeves rolled to his elbows in a subtle fuck you to the powers that be.

      “Damn, Piper,” he says as his eyes rove over me in a quick, sweeping glance. I pull the door shut and step into the circle of his arms, pressing a quick kiss against his lips, relishing in the feeling of his smile spreading beneath my lips. “I can’t wait to peel you out of that skirt.”

      I push his chest as I chuckle. “Maybe let’s get through this meeting first, yeah? I actually tried to look respectable. The last thing I need is for you to destroy all of my hard work in a few minutes.”

      “Piper, it would take much longer than a few minutes to do what I want to do to you.” A shiver races down my spine, and I bite my lip as my entire body tingles at his words. Damn, he’s smooth. I push out of his embrace and take the few steps to the driveway with as much confidence as I can muster. If today goes well, I might just let him prove that to me in the back seat of his Maserati.

      But if it doesn’t go well… I push the thought away with a shake of my head. Your future hangs in the balance, don’t fuck this up, Piper. If I could reach down my throat and strangle my inner voice, I wouldn’t fucking hesitate. The ugly thoughts slip away, though, at the sting of Jude’s hand landing on my ass. I jerk around in time to see him smirking down at me before he pushes me against the car and captures my lips in a much more thorough kiss than the one I’d offered him at my door.

      His tongue fights its way into my mouth, tangling with mine in a show of dominance that I always love but never win. The metal of the car is hot enough to sear my skin, but the burn is nothing compared to the fire the consumes me under his wandering touch. My hands fist around the collar of his shirt, pulling him closer for one delicious moment before I’m shoving him away with a low groan.

      “After, Jude.”

      He grumbles, but drops one last kiss on my lips before letting me go so I can climb into his car. As he pulls out of the driveway, I pull the visor down to check my reflection, fretting over my hair and makeup, smearing away smudges left from Jude’s searing kisses, and running my fingers through my hair until not a strand is out of place. I tuck it behind my ears and snap the visor closed with a huff.

      Jude’s hand settles on my thigh, and I try to focus on the way his fingers trace over my skirt instead of the weight of dread piling in my stomach with each mile that passes. “You’re going to be fine,” he murmurs after a long stretch of silence. I offer him a noncommittal sort of groan in response.

      Neither of us knows whether that’s true, but I want to take his word for it. Because what’s the alternative? Finding out I’m stuck with Jackie Hawthorne for the rest of my life, constantly in fear of reset after reset until I’ve totally lost touch with who I actually am?

      “Piper,” he tries again several minutes later as his car slides to a stop at a traffic light. I roll my head in his direction, and he’s staring at me with an emotion so soft and reassuring, I’m momentarily taken aback. Because my Jude is all sexy smirks and panty-melting grins, not gentle reassurance and thinly veiled affection. “She’s the best lawyer in the entire city. She’s fucking discreet. Trust me, everything’s going to work out.”

      “But what if it doesn’t?” I ask, my voice impossibly small against the insecurities welling inside of me.

      I drop my hand over his, fingers ghosting over his knuckles as he squeezes my thigh reassuringly. Even in the best-case scenario, one where we can figure out how to break the Hawthornes’ lease on me, what happens after that? Does Stan just scrap me and start over again? Or does he keep loaning me out to Jackie Hawthorne, eventually just giving in and letting her reset me and reset me until I’m a shell of the girl she wanted and no longer anything like myself?

      “It will,” Jude says with finality in his voice.

      I hum in the back of my throat and turn my head back toward the window, content to watch the skyscrapers of downtown grow from pinpricks in the distance to towering monoliths in the sky as we draw closer and closer to our destination. My head stretches back to stare at the buildings as Jude turns his hand and threads his fingers through mine, squeezing gently as we inch forward slowly.

      Every minute that ticks by somehow feels like it could be my last. I know it’s stupid to feel like I’m marching toward my death, but I can’t stop the panic that’s welling inside of me, crashing against my defenses and threatening to flood over my carefully constructed walls of false confidence and bravado. I chew my lip and try not to focus on my worried gaze reflecting back at me through the window. Jude’s steady presence in the seat next to mine doesn’t ease the anxiety that roils through me at the realization that this could be a total disaster.

      I close my eyes and focus on my breathing, turning my focus from the dread threatening to cripple me to the warmth of Jude’s hand cupping mine. I run my thumb over his, wishing for some of his cool confidence to transfer through our touch. I don’t need a lot—hell, I’d settle for an ounce of his calm in this moment. I let my mind wander as the car slows again, trying to focus on some of the words I’d read from Stanley’s file before I’d relinquished it to Brennan.

      We’re there before I know it, Jude parking and then coming around to help me out. Our fingers intertwine as we walk into the building. I lean into his side, and he glances down at me with a questioning look. “Thank you for doing this for me, Jude,” I say sincerely, squeezing his hand with each word, hoping like hell he understands just what this means to me. “You didn’t have to do this—you didn’t have to go out on a limb like this for me.”

      “Don’t be daft, Piper.” On any other day, he might have spat the words with just enough venom to let me know he was annoyed with my self-consciousness. His voice is soft today, though, and my heart stutters when he reaches with his free hand to brush his thumb over my cheek gently. “I’ll always be here to help you.”

      He squeezes my hand one last time before letting go as we get close to a receptionist’s desk. I start to slow, but Jude does the opposite. He breezes right past the spluttering woman like he owns the place.

      And for just a second, I get lost in the realization that it’s not Jude Alton, senior at Rosewood Academy that’s leading me through the legal office. No, it’s Jude Alton, the Hollywood Teen Heartthrob dominating the “On the Rise” lists all over Hollywood. This is the son of David and Naomi Alton, Hollywood’s power couple.

      He doesn’t knock before stepping into the large corner office at the back of the floor. No, he waltzes through with a type of confidence and familiarity that baffles me. A woman that looks like she walked straight out of a fashion magazine climbs to her feet from a high-backed leather chair to greet us. She shakes Jude’s hand and then mine.

      “You must be Piper,” she says as she gives me a quick once-over.

      “Yes.” She indicates to the seats situated in front of her desk before dropping gracefully back into her executive chair. “I really appreciate you taking the time to meet with me, Miss…”

      “Anne Kessler,” she offers, a surprisingly warm smile stretching her full pink lips to their limits. It takes all of my self-control to not turn to Jude and stare at him in disbelief. This is the most ruthless lawyer in Los Angeles? She strikes me more as an incredibly well-dressed kindergarten teacher.

      But then she pulls a thick file from her desk drawer and the warm smile fades like a falling star. When she opens the file folder, my eyes catch on highlighter yellow tabs peppering the first page of the contract. Her fingers tap over the document, and my eyes follow the motion, my stomach jumping at the sight of several different colored tabs skirting the edge of the document, too. Her eyes are shrewd when I meet them once more.

      “This contract is…” she trails off for a moment, peering at me from between narrowed eyes. Her gaze sweeps over my body more slowly this time, like she’s looking for evidence of the fact that I’m a robot—or maybe she’s trying to see the real girl hiding behind the veneer of a robot, my inner voice taunts—before finally meeting my eyes again. She quirks an eyebrow at me before finally continuing. “It’s interesting, to say the least.”

      Jude huffs impatiently. “All we care about Anne is whether or not you can help us.”

      She looks from him to me. “Piper, have the Hawthornes shared any proprietary information about you or knowingly caused damage to your hardware?” I bristle at the way she says hardware, and her eyes flash dangerously in the natural light of her office when I shake my head no. Technically, the reset only damaged my software, and the reset had always been an option. And while proprietary information about me had been shared, it hadn’t been by the Hawthornes.

      “No, ma’am,” I answer after a moment of tense silence.

      She makes a noncommittal sound and shuffles through the papers again, her index finger tracing lines of text as she flips to pages she has bookmarked. I shoot Jude a worried glance as the sound of shuffling paper fills the otherwise silent office. He shrugs and nods in her direction, directing my attention back toward the one person who holds the fate of my future in her dainty, manicured hands.

      “It’ll take time,” she finally mutters before glancing back up at us. There’s fire in her eyes as she locks her gaze on mine. “But I want your case, Piper. There’s nothing I love more than an underdog with a good story. I’d like to show these people that you’re more than meets the eye.”

      As she shakes my hand, I remind myself it doesn’t matter if she’s only into my case because it would make one hell of a splash if the news came out about what we were doing. The why doesn’t matter so much as the how—and if she can figure out the how, I really won’t care why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Tyler

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper lounges at the foot of my bed, scrolling through her phone instead of working on the homework she’s supposed to be doing. I sit quietly, content to watch her as she laughs at something she reads. This feels so damn normal that it makes my chest ache. In a good way. I wish I could hold on to this moment for forever.

      Her eyes dart my way and she catches me staring. “What?”

      I shrug, not answering her. I’m sure I’d sound like an idiot if I tried to put my thoughts into words right now. She looks back at her phone, the moment easily forgotten. I keep silently studying her, trying to memorize every detail. She looks so relaxed, the most relaxed she’s been since the failed reset. Since before that, even. It makes me dare to hope that things might actually turn out okay. There’s no one that deserves that more than she does, not after all the shit she’s been through over the past… God, I can’t believe it’s already been eight months.

      “You’re being a creep, Ty.” She doesn’t even look up from her phone. It’s amazing how she can feel my eyes on her like that. Even still, I don’t look away. “Seriously.” She rolls onto her side, propping her head up to meet my gaze. “What’s the deal, Ty? Kitty got your tongue?”

      I snort out a laugh. I’m pretty sure she meant that as a crude joke, but the delivery was pretty flat. It’s adorable how bad she can be at dirty humor. Heaven forbid she ever tries actual dirty talk, I might give myself a stroke trying not to laugh at her. Now that is one hell of a punchline to a dirty joke.

      She pouts at me, already reaching for her phone yet again. This time, I move my foot and give the offending device a neat kick across the bed. She shoots me a glare even as her lips start to turn up in the corners.

      “You don’t get to come hang out at my house to avoid Jackie if you’re just going to ignore me the whole time,” I tell her. She rolls her eyes, but there’s a playful glint in them. My dick twitches as her pink tongue darts out and wets her lips. The little minx knows exactly what she’s doing, too.

      “I’m sorry, Princess. I didn’t realize you needed to be the center of attention, too. I always thought that was more Jude’s M.O.”

      “Pipe,” I say, drawing out the nickname into an impossibly annoying whine. “Soccer’s over for the season and I’m not playing club soccer this year. What am I supposed to do, just come home and do nothing every day? And it’s not like you’re coming here with me and letting me do you. Fuck, I’m bored. Entertain me.”

      “You’re a big boy, entertain yourself.” I’m not sure she means it as erotically as it comes out, but my dick twitches again, and I’m pretty sure I am going to have to entertain myself in the shower the second she’s gone.

      A wicked smile crosses her lips as she sits up, fingers grazing the buttons of her shirt. She’s teasing me. And fuck do I love it. She takes advantage of my distraction to dive across the bed and grab her phone. I let my head fall back with a groan. Her and this damn phone.

      Piper laughs just seconds before she launches herself up the bed, elbowing me slightly in the side as she drapes herself half over me. My eyes land on the spot where her skirt has ridden up to show off most of her thighs. She’s got one settled over my leg, and I reach down to run my hand over her smooth skin. The mood goes from playful to charged in no time. I run my hand up to her waist and then flip us before she can realize what’s happening. I look down at her, pinned down to my bed, her eyes starting to droop already as she tilts her head for me to kiss her.

      I swoop down to capture her lips in a greedy kiss. She’s been to my house a handful of times since the pool incident, but this is the first time we’re alone, and all I can think about is that look on her face in the pool. Watching her come undone by Jude’s hands.

      I can’t believe that’s what I’m fucking thinking about right now.

      One thing I can say for certain, I never in a million years thought I’d ever get any kind of pleasure watching some other guy finger-fucking my girlfriend. Boy, was I wrong. It was so damned hot. Especially because while Jude was making her feel good, she was watching Brennan and me. Jacking off had never felt as good as it did with Piper as an audience. Even now, I could feel myself going rock hard picturing that look in her eyes as she watched me touch myself.

      I start to run my hand up Piper’s leg, more than happy to play now that I’ve gotten her attention away from the fucking phone for a minute. She stops my wrist with one hand and pushes at my chest with the other. I roll away from her with a groan. Dammit. So much for that particular brand of entertainment.

      She doesn’t let me get far before she throws her leg across mine. Suddenly, she’s straddling me, her fingers making short work of my shirt buttons. Yeah, I can get behind this.

      She runs her nails down my bare chest and I fucking shiver. “Let’s play a game.”

      I nod. God, yeah. Whatever she wants.

      “Twenty Questions?” she suggests. She smiles down at me in the most wicked way, but I’m helpless to do anything but nod right now as she sinks her nails into my pecs. “What were you thinking about… that made you hard?” She wiggles against me, as if she really needs to verify how hard I am right now. Her smile is teasing, but from the way her eyes cloud, I think she somehow knows exactly what I was thinking about. She just wants to make me say it.

      She’s fucking evil.

      “That’s not how you play Twenty Questions,” I protest, my breath coming out in stupid goddamn pants. I wrap my hands around her biceps and try to drag her down to cover my whole body with hers, but she doesn’t give an inch. Instead, she rolls her hips against me, forcing a groan out of my throat.

      She pushes herself up to her knees over me, eyes steady on mine as her fingers hover over the button at the bottom of her shirt.

      “What are you doing? You’re driving me crazy.” She’s got about two minutes before I say to hell with it and flip her over on this mattress. I love some good foreplay, but this is just too much and too goddamn slow.

      “I’m making up my own version of Twenty Questions. Since you’re so worried about the rules, apparently.” She laughs lightly. “For every truthful answer you give me, I’ll undo a button. Lie to me, and it’s game over. I’ll go home. Do you understand?” I nod easily. I don’t give a shit what kind of game she wants to play, not if it means she’s going to get naked for me. She smirks at how easily I give in. “Now, what were you thinking about, Tyler?”

      “The night in your pool.” She clenches her thighs, pulling her knees tight against my side as I groan. I’m on sensory fucking overload as I watch her slowly unfasten that one button.

      “About me jumping in?” She quirks an eyebrow, clearly enjoying toying with me like this.

      “No,” I manage to grind out as I reach for her thighs, yearning to run my hands over her skin. She slaps my hands away, though, fixing me with a hard stare as she moves her fingers to the next button on her top. I stare at that goddamn button as I grudgingly admit, “I was thinking about Jude touching you.”

      “Mmm,” she hums as she pops the button, revealing the waistband of her skirt and the barest glimpse of her taut stomach. “Were you thinking about how you and Bren touched yourselves while you watched him make me come?”

      I barely manage a strangled whisper. “Yes.” She pops another button.

      “You couldn’t help it, touching yourself while he was putting his fingers inside of me, could you?”

      My dick twitches in response to the filthy question. Holy fucking shit. Who the hell is this? Piper’s never tried to dirty talk before, and I think that’s a total fucking travesty because it might be the hottest fucking thing that’s ever happened to me. I was wrong to think she’d be bad at this. So, so wrong. I nod, answering her question, and she rewards me with another button and more of her creamy skin.

      “It turned you on.” It’s not a question, but I find myself nodding along anyway. Her lacy bra peeks out from behind the gaping shirt as she loosens another button. “You don’t know why it turned you on so much.” She undoes another button, not bothering to wait for me to nod or try to speak through my tight throat. “You’re curious about what would happen if we all fooled around like that again.”

      The smiles that stretches over her lips is goddamn dazzling. I have no idea why the fuck she even bothered with her game of cat and mouse if she already had the answer she wanted. But then she’s undoing the last button, letting her shirt fall open and giving me an eyeful of her heaving tits as she leans forward.

      She plants a hand on the bed on either side of my head, the lacy front of her pink bra scratching against my chest as she whispers, “Good boy,” against my lips. And hell, I hate how much I like the sound of that.
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      Over time, the one thing I’d come to expect with Roman was that he was incredibly no fuss. He moved through the house almost silently. So quiet most of the time you could forget he was even there. Which is exactly why it scares the shit out of me when he knocks on my bedroom door once before sticking his head in my room.

      “Fuck!” I yell as I jolt up from where I’m lounging on my bed. His lips turn down in an obvious sign of disapproval. I hate that it makes my stomach lurch knowing I’ve disappointed him. I’m still mad at him for not stopping Jackie when he had the chance. But still, some insane part of me hates to see him look at me like I’ve done something wrong. “Sorry. You just scared me. I didn’t realize you were home.”

      Having a night in the house with just me and Dad is a weird and rare fucking occurrence. I don’t know, maybe it happened more when his real daughter was alive. But it hasn’t happened at all since I’ve been here. Jackie’s got some event in the Valley tonight, I just assumed he’d be there with her.

      “Did you want dinner?” I breathe a soft sigh of relief as I realize he’s going to let the cursing slide.

      It’s hard to believe this man is really Jackie Hawthorne’s husband. He’s so different from her, and everything I know makes me think that’s the way it’s always been. He’s the only member of the family that seemed to have any genuinely fond memories of Piper when he filled out his questionnaires. Silly things. Like sneaking away for ice cream together that time Jackie put the house on a dairy-free diet.

      It makes something in me hurt a little, knowing he shared those things with her, but he’s wanted almost nothing to do with me. Some of it I know is just leftover hurt from 2.0. She wanted so bad to comfort these people who were supposed to be her parents.

      And while I don’t share that particular sentiment, it still feels like there’s a bond missing between us that I crave somehow. I can’t quite explain it—but it feels like we should be more connected than we are.

      In a different reality, one where I wasn’t a replacement he didn’t want, and Jackie wasn’t breathing down everyone’s neck, I like to think we might have had the chance at an honest-to-god good relationship. Then again, in an alternate reality where I wasn’t meant to replace his daughter, I wouldn’t have existed at all.

      Wanting to itch this sudden craving for his fatherly attention that I can’t seem to ignore, I nod and swing my legs over the edge of the bed. “Are you cooking?”

      He grimaces. “Apple Pan?” he says, instead. It takes only a split second for the words to click in my mind. There’s a memory—well, a photo. It’s older, not that recent. The little dive restaurant is a definite hole-in-the-wall, the kind of place I wouldn’t expect Piper to have gone. But that’s the place he’s talking about. The name is big on the sign hanging over the counter in her picture. And there are comments joking with her friends about how she’d only ever eat at a place like that for her dad. How it’s a place he used to go while he was in college. How it’s the only place she’d be caught dead eating a burger.

      They’re Piper’s memories with him. But now he’s offering to share the place with me. “Sounds great,” I answer him honestly. “But you should probably change first.”

      He glances down at his work clothes. An expensive and well-tailored suit that makes him look every bit the multi-million dollar real estate agent that he is. He laughs, seeing exactly what I’m pointing out. He can’t go to a place like Apple Pan dressed like that without turning more than a few heads.

      “Meet me at the car in fifteen?”

      “Sure thing,” I manage to tell him, even though a part of me stops breathing when I remember the last time we were in the car together. But Jackie’s not here. I’m pretty damn sure I’m safe with Roman as long as she’s not involved.
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        * * *

      

      A long moan fills the air. Holy crap, that was me. This pie is just so damn delicious. Roman laughs as I shove another bite into my mouth even though I’ve barely finished chewing the last one. He doesn’t really have any room to laugh, not when he’s stuffing a massive bite of burger in his mouth. It’s a little gross, honestly, the way we’re eating right now. But Dad looks so happy as he shoves a fistful of fries in his mouth that all I can do is shake my head and let out a laugh of my own.

      Jackie would never be caught dead in a place like this, and my heart hurts a little for Dad. It’s clear that he loves this place, that it’s been important to him for a long, long time, and that—once upon a time—he loved being able to share it with his daughter. It wasn’t like he could bring his wife here now that his daughter is gone.

      “It’s good, right?” he finally manages to ask after gulping down at least half of his soda in one go. I might not need to eat, but even I can appreciate a damn good meal. The flavors are insane here, unlike anything else I’ve had.

      Dad seems to want to reminisce. I sit back and keep enjoying my dessert as I let him talk. This is something simple that I can give him, and I want to do it for him. To be here and just listen. I can’t imagine how long it’s been since he’s had that. I can’t imagine that Jackie has been much of a listener, as bat shit crazy as she’s been.

      “I’ve been coming here since college,” he tells me, getting a faraway look in his eyes. I’m sure he’s remembering that earlier, simpler time in his life. “I was hammered the first time I stumbled in here. There’s nothing quite like going home with a full stomach after a hard night of drinking. I ended up here a lot the day after, too. Greasy food works wonders on hangovers, keep that in mind for college.”

      College? I tilt my head to the side as he chuckles at his own little comment.

      He suddenly seems to come back to the present. His whole demeanor seems to shut down, as if he’s remembering again that I’m not really his Piper. That it’s easier for him to be indifferent about me than to really face the reality of my existence. It stings differently than the way Jackie treats me. It’s one thing to deal with someone who’s unhinged—quiet disappointment is a different kind of monster entirely.

      We fall into an awkward silence. I drop my head to stare down at my half-eaten plate, ice cream melting into a puddle around the remnants of my pie. I wish I could kick myself for agreeing to dinner in the first place. What the fuck was I even thinking?

      Roman and I are nothing to each other. We exist on the outskirts of one another’s lives, walking on eggshells and only ever really interacting when there’s no other choice.

      He’s not my father. I’m not his daughter.

      I’m surprised when he asks, “How’s school, Piper?”

      Nice subject change. I stab at my pie, not actually interested in going through the motions of eating anymore. “It’s fine.”

      “Are you struggling with anything?”

      “No.”

      He releases a long breath as I keep spearing my pie. It’s unrecognizable now, and where before it actually looked appetizing, now it’s just an inedible blob on my plate.

      “So your grades are good?”

      I’m not sure why he’s still bothering. This would be way easier if he’d just finish his meal so we can both get the fuck out of here and put the usual distance back between us. Whatever easy truce we’d come to over the start of our meal was obliterated the second he realized he was giving me advice like I was a real, living girl. As if it would ever make sense for me to actually do something like go to college.

      “Yeah,” I bite out. “Even my grade in Humanities is fine, ever since that stupid extra credit project he made me do before Winter Break.”

      Silence.

      More silence.

      The realization of what I’ve just said hits me. Oh shit.

      “Piper.” I wait for the storm that I’m sure is about to come. The hurricane that’s going to send everything crashing around me again. For a few very long seconds, he doesn’t say anything else. He clears his throat before he does speak again. “I’m going to use the facilities before we go. I’ll be right back.”

      He stands up and leaves me sitting at the table alone. I watch his retreating back the whole walk to the bathrooms on the far side of the place. Why didn’t he say anything? Is he really going to pretend I didn’t just have a major slip-up? I never know quite what to expect from Roman, but in this case, silence isn’t it.

      That’s all I get, though.

      Roman doesn’t say anything when he comes back to the table. Or on the drive home. Or anytime that night, even after Jackie gets home. For once, the universe—and Roman—are on my side.
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      I never skip school. Considering my mom works at Rosewood, skipping would be unbelievably fucking stupid of me. Hell, I didn’t even do senior skip day, and that’s basically a freebie. But when I see that Stanley Hyde is doing a late afternoon presentation at UCLA that’s open to the public, all bets are off.

      She would never in a million years have let me out of school for this. Not without some kind of explanation—and I’m not going to risk telling her about what almost happened to Piper.

      I shudder, picturing my mom storming her way over to the Hawthornes’ place to give them a piece of her mind. She loves Piper. She hates injustice. It would be like the perfect storm, and I’m not exactly keen on trying to find someone to help me bail my mom out of jail.

      Jude. Jude would help get her bailed out. I shake my head at myself. Damn me for even considering it.

      Worst case scenario, I’m hoping Mom will go easy on me when she realizes I only skipped school to go to a lecture. After all, Hyde is at the forefront of the biotech and biomedical engineering fields. If I wasn’t so fucking furious about the guy not doing more to protect Piper, I might actually let myself be impressed.

      That’s about the only reason I manage to stay silent during his actual presentation. I can’t help but feel a begrudging respect for a man that’s made major moves in the technological community over the years.

      My hands grip the armrests of my seat so hard my fingers are losing their coloring. What the hell kind of man is Hyde really if he was so willing to bend to someone like Jackie Hawthorne? He crossed so many lines of professional ethics by letting it happen. Hyde has to know what everyone else in this community knows—that we have to tread carefully in all areas where life is involved. Even if those life forms are made of something other than blood and bone.

      It hasn’t made Piper any less human.

      What he did? He murdered her. And then he almost did it again.

      I’m pulled out of my silent stewing when a student near the front raises a hand to ask about Hyde’s company. The guy goes on for far too long trying to explain he’s interested in the business aspect rather than the technological one.

      “You can hire someone for that side of things, right?”

      Stan listens to him talk, but from his unimpressed gaze, this guy isn’t making any friends. Eventually, he seems to realize that and shuts his mouth.

      In a dry tone, Stan tells him, “The foundation of any good business is the passion you have for the service or product you’re offering.” What an asshole. What right does he have to speak about passion when he so callously treats one of his own creations like an unruly television? Stan turns it around on the guy, asking, “Do you really think you can be fully invested in your business if you don’t, on some level, really care about what you’re doing?”

      “Is that why you stepped down as CEO? You don’t have a passion for what your company’s doing?” the business-bro challenges. Some of my anger fizzles out as I watch on in disbelief, much like the rest of the full lecture hall. Is this guy fucking for real? Does he even realize who he’s talking to?

      “On the contrary,” Stan deadpans. “Sometimes, when you’re running a business, you have to make tough choices. The choices that are right for the company. I shifted my passion back into research and development and handed the reins over to an equally passionate colleague. HBI has been on the forefront of our field for years, and that won’t be changing anytime soon.”

      There’s a glint in Stan’s eye as he raises an eyebrow at the business-bro, challenging him to say anything else. I don’t give him his chance. “What sort of projects are you working on now? What’s HBI doing to stay relevant and at the forefront of the biotech field?”

      Stan jerks his head in my direction, the overhead lighting catching on his glasses as he searches me out near the back of the darkened lecture hall. The low lighting offers me a degree of anonymity, but I still feel like Stan Hyde’s staring into my fucking soul as his eyes land on me. The kid stupid enough to ask him to share proprietary information with an entire crowd of strangers. But I have a reason.

      “We have several projects underway at any given moment, most of which are classified, as I’m sure you understand.” Laughter passes through the crowd as he smiles at us.

      “What about AI?” I challenge, cutting to the heart of the matter.

      Stan’s smile falters for a brief moment, but his mask slips easily back into place. He fixes me with a hard stare as heads start to swivel in my direction. “What about it?” he asks, and I smirk at the edge in his tone. Anyone else might not notice it, but I was waiting for it, so I hear it clear as day.

      “It’s just surprising that HBI doesn’t seem to have a stance on it, for a company on the forefront of technological advances and all that.”

      “We’re a biotech firm,” he answers with a shrug. It’s the verbal equivalent of dusting his hands off. It’s clear he’s finished with this pesky line of questioning, ready to put the entire conversation to bed. “It’s not relevant to our work at this time.”

      I scoff. “That’s arrogant.” And a fucking lie, but I keep that part to myself as the entire room turns to look in my direction. The guy next to me shifts further away from me in his seat, like he can’t get far enough away.

      Hyde gives a patronizing smile. “I take it you’re studying AI at school?”

      Nope, only studying it in the bedroom, as it turns out. I obviously can’t make that little snide comment out loud. “Nah, I’m still in high school. I’m a student at Rosewood,” I answer instead. I can’t help but smirk as I see the first flash of panic in his eyes. The guy isn’t flustered by much, but he clearly realizes something is up.

      “I see.” He’s all smiles again as he looks out at the rest of the crowd for a moment. His eyes find mine again. “Well, AI is unfortunately not the focus of my talk today, but feel free to stick around to chat after we’re finished here. I’m sure you and I could have a very interesting conversation on the topic.”
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      I’m sure I should feel more nervous than I do as I hang around the front of the room waiting for the crowd to disperse. Everyone wants a chance to shake Stan’s hand. As if touching him will be the magic juju that gets their own projects off the ground.

      By the time the last of the ass-kissers is gone, I’ve managed to rekindle all of my earlier anger. The two of us stare each other down in the now otherwise abandoned room.

      He caves and speaks first. “Rosewood, huh?” I nod, not quite trusting myself to speak yet. Now that I’m this close, I note the signs of stress. The weary tilt of his shoulders. The dark bags under his eyes. He throws the strap of a leather bag over his shoulder. “Walk with me?”

      I nod again and then climb the stairs behind him as we exit the lecture hall together. When he pushes open the door, he doesn’t bother to hold it, letting it nearly slam back against my face. Asshole. I shove the door open for myself and then tuck my hands deep in my pockets. It’s the only thing I can think to do to avoid wrapping both my hands around this man’s goddamn neck. Every silent step we take only makes me more furious.

      “How is Piper?” he eventually asks. “Has something…” He falters, then catches himself. “Has something happened?”

      “She’s fine. No thanks to you,” I growl.

      I can’t actually do this. I push past the man, ready to storm right out of the building. Coming here was a mistake.

      He calls after me, “I only want what’s best for her.”

      I freeze, turning slowly back to face him. He looks sincere, but his words only stoke more of my fire.

      “Really?” I ask with a humorless laugh. “You want what’s best for her? Maybe start by not wiping her fucking consciousness every time Jackie Hawthorne comes calling.”

      “It’s not that simple.” His face falls, his expression turning to something like grief. It’s so familiar. It’s not so different from the look we all wore like a bad accessory to Piper’s funeral once upon a time. “My hands are tied. There are things you can’t possibly understand. The contract…”

      “Fuck the contract! You created her—how can you not care about her? Do you know what it was like seeing her after that first reset? It was goddamn devastating. It took us months to get her back to where she was before—and that was with her log. What happens the next time Jackie shows up at your house in the middle of the night? What happens when we don’t have a log to get her back with? You keep killing her. How are we—all the people that love her—supposed to deal with that?”

      “I left you a backup!” he whisper-shouts as he storms closer to me. He crosses the distance as I reel. Of course I’d suspected he’d done it on purpose, but now he’s confirming it. Holy shit. “Do you really think I’m so stupid that I wouldn’t address a security concern after having a server hacked like that? I’ve got security protocols tighter than the Pentagon—I could have closed that hole in the server anytime!”

      “I’ve hacked her twice since then.” I’m smug, but only for the amount of time it takes Stan to scoff at me.

      “Because I let you. Her firewalls are coded to shut out any and all hacking attempts that don’t mirror your signature perfectly, and they’ve been that way since the very first time you hacked her.” His anger is indignant, but it’s very, very real.

      I shift in place as a wave of guilt washes over me. Truth be told, I really did think Stan was just being stupid and careless with Piper—that he didn’t care enough about her to protect her the way he should. I mean, if a high school kid with a shitty laptop can hack his technology, imagine what a professional could do. Knowing that he’d coded a backdoor for me makes all of my boiling anger cool instantly.

      “There was always a door open for you to find a solution. I needed you to do what I couldn’t, Mister Diaz-Baker.” It doesn’t surprise me that he knows who I am, but I still jerk back a little at the sound of my name.

      “Why did you give her to them?” My voice cracks. Dammit.

      His eyes look so damned tired as he starts to walk, heading for the doors to the outside. I fall into step beside him, waiting for some kind of answer to make sense. To justify what it is he’s done. Not that anything ever really could, but I’m desperate for some kind of reasoning to hold on to.

      It’s only once we’ve stepped outside, into the harsh afternoon sunlight, that he answers. “I recognized their grief, and I wanted to help. I would have given the world to have another opportunity with my daughter.”

      I almost tell him he could have, but I bite my tongue. I definitely don’t understand where he’s coming from, but I at least have some tact. “They don’t deserve her,” I finally say after a long pause, and he sighs out an exhausted breath.

      “I can’t do anything now. We have an airtight contract, and unless they go around sharing her information or purposefully damaging her, it’s not likely to be broken.” I bristle at the defeat in his tone, but he’s continuing before I can cut him off. “She backs up automatically now, by the way—to my servers as well as her own. And before you insult my intelligence by asking, yes, I have updated those firewalls as well. I will not accept any more proprietary information being leaked about her.”

      Piper’s logs. My cheeks flush, and I run a hand down the back of my neck. “Yeah, sorry about that.” Barely. He fixes me with a hard stare as he stops beside a gleaming Tesla, and I shuffle in place as my stomach twists.

      “Your halfhearted apology somehow doesn’t ease the sting of my knowing my private property has been illegally shared.”

      “Sorry,” I mumble again, turning my eyes toward my feet so that I don’t have to meet his disapproving stare. Mom will kick my ass if she finds out I keep doing this, hacking into this man’s private property for my own gain. I broke so many laws it isn’t even funny. I could be facing serious consequences. In the moment, it was absolutely worth it to save Piper—twice—but now…

      “Don’t worry. You’ll have plenty of time to make it up to me this summer during your internship at HBI.” My head jerks up, and I’m surprised as shit to see him smiling at me, not unkindly. I struggle to keep my jaw from hitting the pavement as he casually reaches for his key fob and unlocks his car door. “A little labor is the least you can do after what you did with Piper’s logs. And besides, a teenager capable of hacking my system? It’s better to have you on my team than the opposition’s.”

      He lets out a quiet laugh as he climbs behind the wheel of his car. I’m not sure what alternate universe I’ve landed in—because there’s no way Stan Hyde actually just offered me a summer internship after acknowledging I hacked his shit. What the fuck just happened?

      Just before he pulls away, the window rolls down. I’m not quite sure if he’s talking about Piper or the internship when he leaves me with his parting words, “I’ll be in touch.”
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      After the first reset, I was careful around school, just in case Jackie had someone watching me. After this failed attempt, I started the same way. But after a few weeks, I finally decide I just don’t give a fuck whether she’s got people watching me or not. Maybe it’s stupid of me, but knowing Anne is actively working on my case and that Stan is irrefutably on my side emboldens me. Jackie Hawthorne might have crazy on her side, but I’ve got my boys and a whole slew of other powerful people.

      I’m not going to pretend like my best friend isn’t my best friend anymore. I stop avoiding her during the school day. I stop hanging out in the library during lunch. I stop shying away from the curious stares of my classmates. And I stop trying to be something I’m not. I start to become unapologetically myself—something I never thought I’d get the chance to be.

      At home, Jackie might still be in charge, but in the rest of the world? No one gets to control me anymore.

      My new flippant attitude doesn’t make my faux mother any less unbearable, of course. It took her a full two weeks to give me my phone and laptop back this time around, and they were beyond wiped. They’d been set all the way back to factory settings. Like she’d tried to do to me.

      My lips purse as I hunker down over the laptop in front of me, trying—and miserably failing—to tune out the sound of the guys and Macie arguing over a bizarre game of Fuck, Marry, Kill as I try to re-type the Psych paper that was a casualty of Jackie’s info wipe. I grit my teeth as I try to concentrate, failing hopelessly to ignore the fact that Macie’s insisting that they can play with groups instead of individuals since, “That’s what you all are into anyway.” Jesus, Mace.

      After a few more minutes of their heated chatter, I slam my hands on the lunch table, drawing their attention to me. “Do you guys mind? I’m trying to work here.”

      Jude smirks as he drops an arm around my shoulder, pulling me against his side. “Chill out, Piper, it’s just a paper. Ms. Diaz thinks you shit rainbows, you could completely half-ass it, and she’d still probably give you an A.” I’m not sure if he’s trying to reassure me or make fun of me, but either way, I’m pissed off at the implication that I’d take advantage of one of the few people who’s actually been consistently nice to me. I dig my elbow into his side, but he only laughs. “You wanna tell Macie she’s wrong, too? You don’t play Fuck, Marry, Kill with groups, so she absolutely has to pick between the Golden Girls.”

      “No,” I hiss, pushing against him, huffing when he refuses to let go of me. “What I want to do,” I say as I close the laptop and slide under his arm, “is to finish re-typing this fucking paper. Thanks to Jackie, I’m having to pull bits and pieces back from my log. It’s like two months worth of log to sort through to find everything I typed.”

      I reach under the table to gather my bag, tucking my computer away and fishing out my lip balm, too. As I push away from the table, I swipe the lip balm on then turn back with a warning. “I’m going to the library. Don’t you dare follow me. I have to get this done, and I can’t concentrate with you guys constantly jackassing around.”

      I’m about to walk away when Jude grabs a handful of my skirt to keep me in place. I sigh as I look down and see goddamn puppy eyes turned toward me. It’s so hard to deny him, especially when he giving me that look that’s so unlike him with anyone else but me. I force myself to square my shoulders as I narrow my eyes. “C’mon, Piper, you can work on your paper at home. It’ll give you an excuse to stay locked in your room away from your crazy fucking mom anyway.”

      He’s not wrong, I do like any excuse to lock myself away from the woman. I groan, but drop back into my seat between Jude and Brennan. Jude’s fingers loosen their grasp on my skirt as I drop my bag with a heavy thud on the table.

      “Okay.” Brennan turns his hand over on the table, a clear invitation for me to lace our fingers together. The smallest of smiles pulls over my lips as I take his hand, relishing in the way he immediately begins running his thumb over my knuckles. “So, completely ignoring Macie’s apparent group sex preferences, let’s get back to this. Dwayne Johnson, Oprah… and Dr. Charles.”

      I’m trying to listen now, I really am, but my attention goes distinctly elsewhere as I feel Jude’s hand drop to my thigh. I make a point not to look at him as he squeezes, then starts to massage the skin, fingers inching upward to slide under the hem of my skirt. His hand starts to move toward the inside of my thighs but I clench them closed. Partially to alleviate some of the immediate ache I feel between my legs, and partially because I know I need to stop Jude from pushing things too far in the cafeteria.

      Whispers already follow us around school, people confused by the casual way I seem to be dating all three of The Thorns. And it’s not that I really care about any of that because people can accept it or not, that’s on them. But I’m not prepared to face the embarrassment of people talking about one of my boyfriends getting me off at the lunch table. I drop my other hand below the table to grab his wrist, tightening my grip when he laughs. Everyone else is fucking oblivious, but I can’t even pretend I’m capable of ignoring Jude’s hands on me.

      I have to part my legs slightly to get a good grip on his hand, and he takes advantage of that, brushing his knuckles against me, dragging a low gasp from my lips. “Stop,” I whisper breathlessly as I widen my eyes at him. His answering smirk makes me squirm, but he lets me pull his hand away and lace our fingers before dropping our hands together in my lap over my skirt. He leans in and kisses me quickly, and I swear the whispers start immediately.

      I can’t even actually tell who’s talking about us, but my shoulders stiffen anyway. Flaunting my relationship with the guys definitely isn’t my style, but we can’t seem to keep our hands off of each other, holding hands in the lunchroom, hands brushing over my lower back, arms dropping around my shoulders, quick kisses between class—if there’s an opportunity for a stolen touch, we take it. But people talk, and while nothing that makes its way back to me is particularly unkind, it doesn’t keep it from making me just a little nervous.

      I think mostly people don’t understand our dynamic, but they’re The Thorns, and I’m me, so no one ever says anything to our faces. Jude squeezes my hand, like he can tell what I’m thinking without me saying it, and I relax slightly. It doesn’t matter what these people think. They’re not saying anything to our face, and I have my boys—that’s what really matters.

      I’m not responsible for anyone else’s opinions.
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      As we draw closer to the break, the air around school starts to turn giddy. The talk and laughter all gets louder in the halls. People start talking about their plans. For once, no one seems to be talking about me or The Thorns—not even whispering amongst themselves. It’s a respite I desperately needed.

      But the closer we get to spring break, the more morose I start to feel. Macie’s parents are taking her and Tori to Cabo San Lucas for the break, and even though she’d asked me to come with them, the thought of being stuck anywhere with Tori for a week was enough of a turn off for me to quickly decline. The guys are all going to be either gone or preoccupied, too. Jude’s shooting a TV cameo the entire week, Ms. Diaz is taking Izzy and Brennan somewhere in northern California that’s making Bren bitch about the lack of reliable cell phone and internet service, and Tyler’s family is going to Vancouver again. The thought of dealing with Jackie for ten days without a buffer brings my mood way fucking down, and I think I might be the only person in the entire school who isn’t looking forward to break.

      “I just… ugh, Ty, can you imagine being stuck with Jackie for ten days straight? I’m going to lose my goddamn mind, it’s not even a question.” I’m whining, and I know it, but I can’t seem to stop myself. Tyler shakes his head at me before pulling me against his chest and hugging me tight.

      “Pipe, you’re going to be fine,” he reassures me, but I shake my head and bury my face in his chest. I take a deep breath, letting his scent fill my nose and offer me the slightest bit of comfort. “Jackie’s been working all the time anyway, right? Just hang out in your room when she’s home, don’t look twice at the pool, and try to enjoy your first—and last—high school spring break.”

      “I just wish I was going somewhere like you guys. You know her insane ass is going to hover all week long,” I whine into his chest, and he’s laughing at me, his chest rumbling under my cheek with the force of it. Asshole. “Stop laughing at me, Ty. It’s like being in prison, and there aren’t even any sexy guards there to distract me from the fact that my life is misery.”

      He only laughs harder. “Oh, I’m sorry. Am I not hot enough for you? You need some sexy prison guards now, too?” he teases. I pull my head away from his chest to glare up at him. Tyler’s eyes are shining with his amusement, and I can’t help but be struck stupid for a minute by the sight of how gorgeous he looks as he laughs yet again.

      “You know that’s not what I mean,” I tell him as his laughter finally starts to subside to quiet chuckling, instead. “You look fine or whatever.”

      “You’re the sweetest, babe,” he mutters with an eye roll, but he rewards me with a quick kiss anyway. Or at least, I think it was meant to be a quick kiss. As I fist his shirt in my hands, his tongue swiping across my bottom lip, it turns into something else entirely. My lips fall open easily, and I’m only barely aware of him shuffling us backwards until my back is pressed against the cool metal of the lockers behind me. I arch into his touch, pressing as closely as I can against him as his tongue delves into my mouth, exploring and caressing with a gentle ease that makes my entire body tingle. His hands settle as low on my thighs as they can reach from this position, fingers just barely grazing the skin below the hemline of my skirt.

      I’m so hazy with lust that I don’t immediately recognize the familiar throat clearing that comes from behind him. “Mr. Hamilton, do you mind?” Horror comes over me as I pull away, burying my face in Tyler’s chest again, this time in the hopes of concealing myself. Ms. Diaz continues, “I’m sure you’re quite fond of your friend here, but you need to remember where you are. Which is in public. At your school. Save the extracurriculars for another time and place, Tyler.”

      “Sorry, Ms. Diaz,” he murmurs as he starts to turn away from me. I hold tight to his shirt, though, forcing him to stay in place. I don’t know what Brennan’s mom knows, but I have a gut feeling it won’t look good if she realizes I’m the one canoodling with Tyler in the halls.

      Tyler wraps his hands around my wrist and pulls at my hands, even as I continue trying to hide my face. Ms. Diaz says, “You need to get to class, both of you, before you get detention for being late.”

      That’s really the least of my worries right now.

      But Tyler—the fucking traitor—finally manages to pull away from my grasp. The second Ms. Diaz sees me, I know I was right to try to hide. Her eyes narrow as her jaw drops open slightly. She quickly presses them into a thin line, instead.

      Her voice is much harder when she barks out,  “Move along.”

      I can’t get out of there fast enough. Tyler tries to slip his hand into mine as we skirt around her, but I cross my arms over my chest, making a poor attempt to settle my wildly beating heart. I can feel the weight of her stare on our backs as we move down the hallway, causing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up. This is bad. I never really stopped to consider what would happen if Ms. Diaz saw me with someone other than Brennan.

      And I can’t help but wonder—why does it feel like I’m always disappointing someone?
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      I seriously consider skipping psychology for the rest of the week. Ultimately, I know it would raise too many red flags at home, though, so I decide I need to suck it up for the last days before break. But as I slink into psychology the day after Ms. Diaz caught me in the hall with Tyler, all I can focus on is the weight of her angry stare. I think she might actually be trying to make my head explode just by staring at me.

      I sink down in my chair, face burning, as her eyes slide my way again. I know she’s not actually glaring at me, but there’s heat in her eyes each time they land on me, and I’m certain I’m going to die from embarrassment before I ever make it to the end of the week. Ms. Diaz keeps moving, stalking across the front of the classroom as she lectures, but I sink even lower still, wishing not for the first time for a crater to open in the earth and suck me all the way to hell.

      As soon as the bell rings, I’m on my feet and scurrying to leave her classroom. But everyone’s taking their sweet fucking time today, milling around at the front of the class and blocking the door so I can’t manage to slip out quickly. I can feel her glaring at me again, but I don’t turn around. I can’t fucking believe I ruined things with the one person who probably believed in me the most.

      My heart is pounding so fast as I finally push into the hall that I’m starting to worry something might actually be wrong with my internal ticker. It’s not a traditional heart, but I do need that sucker to keep moving along with the rest of my internal parts in order for me to oh… live.

      I try to escape into the anonymity of the crowd, wanting to put a hell of a lot of distance between Ms. Diaz and me fast. A hand wraps around my arm, sending my heart careening into my throat. My first thought is that Ms. Diaz is ready to lay hands on me for what she probably thinks is me treating her son like shit, the thought making me flinch as I spin around, free hand raised to protect myself if it comes to that.

      “Whoa, Pi, what’s going on?” Brennan asks as he takes in my wild eyes and raised hand.

      I suck in a deep breath of air, trying to calm my racing heart as he drags me to one side of the hall, crowding me against the brick wall just outside his mom’s classroom. I want nothing more than to ask him to pick literally anywhere else right now, but I can’t seem to make my mouth work. I slump forward, letting my hands drop to my knees as I hang my head in embarrassment. This has really gotten blown so far out of proportion now, but I don’t know how to fix any of it.

      “Pi,” Brennan whispers. He strokes calming circles across my back. “Did Tori try to pull some shit again?”

      I almost laugh because that would be so much easier to deal with than this. I don’t want to tell Brennan his mom saw me making out with Tyler yesterday. I don’t want to have to admit that she probably thinks I’m cheating on her sweet son. I know I’m making it into a bigger deal than it needs to be. I just wasn’t prepared for the actual, living consequences of my relationship arrangement. Like disappointing the sweetest, most supportive woman in the whole world.

      Needing comfort, I push off the wall and basically collapse into Brennan’s waiting arms. He wraps them around me, holding me tight to him as I rest my cheek on his chest and count his heartbeats for a moment. The steady sound soothes me, finally settling some of my nerves. I release a heavy breath.

      “You know I love you, right?” I whisper, the words meant only for his ears. It’s the first time I’ve said the words to him. His breath hitches as he pulls back to cup my face. He brushes his fingers along my cheek before dipping his head to kiss me.

      “I love you, too,” he tells me in between kisses. I melt into his touch, letting him continue to kiss me softly as the noise around us seems to just fade away.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      We scramble apart as quickly as we can. Brennan’s eyes wide with panic as he straightens his tie. As if that’s going to do us any good now. Ms. Diaz’s nostrils flare as she glances back and forth between the two of us, her face darkening to an angry, deep red. My own skin heats, but mine is out of pure mortification. I know exactly what she must think.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she growls.

      “Mom—”

      “Not you,” she cuts him off. My gut twists painfully as I try to come up with any reasonable explanation for this moment.

      “Ms. Diaz—” I start, twisting the strap of my bag nervously between my fingers, but she cuts me off, too.

      “You know what, I actually don’t want to hear it. What excuse could you possibly have for your behavior?” She’s positively seething, and my stomach’s on fire. Brennan shifts closer to me, catching my arm in a soft grip, casting a curious glance in my direction. As much as I want the comfort of his touch, I pull away so that I don’t make his mom any angrier than I already have. “I catch you making out in my house, and I let it slide because you know what, you’re a nice girl, and Brennan deserves that. I see that e-mail showing you’ve slept with Tyler and Jude, and I let it go—because my son was a little shit about it and posted it all over the internet for the world to see. Even when I heard the rumors that you were still sleeping around, I thought no, there was no way it was true. I thought it had to just be talk.”

      Her voice lowers with each word she spits my way until she’s barely whispering through her rage. “But you don’t get to date my son and sneak around behind his back making out with his closest friends. I will not stand for it!”

      “Mom, stop.” Brennan sounds exasperated as he puts his hand around my waist, pulling me closer than I wanted to be at the moment. I give in this time. It’s not like there’s anything left to lose. My dignity feels shredded at the moment.

      Ms. Diaz points at me. “I caught her making out with Tyler Hamilton yesterday in the hallway—Brennan, I will not allow her to cheat on you. This is over right now.”

      Brennan shakes his head even as she looks at him expectantly, like she really thinks he should step away from me just because she’s announcing we’re through. I shrink further into Bren’s side. If this were literally anyone else, I might actually stand up for myself. But it’s Ms. Diaz, and I can’t bring myself to stand up to her, of all people. Which isn’t fucking fair because I’m not cheating on anyone.

      “First of all, that’s not your decision,” Brennan says, his voice steely as he stiffens next to me. My head jerks in his direction, my eyes wide as his expression turns dark enough to rival hers. “Second of all, Piper is not cheating on me.”

      “I saw—” Ms. Diaz tries to start in again, but this time Brennan’s the one that cuts her off.

      “You’re pissed, and you clearly need the chance to calm down,” he’s pulling me tighter against his side—we’re so close at this point that our skin is practically melded together. His mom’s mouth hangs open as he starts to turn us in the other direction, and I’m seriously positive I’ve just taken up the Enemy No. 1 spot at the very top of her shit list with the glare she passes in my direction. “I told Izzy I’d pick her up today, so take some time and then we can discuss this over dinner.”

      “Brennan Matías Diaz-Baker,” she hisses in warning but he only waves her off as he pulls me away.
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      Brennan sends Izzy in ahead of us. We sit in silence in his Jeep, my stomach churning as I stare at his house with trepidation coursing through my veins. He’s spent the better part of the last hour trying to calm me down, driving us aimlessly around as Izzy chatted incessantly in the background. Our fingers are still interlocked over the console, and I swear I’m trying to draw strength from his touch, but I’m afraid I might actually pass out. I’ve gotten used to conflict with Jackie, but I’ve not had any other real conflict with adults. It makes me so fucking nervous to have to be facing it now from someone I actually respect.

      “It’s gonna be fine, Pi,” Brennan tries to reassure me. “She loves you, and deep down, she’s just hurt by the idea of someone she loves hurting another person she loves, but she is understanding most of the time. We just need to take the time to really explain this to her. And trust me, I get it—she’s pissed now, but it’s not like she has any room to judge. Her own dating life is a disaster.”

      “Brennan, what the hell are we even going to tell her?”

      “The truth,” he answers immediately. “As complicated as it is, I think we should tell the truth.”

      I blow out a long breath. He’s right, of course. The best thing for us to do is to be as honest as possible—I just didn’t expect to feel this damn scared about it. “I love you so much,” I tell him. I study him closely, trying to memorize every detail of his face as if this might be our last moment together. For all I know, Ms. Diaz will send him off to Antarctica or something to get him away from me after she finds out the truth. I wish I could believe Bren’s reassurances that she’s going to accept things as they are, but I just can’t. I don’t want to get my hopes up.

      “I love you too, Pi, and goddammit, maybe what we’re doing isn’t conventional, but it’s fine. We’ll always figure out how to make it work because I care about you, and so do Jude and Tyler. There’s nothing wrong with that, not really.” Just when I thought my heart couldn’t swell any bigger for him, he had to go and say the absolute perfect thing to make it grow a couple more sizes. I lean into his touch, closing my eyes as our breath mingles for a moment before he kisses me softly.

      My heart stays full even when we leave the safety of his Jeep and head toward the house. As much as my stomach is churning over the battle we’re walking into, I can’t help feeling like everything will be okay. No matter what happens, Brennan’s right, we care about each other. I love him, he loves me, and no one can take that from us no matter how much they might disapprove. But god, I really hope she doesn’t disapprove.

      All the bravado I started to feel fails me the second we walk through the front door. It’s eerily quiet inside. Izzy’s the loudest, most chaotic kid I know. I can’t even being to imagine what Ms. Diaz could have said to shut her up right now. She was going a million words per minute in the Jeep on the way here.

      My nervous energy isn’t the least bit soothed when we find Brennan’s mom. A glass of red wine rests in her hand as she leans against the kitchen counter, and a half-empty bottle sits on the counter beside her. She’s yet to change out of her work clothes, and I’m seriously freaked by the way her lips press into a thin line as she watches us approach hand-in-hand. We each take a seat on a bar stool across from her, Brennan squeezing my hand tighter when I second-guess myself and start to pull away.

      “Explain.”

      My heart stutters over the one word command. There’s ice in her voice unlike I’ve ever heard before. Her anger is still firmly directed at me, and I’m certain I’m going to die from shame on the spot. I glance down at the countertop, suddenly angry at myself all over again for feeling ashamed at all. I swallow thickly around a hard lump in my throat as my anger shifts to disappointment in myself. I’ve known what I wanted for months, and now that I’ve finally gotten it, I’m not ready to stand up for it? Pathetic.

      “Piper’s not cheating on me—” Brennan starts, but Ms. Diaz scoffs, and I can feel the heat of an angry flush rushing up my neck. The lump in my throat disappears as I chance a glance in her direction. She still looks mad, and I’m finally starting to remember that she really has no right to be.

      Brennan lets go of my hand so he can drop it on my knee instead, giving me a reassuring squeeze as he tries again. “She’s dating both of us.” It’s short and to the point, and apparently the wrong fucking thing to say. Her eyes go wide, and she takes a deep breath, nostrils flaring as she glares at me. Brennan hastily adds, “With my permission.”

      I jerk my head in his direction, eyes narrowing as he groans. “No, no, no… Shit! Sorry.” He glances at his mom, then me. “That’s not what I meant.” He slams a fist down on the countertop in frustration, making me jump. My eyes dart over to Ms. Diaz, and she looks just as surprised as I am by the sudden outburst. “It’s not about having my permission. It’s just how things are. Piper is dating me, and she’s dating Tyler, and both of us know and are fine with it.”

      Most of the anger is gone from her face, but now there’s serious confusion swimming in her eyes. “Like polyamory? She’s dating the both of you but the two of you aren’t…” She glances at Brennan, as if checking to see if he’s going to admit to anything else.

      He makes a face. “Just Tyler and Piper.” As an afterthought, he adds, “And Jude.”

      “The three of you?” Her eyebrows shoot up her face as she looks at me with wide-eyes. Brennan is really mangling this explanation.

      “Ms. Diaz.” I wait for her to calm down to the point where I think she’s actually paying attention. “I love your son. He’s really important to me. But so are Jude and Tyler. I’m dating the three of them, but all separately.” Minus that thing in the pool, but you probably don’t want to hear about that. “We have our own relationships, and we also have a great friendship between all of us. When there are issues, we talk about it. It’s like any other relationship, right? We communicate, and everyone is happy.”

      Okay, I’m probably laying it on a little thick there by the end, but we’ve been doing a psych unit about communication in relationships, so surely that part of my explanation has to hit home. Sure enough, I can see from her face that she’s quietly contemplating everything I’ve said.

      Brennan steps in now that I’ve cleared some shit up. “Pi’s not cheating on me, okay? It’s unconventional, for sure, and we’re not necessarily flaunting it around school, but we work. We’re figuring it out, Mom.”

      “What about sex?” she asks with a frown as I go beet red in a fucking instant.

      “Mom!”

      “Sorry,” she hisses, her own face going red as she realizes how not cool that question is right now. She grabs the wine bottle on the counter, her glass now empty and abandoned, and tips it up, taking a long pull straight from the bottle. Just when I think she’s done, she looks between the two of us and then lifts the bottle again.

      Holy shit, we broke her.

      I shoot Brennan a side-eye glance as she chugs, and all he can do is shrug with a look of complete disbelief on his face, apparently at as much of a loss as I am. Ms. Diaz polishes the bottle off neatly and sets it with a clatter back on the counter before dropping her head in her hands and breathing deeply. Uh-oh. I scoot to the front of the barstool, placing one of my feet solidly on the ground, ready to just fucking make a break for it if necessary. We tried to be mature about this, and she’s still not going to give us her approval.

      But then she’s taking a long, deep breath, and she drops her hands to her side. “Okay,” she says with a long sigh. “I can handle this. I’m a progressive woman. Love is love, and all that.” She looks at Brennan, her eyes soft. “This is really what you want?”

      “I’m really happy, Mom. That’s what matters, right?”

      Her lips turn up slowly at the corners until she’s really and truly smiling. She walks around the island and gathers her son up in a forced hug. When he tries to pull away, she seems to grip him tighter. “Yeah, Bren, that’s what matters,” she agrees quietly.

      And even though I’m trying to enjoy this moment, to be happy for the two of them, I can’t help but think about how I’ll never have a moment like this for myself. Because the only mother I have—well, she’s already proven that she can’t accept me. She never will.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            Piper

          

        

      

    

    
      “I just don’t understand the point of this!” I whine from the passenger seat of Jude’s SUV.

      When he told me the guys wanted to teach me to drive, I thought he was joking. I figured it was some kind of weird euphemism or something. I’m not legally allowed to drive, so there’s no real point in me learning, as far as I’m concerned. But he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      Now, we’ve been out here driving and arguing for the last thirty minutes. Neither of us is ready to budge, and Brennan and Tyler have wisely stayed out of it after they made their initial point that they were standing with Jude on this one.

      “Seriously?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest as Jude pulls into a big, empty parking lot. In the distance, Dodger Stadium stretches across the skyline. A quick search tells me there’s no game tonight, which explains why the parking lot is empty. At least if I give in—though god, I really don’t want to give in—there won’t be anyone here to witness my shame.

      I’ve Googled the shit out of driving manuals and pointers, but apparently driving is a lot like sex. Sometimes the technical knowledge just isn’t enough; you have to get out there and practice. Somehow, I don’t think I’m going to enjoy driving nearly as much as sex.

      “Seriously, what? Get your ass out of the car, you’re learning how to drive.” I hear Jude’s words, but I don’t move, not even to face him. I glare out at the stadium, instead. “Piper, this is Los Angeles. Everyone drives, you can’t be the one exception.”

      “I can always call a car. Or… L.A. has buses, right? I can take one of those if I need to.” I shrug, but the guys all collectively groan.

      “We do not ride the bus, Pipe,” Tyler says.

      “Piper, have you ever seen a bus stop in West Ex?” Ah shit, he’s got me there. “And even if there was, you’d be stupid to think we’d ever let you be caught dead on one of those germ traps,” Jude says in that self-assured, I’m never fucking wrong kind of way he has. He drops his hand to my thigh, touching the bare skin below where my shorts end. I seriously consider trying to seduce him rather than go through with this lesson, but then he moves his hand and gives me a hard look. “Now, get your pretty ass out of the car. We’re doing this.”

      Theoretically, I know I shouldn’t give in to him, but there’s something about the way he offers me a secret, reassuring smile that has me pushing the door open with one last low curse. I’m gonna be so pissed if I accidentally kill them all in a freak driving accident.

      We both walk around the front of the car, but Jude stops me. He wraps an arm around my waist and drags me in for a quick kiss. “Stop worrying. I promise you’ll be fine. We’ve got you.”

      He pulls away all too soon, but that’s probably for the best, even that quick kiss is enough to have my legs wobbling as I finish my trek over to the driver’s side. I probably shouldn’t even be operating a motor vehicle if I’m this unsteady on my feet, though I doubt that argument would go over well with the three gatekeepers in the car. I make myself climb behind the wheel, hands shaking as I buckle my seat belt.

      “Okay,” Brennan says as he leans forward from the seat behind me. His warm breath tickles my neck and ear, and I shiver as he continues, “The first thing you want to do is make adjustments to your seat. There’s no way you’ll be able to comfortably reach the pedals from this far back.”

      “Okay,” I murmur, but I don’t immediately move. Moving the seat wasn’t intensely covered in the online driving manuals. Probably because the controls are different in different cars, duh. Use your brain, Piper.

      Jude chuckles as he leans over the console. He leans over me, too, as he reaches between the door and my seat. The seat jolts, a soft buzzing sound filling the air as Jude moves the automatic dial until my seat is in a more comfortable position. “Better?” he asks. I nod, blinking rapidly at how close his face suddenly is to mine. Please, let’s forget the driving and do something else. I could think of so many other things I’d rather be doing with these three, right now. I shake off the thought. I’m nervous enough without adding some serious sexual tension to the mix.

      “You could’ve just told me how to do it,” I point out breathlessly.

      “What’s the fun in that?” he asks with a wink as he returns to his side of the car.

      When I adjust the rearview mirror, I notice that Tyler’s watching my every move and smirking at my shaking hands and jerky movements. Asshole.

      I turn my gaze back toward the windshield as I latch my hands onto the steering wheel. I coach myself through a series of deep breaths, but I’m pretty sure I’m seconds away from a panic attack. What if I hit a light pole? Or a tree? Or what if another car comes out of nowhere, and I can’t avoid a head-on collision?

      “Piper, you need to relax. You’ve been amazing at everything we’ve taught you so far, why do you think this is going to be any different?” Jude asks.

      Oh, I don’t know… because putting on a condom and operating a motor vehicle are two completely different things? Plus, only one of them has the potential to kill you, and I’d much rather be doing the other right now. I clench my jaw, teeth grinding uncomfortably, to keep from actually saying the words aloud. I try to focus, tentatively placing my foot on the brake pedal.

      “Okay,” I say, my voice surprisingly steady considering how anxious I am. “What do I do first?”

      “You’ll want to put your foot on the brake pedal. That’s the left one, okay?” Tyler quips from the back, and I offer a short nod instead of the eye roll I’m tempted to give. I don’t tell him I got this because I sure as hell don’t feel like I do. “And when you do finally put your foot on the accelerator, don’t push it all the way to the floor. Be easy.”

      “Yeah, okay.” This time I do roll my eyes. “So, gearshift?” I ask, turning my attention to Jude, not the overbearing Dad in the back. Jude nods at the handle between us. My eyes trace the length of it, eyes catching on the letters lining the side of it. I take a deep breath and drop my hand to it, thumb brushing over the button on the side as I steel my nerves. I close my eyes for a brief second and push the button, switching gears and hoping for the best.
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      “Turn the wheel, turn the wheel!” I grit my teeth, and try not to glare in Brennan’s direction, but I can’t help it. My eyes narrow as I do glare in his direction, only to see his own narrowed eyes staring back at me. “Eyes on the road, Pi!” he commands, and my nose scrunches in displeasure before I turn my attention away from him and his hand gripping my knee tightly.

      I’d barely graduated from Dodger Stadium and parking spaces, and Brennan suggested taking me to Elysian Park, where the driving would be slightly more challenging. He’d insisted it was his turn in the teacher’s seat, and Jude had easily agreed, telling me I’d done a good job so far. Brennan had put me back in the driver’s seat as soon as we got to the park, confident that I could handle the narrower lanes and occasional turns. But it’s late March, and the weather’s amazing, and there are families just fucking everywhere. I’m focusing so much on not accidentally veering off the road and causing an unintentional massacre that I’m struggling to focus on the driving part of the whole thing.

      I slam my foot on the brakes, and the force jerks us forward. Brennan’s free hand slams on the dash as I let go of the wheel like it’s burned me. “I can’t do this,” I whine, and for a second the panic on his face says that he agrees with me. But then Brennan’s offering me a wide smile, and Jude’s hands are massaging my shoulders, and Tyler’s leaning forward to gently stroke my arm in reassurance. Okay, I definitely can’t do it if they’re all touching me like this. Holy shit.

      “Pipe, you’re doing fine,” Tyler says, but then a car honks from behind us, the driver laying on the horn a few times in quick succession, and I jump. My cheeks burns when I realize I’ve stopped in the middle of the road. “But maybe find a parking space. I’ve got another place in mind that might be a little easier and a lot less crowded.”

      I park the car and switch Tyler spots, perfectly happy to be out of the driver’s seat for as long as they’ll allow. I wish we could just stop already, but apparently that’s not going to happen. It’s only a short drive later that Tyler announces, “Here we are.”

      I lean forward to look out the front window. “You’re kidding right?” Headstones stretch around us as far as the eye can see, and extra-narrow roads wind and twist through the gently sloping hills of the cemetery. “What do I do if another car comes from the other way? There’s barely enough room for Jude’s SUV as it is.”

      Jude chuckles from the backseat. “Look at it this way, Piper, if you mess up too badly, they won’t have to take us far.”

      “You’re a fucking asshole, Jude Alton, you know that?” I ask with a groan as the boys all break out into laughter. They’re going to be the death of me, I swear.

      “Tyler, Piper, get out.” Jude commands, and it’s in that no-nonsense sort of way he has that brokers no questions. I immediately comply, circling around toward the driver’s side, but Jude’s there, too, and I can feel the confusion on my face when he reaches into the car and slides the seat all the way back. “We’re going to try something different. The seat’s big enough, you can sit between my legs so I can help you.”

      I gape at him. “That seems like a horrible idea.”

      He shoots me a look that tells me this isn’t the least bit optional as he slides into the seat and pats the space between his legs. Oh, fucking hell. I feel a little vindicated when I slide into the open space and he tenses. I have no choice but to slide my ass back, pressing firmly into his crotch so that I’m safely in the seat. He sucks in a sharp breath as I wiggle to get comfortable.

      Tyler snorts. When I glance back, I see him and Brennan exchanging an amused look. They have to know this is a bad idea as much as I do.

      “Hands on the wheel, sugar,” Jude commands, but his tone is strangled, and it takes everything in me to not turn my head and smirk at him. I can give as good as I get. It’s not my fault he always seems to conveniently forget that. I decide to let up on him, though, and reach for the steering wheel, only to be surprised when he reaches around me to shift the car into drive and then grasps the bottom of the wheel, boxing me in between him and the wheel. “Take it nice and easy, Piper.”

      It takes every ounce of my control and determination to focus on the road instead of the feeling of his breath on the back of my neck. I barely notice the narrow roadways anymore as my mind hazes over with lust. The longer we drive, the harder I feel Jude get. There’s no hiding that. By the time I’ve looped the cemetery once, I’m not sure who’s more turned on.

      I throw the car in park and lean back heavily, relishing the way Jude’s hands immediately start to stroke my skin. My head droops to one side as Jude puts his lips on the curve of my neck. I can hear Tyler and Brennan breathing heavily, too, which only makes it that much hotter as Jude touches me.

      “My turn,” Tyler groans out as he stares at me through the rearview mirror, his eyes heated as they meet mine. Jude tightens his grip on me, and for a second, I’m worried he’s going to tell Tyler to fuck off, but he gives me one last squeeze and lets go.

      I barely have time to process as I’m transferred from one lap to another, Tyler now propped behind me and already hard enough that I’m too nervous to sit back all the way. If I thought Jude was a distraction, it was nothing compared to Tyler. He doesn’t even pretend to care about my driving. He digs his fingers into my upper thighs as he starts kissing his way up the opposite side of my neck from where Jude kissed me. I bite my lip and force my focus on the narrow cemetery road in the dusky evening light because it really would be a travesty if I wrecked Jude’s ultra-expensive car or killed us all in a horny haze. By the time I’ve looped the cemetery for the second time, I’m barely sitting still anymore.

      It’s almost all too much, but when we stop near a mausoleum, I can’t deny Brennan a turn. For the first few minutes of driving with him, he’s a perfect gentleman. But then I shift in the seat, not quite comfortable, and all bets are off. His hands shoot to my sides, tracing around to my stomach and then up toward the underside of my breasts. I’m positive I can handle it, though. I’m pretty much a pro at dealing with horny teenage boys while casually driving through a cemetery at this point. Then Brennan’s fingers dip into my waistband, and I can’t help it. I jerk the wheel too hard to the right as his hand just goes lower and lower down the front of my shorts. Jude growls out in protest as he shoots a hand out to grab the wheel and steady it.

      “Brakes, sugar. Hit the brakes.” Jude’s voice is strangled, not exactly what I was expecting after very nearly crashing his SUV into a massive angel statue on the side of the road.

      Somehow, I manage to get the car in park as Brennan’s hand finally finds it mark. I can’t help but throw my head back as I finally get the touch I’ve needed… but that’s the absolute wrong move. There’s a distinct cracking sound as the back of my head connects with Brennan’s face.

      “Shit!” he yelps as he pulls his hand away. I scramble off of him and out of the car. Brennan steps out, too, wincing as he whips off his shirt so he can use it to stop the blood now flowing steadily out of his nose. The one silver lining is that it doesn’t look broken, I think to myself as I cringe hard.

      See? I fucking knew driving was dangerous.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Piper

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you’re not going to come play buffer between Tori and me. How are you going to survive break by yourself, Pipes?” Macie asks at lunch the day after my driving lesson. I really should have agreed to go when Macie first asked. The way Jackie’s been running hot-and-cold, Tori would probably have been a welcome relief at this point. She might send the occasional glare my way, but she hasn’t uttered a single word to—or about me, as far as I know—since our little showdown in the bathroom.

      “I’m literally going to lock myself in my bedroom and avoid Jackie all fucking week. I swear, it’s like she can’t decide if she wants to dictate every single minute of my day or pretend I don’t exist. I can barely keep up with her crazy ass.”

      “I’ll try to think of you while I’m sipping boozy drinks on the beach, staring at all the beautiful men my eyes can handle,” she teases, and I roll my eyes. I know better than that. She’ll do everything she can to avoid her stepsister while obsessively texting and calling Rhys and pretending like she’s not super sad she’s not here hanging out with him and me.

      I smile at her and shrug. “I’m sure you and Tori are going to have the best time together. If you ask nicely, she might let you braid her hair,” I say with a smirk. She laughs before tossing a crumpled napkin in my direction. “Listen, she’s got to be easier to deal with than Jackie, yeah? I’d say you drew the short straw on this one, Pipes.”

      The guys have been talking about the cameo Jude’s doing over break, but that conversation falls silent when Tyler turns to stare at me. “Why don’t you come with me to Vancouver?” My eyebrows shoot up when I see that his expression is serious. “My brother’s college spring break isn’t at the same time, so there’ll be an extra room. And you know my parents won’t care, they love you. We’re not leaving until Monday anyway, so that’s plenty of time to get travel arrangements worked out.” My lips purse. The Hamiltons loved Piper, but they’ve barely interacted with me. Even still, it’s tempting… A week away from Jackie, even if it’s with Tyler’s extended family in Vancouver, would be such a welcome break.

      I don’t know why I’m even pretending to think about it. “I’ll ask as soon as I get home,” I promise. He gives me a wide smile that doesn’t dissipate even as he turns back to conversation with the guys. Macie quirks an eyebrow in my direction, her eyes conveying the same surprise that I feel at the sudden invitation, and I shrug. I don’t know where the fuck it came from, but I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially if that horse is riding me off into the sunset away from my crazy fucking mother.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, uh, Dad,” I say as I knock on the doorframe of the office. His eyes shoot up from the computer screen he’d been engrossed in, and he offers me a tight-lipped smile before turning his attention back to whatever it is he’s working on. “What did you and Mom do with my ID and passport after the… after last April?” His head shoots back up, and I quickly try to explain myself. “It’s just—if you didn’t send them in with a copy of the death certificate…”

      I trail off as a blush covers my face. I don’t have a mirror to see if my expression looks any more horrified than his, but I swear it has to be a close second. “I’m sorry!” I blurt out immediately and turn to leave the room. Fuck going to Vancouver. There’s no way I can actually have this conversation with Roman.

      “Piper, wait,” he calls after me, and my feet still in their hasty retreat. I close my eyes and suck in a deep, steadying breath before turning back around to face him. He’s standing behind the desk awkwardly, hands bracing against the desktop as his eyebrows furrow. His head tilts to the side as he studies me, and I shift from foot to foot as he stares. “Come sit down.”

      I slowly cross the room and drop into one of the chairs in front of his desk. He sits back in his own chair and stares at me in quiet contemplation long enough to make me squirm uncomfortably under his gaze. “Why are you asking?” he finally questions.

      My breath hitches in my throat. He’s not pissed, and he doesn’t sound suspicious. There’s only curiosity in his eyes. I’m struck by the thought that maybe, just maybe, he’s starting to view me as my own person. That he sees I’m not just content to sit quietly to the side following someone else’s rules. Someone else’s life. If I really want to go on this trip, it’s Roman I need to convince, and then maybe he can help me slay the monster that is Jackie Hawthorne and convince her to agree, too.

      “The Hamiltons invited me to go with them to Vancouver over break. I figured since you and Mom would be busy with work that it was at least worth asking about, but then...” I pause to take a deep, shuttering breath. And sure, maybe I’m overplaying it a bit, but Roman’s the one this kind of shit works on. And I really don’t want to be stuck here with Jackie all week. “I just didn’t know if I would even be able to travel considering… y’know.”

      Dad drops his head in his hands, his shoulders rising and falling dramatically with each deep breath he takes, and I’m positive I’ve said several wrong things all at once to elicit such a strong reaction from him. But then he sighs and starts speaking, even though he’s not looking at me. “It was like no time at all passed between the accident and Jackie approaching me about you. The thought literally hadn’t crossed my mind about what to do with your identification, and then when I finally did think about it, Stan was already almost finished with you. Your mom doesn’t care about the trips, but they’ve always been one of my favorite things to do as a family, so even though it wasn’t technically legal, I decided to just hang onto them. You know, just in case we could ever get back to the place as a family where a trip felt like a genuine use of our time.”

      My heart pounds in my chest when he finally looks up at me again, sincerity and sadness shining in his eyes. “I’m sorry.” I’m not sure what exactly I’m apologizing for, whether it’s for the accident again, or for asking about the documentation, or simply for the fact that the appearance of a happy family is all Roman and Jackie can pretend for these days. Because no matter how hard Jackie tries to pretend, we all know I’m not really their daughter.

      “When do you leave?”

      My eyes go wide when I realize what he’s asked me. “What?” Hope flourishes in my chest, and I try to beat it back because I’m not sure I could handle the disappointment if Roman decides to change his mind before the documents are actually in my hands.

      “We’ll have to talk to your mom, but I don’t think it’s fair for us to ask you to sit around bored during your school break. I trust that the Hamiltons will take care of you, and I trust that you’ll stay out of trouble.” He gives me the most dad-ish look I’ve ever seen.

      “Oh my god, yeah, of course,” I breathe out with an awkward little half-laugh. My hands are shaking, and I can’t stop the string of random chatter that flies from my mouth as he shakes his head at me with an amused sort of smile. “Yeah, absolutely. Are you serious? Holy crap, okay. Yup. I’ll check in every day, too.”

      He nods once before turning his attention back to the computer. “We’ll talk to your mom at dinner. Try not to piss her off before then, yeah?”
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      I give Jackie a wide berth the rest of the afternoon, staying out of her way when possible and complying with whatever she asks as soon as she asks it. If she’s suspicious, she doesn’t immediately call me out, and I let the confidence of Dad’s agreement carry me through the first half of dinner. Jackie eyes me suspiciously as I eat her cranberry kale salad without the usual complaint it garners from me. Okay, but seriously? The only thing I get out of dinner is taste, the least she could do would be to pick something that actually tastes good. Today, though, I manage to keep these thoughts to myself.

      My eyes shoot in Dad’s direction and he tilts his head toward her with one raised eyebrow. Fuck. I thought he was going to bring it up for me. I lay my fork to the side and gently clear my throat. When her gray eyes flash in my direction again, I muster a smile that I’m pretty sure doesn’t look like I’m about to be sick.

      “Hey, Mom?” I ask even though I already have her attention. She nods that she’s listening. “I talked to Dad earlier about something, but I wanted to bring it up to you, too.” Dad’s eyebrows furrow, and I barely catch the slight shake of his head. Oh, right. I can’t make it seem like I’ve gone behind her back. “Because we’re a family and all decisions should be made that way,” I add hastily, but the words are far too stiff to sound natural. If Dad could get away with it, I’m pretty sure he’d drop his head in his hands and groan.

      Her eyebrows raise almost imperceptibly. Thanks, Botox. I look toward Dad, wishing more than anything that he would just help me out here. When I look at Jackie again, I still can’t seem to force the words out. She sighs and sets her own fork down. “Just spit it out, Piper. What is it?”

      Fuck, here goes nothing.

      “Well, the Hamiltons invited me to Vancouver with them over Spring Break, and I was—”

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “I. Said. No.” Her eyes are dangerous, and I know I shouldn’t push my luck. There’s absolutely no room for argument in her tone. I drop my eyes back to my plate. I should fight this harder, but what’s the fucking point? Jackie’s a tyrant—if she doesn’t want me to go, I won’t get to go. “What the hell are you thinking, Piper? You can’t just leave the country. How could you think I would ever agree to this, as if I would ever let you out of my sight for that long? No, it’s out of the question. Absolutely not.”

      “Jackie,” Dad says her name in a low, warning tone, and she jerks in his direction. She takes a deep breath, her chest puffing out, and my entire body tenses in preparation for the fight that’s getting ready to play out in front of me. But Dad reaches out, grabbing her hand gently, running his thumb along her knuckles until she lets the breath go in one long huff. “It’s the Hamiltons. You know Evelyn and Rick won’t let them get into trouble.”

      “That’s not the point, Roman! She can’t just leave—what if something happens? I won’t… I can’t… If there’s another accident…” She splutters around the words she can’t quite say.

      “Jackie, you can’t keep her cooped up here all the time. It isn’t fair. All of her friends are going to be gone, and we’re going to be working the entire time. It’s the Hamiltons, we trust them. And I’m sure Piper will check in every single day.”

      “Twice,” I say as I nod along emphatically. Dad shakes his head, and I realize I’m selling it too much again. I slink down in my seat and shoot him an apologetic smile. I try for Original Piper’s cool indifference, hoping something familiar will turn the argument in my direction once and for all. “We’re going to his grandparents’ house, Mom. How much trouble could we possibly manage to get into?”

      Her lips are impossibly thin as she crosses her arms over her chest. “How much… how much trouble can you…” She trails off with a scoff like she can’t believe I could ask such a stupid question. But then when she continues, I can’t believe I could’ve asked such a stupid question. “You weren’t even half an hour away when you—”

      Well, now I kind of feel like the asshole here. It’s times like these I get slapped in the face with the realization that beneath her tyrannical, overbearing exterior, there’s still a grieving mother in there somewhere. I chew my lips as I avert my gaze to my lap.

      “What are you going to do when it’s time for her to go away to college?” Dad asks quietly, and my heart thumps a little harder in my chest. College? Does he seriously think that’s in the cards for me? When I glace back up, it’s clear to me that Jackie hadn’t considered it at all. All the color’s drained from her face, and she looks like she’s going to be sick. “We can’t keep her locked up here forever, Jackie.”

      “F-fine,” she says, but before I can thank her, she’s choking back a sob and pushing away from the table violently.

      I turn toward Dad, eyes wide and mouth slack, and he offers me a tight-lipped smile. “I’ll call the Hamiltons later to work everything out, okay?” I nod as he stands, glancing with a tight frown in the direction that Jackie hurried off in. “I’m gonna…” He trails off and runs a hand down his face with a groan. “Could you clean up?”

      “Yeah, of course,” I murmur, and he’s gone.

      I clean the kitchen and dining room slowly, mind turning over the events of the evening in a bemused sort of way. For once, I’m torn between being annoyed by Jackie’s dramatics and actually feeling bad for her. I push the conflicting thoughts away before they can take root, though, not ready to face the fact that Jackie Hawthorne might not actually be the monster I’ve built up in my head.
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      I’m a nervous wreck the whole trip to Tyler’s grandparents’ house in West Vancouver. Even though Dad assured me everything would be fine with my identification, I can’t help but be skeptical. But he’s right, and I make it through the airport with little to no fuss. From the moment we pick our luggage up from baggage claim, we’re thrown into a whirlwind of activity.

      I meet so many aunts, uncles, and cousins within the first couple days of being there that my mind’s on fucking overload. I can barely keep names straight, and I’ve answered so many questions about my nature that I start avoiding his family altogether—entirely overwhelmed and tired of explaining that while I may look like Piper Hawthorne, I’m easily my own person as well. It’s absolute hell, and the exact opposite of the relaxing spring break trip I’d been hoping for.

      By Wednesday evening, I’m done with the endless parade of family members. I beg off from dinner, claiming to not feel well. Tyler’s eyes seek mine out, and there’s worry buried in the green depths. I offer him a smile before going to get a jacket and then skirting around the kitchen and dining room carefully, pausing to snatch a throw blanket from the living room before slipping quietly out the back door.

      A breath of relief falls from my lips the minute the door closes behind me and the boisterous chatter is cut off. The weak, early evening sunlight glints off the surface of Howe Sound, sparkling and drawing my eye toward the horizon and the breathtaking sunset painting the sky red, orange, and gold. The serenity of the moment overtakes me, and I close my eyes to listen to the water crashing against the rocks at the edge of the Hamilton family’s property.

      After a few minutes of peaceful silence, I heave a contented sigh and head for the stairs tucked around the side of the two-story deck. For a short second, I consider stopping on the first story of the deck, but the water calls to me, and I find myself flying down the last of the stairs and out toward the sloping walkway that leads toward the private docks and the water.

      About halfway down sits a natural outcropping of rocks, the top of which have been smoothed over and evened out with concrete. Wind brushes against my skin as I stare at the unlit fire pit and circle of lounge chairs. The view is insane, the Howe Sound stretching before me in an unhindered view. I glance to the right, at the next sloping walkway, the one that leads all the way to the shore, and consider my next move carefully.

      Knowing this little outcropping of rocks is hidden from view of the house, I decide to stretch out on one of the loungers, tossing the borrowed throw blanket over my legs. There’s an early spring chill to the air, and I’m so grateful that it means the Hamiltons are tucked away inside, leaving me to come out here and be at peace for the first time in days.

      I’m not sure how much time passes as I sit there listening to the water and watching the sun sink lower and lower. But the dusk turns to darkness before the sound of someone shuffling down the walkway pulls my attention away from the water. I turn in the direction of the sound to see light bobbing in my direction, and a slow smile breaks over my face when I realize it’s Tyler shuffling slowly in my direction, his arms full of wood, and a lantern hanging precariously in his grip.

      “I figured I’d find you down here when you weren’t in your room,” he says before I can speak, and my heart melts as he smiles down at me.

      “You know me so well.” I offer a light laugh as he drops the logs he’s carrying and then sets the lantern off to the side on another chair. “Did you need help?”

      “Little late now, don’t you think?” he responds with an easy laugh. I shrug with a laugh of my own as he kneels down by the stone fire pit.

      I swing my legs around the side of the lounger and rest my elbows on my knees, dropping my chin on the palm of one hand as I watch him start to build a fire. I almost joke about him living a past life as a boy scout, but I completely lose my train of thought when he turns, his shirt stretching tight across his back in a way that makes my mouth go dry. It’s been too damn long since we had a private moment together. I get lost in savoring the sight of his body as he finishes getting the fire burning.

      When he eventually stands to face me, he’s bathed in the warm glow of the fire, the orange flames haloing his body like he’s some kind of ethereal being sent to earth for my pleasure alone. Not for the first time, I realize how damn lucky I am—not just because he’s a fucking piece, but because he’s also so gentle and sweet and… he gets me. In an easy way that I know doesn’t come around all that often.

      Tyler walks over, climbing behind me on the wicker lounger and pulling me back against his chest. He holds me tight, his chin resting on the crown of my head. We’re silent, and it’s not long before the sound of his heart beating under my ear has my eyes drooping. My heart beats in time with his, and a wave of emotion crashes into me just like the waves hitting the rocks below us. I’m so damn grateful for him, so thankful that after everything, we still managed to find our way back to one another.

      The words come easily.

      “I love you,” I murmur.

      After a few silent seconds, his arms tighten around me as he kisses the crown of my head. “I love you too, Piper. So damn much.” I smile and snuggle closer against him, content to let him hold me in this peaceful moment forever.
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      The first thing I’m aware of when I wake up is that I’m cold. I peel my eyes open slowly, teeth chattering as I take in the smoldering fire pit and hazy quality of the pre-dawn sky. I snuggle closer to Tyler, hoping to steal as much warmth as I can after our unintentional night outdoors. The second thing I’m acutely aware of is the way his morning wood pushes insistently against my side.

      I bite my lip and glance in the direction of the house. Trees overhang the rocks, blocking our view of the house—and their view of us. A wicked idea fills my head as the sky slowly lightens around us, and it’s not long before I’m straddling his lap and laying lazy kisses over his lips until he stirs.

      “Mmmm,” he groans against my lips. I kiss a trail along his jawline, stopping at the spot right next to his ear as he murmurs, “G’morning.”

      “It’s certainly going to be,” I whisper as I nip at his earlobe. His hands find my hips. Suddenly, it doesn’t feel so cold outside after all.

      I grind against him as our mouths find each other, morning breath be damned as I feel his hips pulse toward me. Heat courses through my body, burning me up from my very center all the way out to the tips of my fingers and toes. I reach between our bodies, snaking my hands toward the waistband of his joggers, but he catches my wrist in his hand and pulls away from my kiss, panting hard.

      “I don’t have anything with me, Pipe,” he says with a low groan, and I drop my head in the crook of his neck. I might not need condoms for pregnancy control, but I do need them as a matter of good general health. Especially since I’m sleeping with more than one person.

      “What’s the likelihood that we can sneak into your room and not get caught?” I ask as I wriggle against him. I’m positively aching for him right now and I need relief sooner rather than later. Some light dry humping just isn’t going to cut it.

      He groans, hands going tight around my hips to try to make me stop moving. “It’s still early, so everyone’s definitely asleep. But you have to go back to your room as soon as we’re done and you have to be quiet, Pipe.” He eyes me like he’s not actually sure I’m capable of that. I want to remind him of all the times we fooled around with his parents in the house, but this is taking things a step farther. And he’s not wrong, sometimes I may get a little loud.

      “I will be!” I insist, but he’s shaking his head at me even as I’m crawling from his lap and wrapping last night’s borrowed blanket around my shoulders. It’ll be a testament of my self-control if I manage to not wake the entire house, but that’s half of the excitement of it, isn’t it?

      Tyler practically drags me up the walkway, stopping only to fumble with the entry code at the back door. I barely stifle a giggle when he grumbles, “Come on you fucking piece of shit.” As soon as we step foot through the door, he spins me around to press me against the wall just inside the house, kissing me like he’s a starved man.

      “Ty, bedroom,” I moan against his lips when he tries to lift my legs around his waist, and he groans before pulling away from me with a jerk. He laces his fingers through mine again, though, and we scramble through the house to the third story guest room he’s staying in.

      My room’s on the level below, directly next to his parents, the idea being that he wouldn’t dare sneak into my room if it were next to them. I didn’t follow the logic that I wouldn’t sneak into his room, but none of the Hamiltons have ever had daughters, and it’s really fucking obvious. They have no idea the mistake they’ve made, especially considering the fact that I crave Tyler almost as much as he craves me.

      He presses my back against the bedroom door seconds after it closes, my fingers fumbling to click the lock into place as he lowers his lips to my neck and presses his body against mine. I run my hands over his back, digging my nails into the thick material of his sweatshirt as I go. When I make it to the hem, I yank until he pulls away just long enough to pull it over his head in one swift motion before reaching for mine, too.

      Our clothes pile haphazardly around the floor as we kiss and stumble our way toward the bed, hands fumbling over one another in our haste. We fall into the bed side by side, but Tyler’s quick to roll over me. I didn’t even see him grab it, but he’s suddenly tearing into a condom packet. I glance down as he rolls it over his length, my thighs clenching as I watch him pulse against his own hand. He’s ready to go and so am I.

      His eyes are hooded and dark with lust when they find mine again. He puts a hand on each of my legs, urging me to wrap them around his waist, and I do it no question. My heels dig into his ass as I immediately try to spur him on.

      He lets out a long, stuttering breath as he denies me. He’s apparently got his own ideas about what kind of pace to keep. He moves with excruciatingly slow precision as he parts me with one measured stroke. I let out a frustrated groan just in time to have him pull back and plunge into me much harder the second time. It’s enough to force a gasp out of me as he’s capturing my lips with his. My fingers twist around the blankets, desperate for something to hold onto, as he lets go and starts taking me with reckless abandon.

      His eyes pop open when a particularly loud groan escapes through my lips, and he goes wide-eyed and shakes his head frantically at me. “Sorry,” I mouth to him, but he’s apparently done taking chances. He shifts to holding his weight with one arm as he uses his other hand to cover my mouth, stifling the mewling noises that I can’t seem to stop now. The muffled noises only seem to make him fuck me harder. It’s rougher than the sex we’ve had before, which sends me over the edge faster than I anticipated.

      My heels dig so hard into the top of his ass that he has no choice but to stop for a minute and let his weight bear down on me. I convulse under him, hands struggling to find purchase in the sheets as I lose myself in the moment. I’m still riding out an orgasm when Tyler seems to get desperate and drags himself back up far enough that he can start pumping into me again.

      If I thought he was frenzied before, he’s downright chaotic now. He takes his hand away from my mouth to balance himself, and I have to replace it with one of my own as another too-loud moan is pried out of me. It feels too good to be silent.

      “Piper, fuck,” he mutters just before his hips jerk and he collapses over me. He lets out a ragged breath as he rolls to the side to give me room to breathe. “Well, that was one hell of a way to wake up,” he whispers after he catches his breath, chuckling quietly.

      He gets up to ditch the condom and gather up our clothes. I wish I could lay here with him forever, but I know I need to get out now or risk getting caught. I let him help me up so I can redress, which takes twice as long as it should have when he decides to “help.” And by help, I actually mean he wants to cop a feel a few more times before he sends me on my way.

      When I sneak out of his room a few minutes later, I’m sure a look a little worse for the wear, but I feel absolutely sated. My heart catches in my throat, though, when I run into Gran at the foot of the stairs, a curious look on her weathered face. “Oh, good morning,” I say brightly, hoping like hell the blush that’s trying to make its way up my neck isn’t coloring my cheeks. Gran looks pointedly from my messy hair to her wrist watch. “I just went to wake Ty up to see if he wanted to watch the sunrise with me at the dock. I was going to go make coffee if you’d like to join us?”

      She pats me on the arm gently but shakes her head no. “I’ll make breakfast while you make the coffee, but my old bones don’t like the walk down there when it’s so cold out. Besides, who wants their grandmother ruining a perfectly romantic morning?”

      I’m positive a blush flares over my face then, but I offer her a bright smile and rush toward my guest room to change clothes. I collapse against the door for half a second, letting waves of embarrassment crest over me before I head for my half unpacked suitcase on the chair in the corner. As I pass the bed, I notice a glass of water and two aspirin on the bedside table with a note. I hope you start to feel better, Piper. -Gran

      My stomach drops when I reach out to touch the glass of water. It’s room temperature, so it’s likely been there since the night before. The flush is back full force as I wonder whether or not she’d peeked her head into the room to check on me before I came flouncing down the stairs after my morning bout of corrupting her youngest grandson.

      Who wants their grandmother ruining a perfectly romantic morning? Her words echo through my head, and I’m certain I could die of embarrassment on the fucking spot. But damn, it was definitely worth it.
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      The break is already almost over, and it’s a real fucking pity. I’m out on the back deck tonight with my parents, grandparents, and Piper. The sun is setting in the distance, and for once the conversation flows without any robot questions being thrown into the mix. It’s the first night that it’s been just the six of us, and Piper is noticeably more relaxed around everyone, laughing and joking along with my grandpa’s terrible jokes while Gran shakes her head at them both.

      “Oh shoot,” Piper says suddenly, and my eyes dart in her direction as she shoots up out of her chair. My head tilts, and she smiles warmly down at me before turning a gracious smile on my family. “I’m late calling my parents. I’ll be back out in a few minutes. Sorry!”

      She’s gone in a flurry of movement, hair flying as she jogs into the house to retrieve her phone. She’s left it in her room for most of the week, much to my surprise. I’m sure if Brennan and Jude hadn’t been so inaccessible, it would have been attached to her like usual. I know she misses them both, and I get it, but it has been nice having her mostly to myself this week.

      I don’t realize I’m still staring after her until my dad clears his throat loudly, pulling my attention back to the group. He lets out a loud laugh as he tells me, “You’re a goner.”

      He’s not wrong. Still, I blush like a fucking schoolgirl now that they’re all staring at me with that knowing look in their eyes. They don’t even know the half of it. They might not laugh so much if they knew exactly what being with Piper means, particularly that she comes with two other boyfriends and a whole slew of confusing group sexual experiences.

      There are some things no one else ever needs to know.

      Mom’s the first to calm her laughter, laying a hand on Dad’s arm and shaking her head at him. The two of them have always been solid. I can’t ever remember a time they didn’t seem hopelessly in love. When I look at them, I think about how easily I can imagine Piper and I in their place someday. And yeah, okay, I still picture Brennan and Jude there, too, but that’s not the point I want to focus on right now.

      “She’s really different,” Mom says after a long moment. Before I have a chance to get defensive and ask what the fuck that means, she continues softly. “It’s really nice, Ty. When you told us about her, we just—”

      “Well, it is a little weird isn’t?” Dad interrupts.

      Gran reaches over to slap his shoulder. Her jerks away from her with an overdramatic hiss, and I can’t help but shake my head at him. For being such a well-respected doctor, he’s not well known for taking shit seriously. When his eyes go hard, though, I’m not sure he is goofing around anymore. “I’m sorry, but it is. Who orders a replacement for their dead kid?”

      My mouth moves before my brain has a chance to catch up. “Dad, what the fuck!” Gran gasps, but it’s Grandpa who wags his finger at me. “Sorry,” I mutter. “But you can’t just say stuff like that.”

      “I guess no one ever accused Jackie Hawthorne of being the kind of woman who has her shit together,” Dad keeps on rambling. “Still, where the hell did that idea even come from? And how does a woman approach someone like Stanley Hyde, of all people, with that kind of insanity? I mean, I assume he was already working on something and didn’t just pull the whole project together from scratch. But it’s weird that he got the replacement so close to the real thing.” Gran’s face is red with embarrassment as she tries hopelessly to stop him from continuing. I’m sure she’s horrified right now about his serious lack of manners. Finally, Mom leans over and pinches him until he yowls.

      “Rick, you are being incredibly insensitive,” she hisses, shooting a pointed look in my direction. I huff a sigh at her and drop my head in my hands. Jesus Christ. They’re great parents, honestly, super supportive and loving, but damn if they don’t just miss the mark now and then. “Tyler, she’s wonderful. Really.”

      “Oh!” Dad exclaims suddenly, and I shake my head even though it’s still resting in my hands. For being the smartest man I know, he sure is a goddamn idiot sometimes. “Tyler, yeah, it’s not her I have the problem with! Not that I have a problem with anything at all. It’s just—you know, what a weird decision to make for your family. Ow, Evelyn, stop pinching me!” The laugh that falls from my lips lacks any real humor, but I appreciate his effort. “Seriously, Tyler, we love her.”

      “Who do you love?” My head jerks up to see Piper strolling across the deck with an easy smile on her face. She trails her hand over my shoulders as she passes me to take back her chair on the other side of mine. “Is it Gran? Because I love her, too,” Piper gushes as she blows my grandmother a kiss. She has a serious soft spot for Gran. I fucking love that.

      And Gran’s got a soft spot for Piper, too. Her face pulls into a wide smile as she leans forward to pat my girlfriend’s hand affectionately. Grandpa nudges my foot under the table. I can guess exactly what he’s thinking. Piper has charmed the pants off my entire family. Sure enough, when I glance at him, he gives a nod of approval in her direction.

      “We were talking about you, dear. Although, I’m afraid my son can’t seem to figure out how to do so without becoming a completely offensive buffoon.” Gran shoots Dad another disapproving look.

      Piper takes my hand and squeezes as she laughs breezily. Thank fuck she doesn’t look too bothered by that announcement.

      “Offensive?” she asks as one eyebrow goes up. I can only hope that my dad doesn’t decide to start in again, over sharing about how weird he thinks the concept of her existence is.

      I shake my head and tell her, “Trust me, you don’t want to know. Let’s just leave it at the fact that everyone thinks you hung the moon and stars.”

      “The moon and the stars?” she asks with mock surprise, and the same gentle laughter that’s filled the air almost all night rises from my family once more. “I mean, that seems a bit much, but I love you guys, too.” There’s genuine warmth in her voice, and my heart fucking thuds at the sound of it. “Thank you all so, so much for letting me intrude on your family trip. I really appreciate it. I’ve had an amazing time.”

      And then Gran’s cooing over her all over again and Dad has stars in his eyes as he nods along, agreeing with everything Gran says. It’s obvious that he wasn’t kidding when he said his problem isn’t actually with her, but with the weird way of coping—or rather, not coping—that her parents have chosen.

      Mom catches my eye again to mouth to me, “She’s amazing.” I smile as I turn back to her, taking in all that she is. God, she really is incredible, and after all the shit we put her through at first, I know I’m so fucking lucky to have her.
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      It was bittersweet being back at school the week after spring break, but the first week back flew by. Now that we’re heading into the backstretch of senior year, things are considerably less chaotic at school. Which leaves plenty of time for me to hang out with my boys, flirting and just otherwise making googly eyes at them. Whatever, I’m not even embarrassed.

      By Friday, Macie seems to decide she’s had enough of The Thorns. She pulls me away from a particularly flirty moment between them and me in the parking lot, dragging me unceremoniously to her car.

      “Macie, what the hell?” I ask as she shoves me toward the passenger side of her car.

      The guys are all trying to yell after her, but she just shoots them the middle finger and doesn’t respond. “Will you get in the damn car before they throw any more of a hissy fit? We need a girls’ day.”

      “But—”

      “Get in the goddamn car, Piper.”

      I shake my head as I do what she asked, but not before taking one last longing look backward. Tyler raises his arms in a clear what the fuck gesture. I just wave him off. Macie’s right, we are due for a girls’ day. I slide into the passenger seat and barely have the seatbelt buckled over my lap before she’s peeling out of her parking spot.

      “Mace, slow down, what the hell?” I ask as I reach for the handle hanging above the door while glaring in her direction. My bag falls over in the floor as she fucking flies out of the parking lot, the contents spewing over the floorboard. “I’m sorry, are we on the fucking run or something?”

      “From your merry band of boyfriends, maybe.” She laughs as she says it. She reaches to turn the radio on, her fingers hovering over the volume for a moment as she continues. “Did you miss the part back there where Jude was storming over to his car like he might be gearing up for a high-speed chase? You’d think they’ve forgotten that you were mine first, hoes before bros and all that.”

      My stomach drops as I realize why Jude was probably storming off to his car all pissed off. “Mace, I’m supposed to go to Jude’s tonight—we’re screening the movie for next week’s premiere.”

      She shakes her head as she waves a hand casually across the air.

      “Text him and tell him I’ll drop you off in a few hours. This way, we can get your premiere dress tonight instead of tomorrow morning. It’ll be way less risky, since I can drop you off at Jude’s afterward instead of us trying to figure out how to sneak you in and out of your house tomorrow.”

      “Mace,” I start to whine again, but then I snap my mouth shut. Stop being a shitty friend, Piper. The Thorns aren’t going anywhere. I send the quick text to Jude letting him know the new plan.

      When he doesn’t respond instantly, I nibble at my bottom lip. Maybe he really is pissed about Macie commandeering me away from them. I contemplate sending him another message but decide to tough it out. If he really is being a diva about it, I don’t actually want to deal with that right now. Apparently, that’s not the case, though. His message comes through a few minutes later.

      That’s fine. We’re gonna grab some pizza. Can’t wait to see you in that dress.

      I haven’t even started typing a reply when the next text comes through.

      And peel you out of it.

      I roll my eyes, but a smile stretches over my lips anyway. I toss my phone in the cupholder without responding—I like keeping him on his toes—and reach over to turn the music up even louder, screaming along to the song lyrics with Macie as she races toward West Hollywood.
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      My mouth hangs open when I step out from behind the changing curtain and catch a glimpse of myself in the large corner mirror. I run my hands down the front of the dress, my hands catching over the beads and crystals as Angelique stands off to the side with her fingers steepled under her chin, eyeing her work as Macie rushes forward to help me straighten the long tulle skirt when I stop in front of the mirror. Just like the first time I’d come to meet the designer, she’s quiet and contemplative.

      I stare at the dress in the mirror again and I’m just… overwhelmed by the beauty of it. It’s elegant but effortlessly sexy at the same time. Simply put, it’s a masterpiece, perfect in every single way—dusty pink with a floor length skirt of hazy tulle. It’s side split, allowing my leg to pop through when I bend it at the knee—adding a touch of sexy to the bottom of the dress that might otherwise be too princessy. I don’t doubt Jude will like that particular detail. I can already picture him running his hand up my thigh in this dress, and the thought makes me shiver. My hands flutter to the bodice again, shaking as I try to steer my head back into safer territory.

      The steely gray beads, crystals, and rhinestones start at the very top of the thin straps, and cluster precisely to keep my chest covered in the classiest way possible in a dress with such a low v-neck. They swirl out from there, fading into smaller lines that look like they’re dripping into the tulle of the skirt. I spin around carefully to look at the barely there back of the dress. It dips low, to the small of my back, the embellishments continuing on the little bit of material that’s actually back there.

      “It’s breathtaking,” I finally manage to choke out. Not that I expected anything less. Naomi Alton was the one to insist I come get fitted with this particular designer, and Naomi knows designer dresses better than anyone on the West Coast.

      Angelique Flores might be an up-and-coming designer, and she’s admittedly a little standoffish to boot, but she’s going to go so fucking far in Hollywood if she keeps making dresses like this. It fits like a glove, with not an inch of gaping material. And even though it’s impossibly sexy and shows so, so much skin, I have no fears that I’m going to have a wardrobe malfunction and accidentally flash the press.

      Angelique hums in the back of her throat, but doesn’t actually speak to me before finally approaching, running her hands along the skirt quickly one last time, as if checking to make sure everything’s okay—or to say goodbye to her masterpiece. Either way, I get it because I’m in love with it, too. God knows if it wouldn’t be completely fucking frowned upon, I’d wear the dress to prom, too. But I’m not stupid enough to try that, not when the premiere will be so heavily photographed and splashed over the internet and through gossip mags. I don’t think Jackie would ever let me live it down either.

      Angelique gives the dress her final seal of approval in the form of one short nod before ushering me back behind the curtain to change into my much less fabulous Rosewood uniform. “Jude is going to cream his pants,” Macie whispers through the curtain, and I struggle to bite back laughter. What a completely Macie thing to say.

      At her mention of Jude, I fish in my bag for my phone, laughing lightly when I see the string of incoming text messages in my group chat with The Thorns. I slink out from behind the curtain, and Angelique rushes in with a garment bag to carefully secure the dress for me. Macie sidles up next to me, eyes eavesdropping on my phone. I don’t mind, most of the time all the guys send in the group chat are strings of eggplant and peach emojis.

      I shoot a quick text, letting the guys know I’d gotten my dress and would be on my way to them soon. Jude is the first to text back, and I’m not surprised to see his request.

      Pics?

      Angelique steps out of the dressing room. She presses the garment bag into my hands, telling me that Naomi had already taken care of the payment and thanking me for my patronage all in one breath. She barely gets the words out before she’s shooing us from her studio. This poor lady does not seem to want us to stay a second longer than necessary.

      I know I’m probably being stupid, that Angelique most likely just isn’t a huge fan of loud, gossipy teenagers, but I can’t stop from wondering if there’s more to it than that. Like maybe she could tell there was something off about me. Maybe her objection wasn’t to human interaction, but to interaction with me. I try to shake off these new thoughts plaguing me. As standoffish as she might have been, there was nothing to suggest Angelique had a problem with me, in particular. She was just as short with Macie, who’s one-hundred percent human.

      As I climb into the car with Macie, dress carefully laid across the backseat, I send a simple response to Jude.

      No.

      C’mon, Pi, we want to see how you look. I mean, obviously, you look stupid fucking hot, but still…

      I roll my eyes at Brennan’s gratuitous use of the tongue emoji as I lean back, getting comfortable in my seat. It’s amazing how they manage to make anything seem dirty. Even dress shopping.

      It’s bad luck to see the dress before.

      Immediately, they’re all protesting.

      Pipe, that’s a wedding thing. Jude’s taking you to his mom’s movie premiere—you’re not getting married.

      We’re not getting married, assfucks. Let us see the dress, Piper.

      NO. You guys just have to wait.

      Why do we have to wait? Jude didn’t invite me or Brennan to the premiere. We shouldn’t get punished just because he’s an asshole.

      You’re the asshole, Hamilton.

      Fuck you, Alton.

      Everyone can wait for pictures, I type back, shaking my head at their endless back and forth. To an outsider it might seem like a short, terse exchange, but I know the truth. They like this back-and-forth. The camaraderie of having separate relationships but being able to come together when it counts. Like when they want to gang up on me because they think I’ll cave faster when it’s all three of them. I’m sure they’ll all sitting at Jude’s house laughing and giving each other shit while they send the texts.

      As the texts subside, my mind goes to Angelique again. I can’t help it. All I can think about is how she couldn’t seem to get me out of her shop fast enough. I know there are other possible explanations, but my mind is still stuck on that one. Somehow she knows what I am, and she hates the very idea of me. And if a perfect stranger can hate the idea of me, how can anyone ever love me? I close my eyes, unease settling in my gut as Macie drives toward the Altons’ house.

      The volume of the music suddenly lowers, and I can hear Macie sigh over the low humming of it in the background. “Pipes, are you okay?” she asks softly. I shrug, the motion tired and morose. “Well that’s not promising. What’s going on—did one of the Pricks do something?”

      “No.” It’s a definitive answer, and my eyes pop open as I turn my head to stare at her, hoping she can feel the weight of my stare and know how serious I am. “We’re good—super fucking good, actually.”

      “Okay… are you sure?” She sounds like she hates asking me, and she grimaces when she chances a peek in my direction. “It’s just, obviously something’s bothering you right now, and you’ve seemed a little off the past few days.”

      Carefully, I pick my words. “I don’t know, Mace. Objectively, everything is perfect. We’re all hanging out. Everyone’s happy.” There’s a but coming, but I can’t actually stomach saying it.

      Macie offers me a small smile. “I know once upon a time I told you I thought everyone has one person out there that fits all of their needs perfectly and that I didn’t really understand why you’d want multiple boyfriends. But Piper, after watching you guys together for the past couple of months, I get it. You guys are literally perfect together. Not just you and any one of them, but you with all of them. It’s like couple goals times three, plus some serious friendship goals when all four of you hangout.” She tries again, “So what’s bothering you?”

      “I just don’t know, exactly,” I answer as honestly as I can.

      But then I think about the dress designer. And Ms. Diaz’s reaction to my relationships with The Thorns. How Jackie would lose her shit if she found out what I’d been up to with my guys. The comments from Tyler’s dad that I pretended not to overhear in Vancouver. I want everything to work out, more than fucking anything, but hell, I don’t think the world’s ready to accept me. Much less my non-conforming relationship with the three hottest guys in L.A.

      “Are you hearing a lot of shit-talking at school?”

      “No, if people are thinking it, they aren’t saying it. I think people are too scared of the consequences with The Thorns to risk saying anything to any of us directly.”

      She hums in the back of her throat but doesn’t offer any other suggestions. I run my hand through my hair and try to shake off all the nasty thoughts, but it’s easier said than done.

      I’m working so fucking hard to figure out how to solve my Jackie problems. Ms. Diaz, while shocked by the revelation of the type of relationship Brennan and I are in with the other guys, has done her best to try to be understanding. Tyler’s family did accept me. His dad was adamant the problem was my family, not me. And who’s to say that Angelique Flores isn’t just as weird and standoffish with all of her clients? Maybe I’m overthinking things.

      Get real, Piper. There’s no ‘maybe’ about it.

      I rub my temples for a quick second as Macie pulls up to the gate in front of Jude’s house. She presses the button for entry, and a few seconds later someone buzzes us in. I’m sure Jude was probably waiting impatiently for us to finally get here.

      They want you here, Piper. Who cares about all those other people? The Thorns want you.
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      Piper shows up early on Saturday, just like Mom told her to. She barely gets a foot in the door before Mom’s sweeping her right past me and upstairs to the army of stylists here to make sure Piper and her look red carpet ready. There’s a wistful look in Mom’s eyes for all of a second before she masks it. I know she probably wishes she’d had a daughter to play dress-up with, but she got me, instead. At least now I’ve given her something to look forward to, dressing Piper up like her own personal Barbie doll.

      “She got you your own team of stylists, Piper. Good fuckin’ luck.” I call after their retreating forms. I bark out a surprised laugh when Piper flips me a middle finger behind Mom’s back. Feisty. I can’t wait to see her dress tonight so I know what I’ll be stripping her out of later.

      The two of them disappear, leaving me to my own company to wait for fuck knows how long. I slip into the rec room for a glass of Dad’s expensive whiskey. He always stocks the good shit. While the girls do whatever it is girls do to get ready, I catch the last Warriors’ regular season game. And if I check my watch a few too many times, desperate to have Piper back for myself… Well, at least there’s no one around to see it.
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        * * *

      

      I pace the marble foyer, glancing occasionally at the expensive French watch Mom brought back for me from her last shoot, as if expensive gifts made up for her absence. Not that it matters, it’s something I’ve gotten used to. After the last nanny left several years ago, no one ever bothered to replace her. I’m used to being alone in a big, empty house. Still, she keeps bringing the gifts every time she comes back from long shoots away from home. For living in the center of the Silver City, she sure spends a hell of a lot of time on location shoots. I used to wonder if she did it on purpose, so that she wouldn’t have to be a mother.

      I’m thinking about all of it now as one of her absences actually burns me. Not because I’m all that worried about having my mother’s company for this thing, but because this time in her absence, she’s holding my fucking girlfriend hostage.

      My lips purse and I dig my phone from the pocket of my slim-fit suit pants, checking to make sure that the watch isn’t running slow or some shit because there’s no way it’s only been ten minutes since the last time I checked. I groan when the phone confirms I’m being impatient, but goddammit I just want to get this red carpet out of the way, rub some elbows and come the fuck home. Normally I might not give a shit about getting home early, but it’s a Thursday and someone actually cares about showing up to school on Friday. Hint, it’s sure as hell not me.

      “Jude, would you stop pacing? You’re driving me crazy, they’ll be down when they’re ready.” Dad snaps in my direction. My jaw tightens even as I give him a curt nod. He’s leaning casually against the wall, looking effortlessly careless as he scrolls through his phone. “Besides, it’s your mother’s premiere. When does she ever show up on time for them?”

      I groan, but then finally—fucking finally—my eyes catch Piper freezing at the top of the stairs. My mouth fucking drops as I stare. She’s partially turned, talking over her shoulder to some nobody that’s making a last minute adjustment to something on the back of her dress.

      My eyes rake over her slowly. That frilly, pink dress she’s wearing is enough to make blood instantly rush to my dick. Well, damn. Light catches on the gemstones that barely keep me from getting an eye-full of her tits, and I’m pretty sure I’m actually fucking drooling.

      Laughter fills my ear, and I remember to shut my mouth as Dad slaps me on the shoulder. “I had a very similar reaction the first time I saw your mom in a premiere dress,” he says sagely, but I’m not actually paying much attention to him.

      No, my focus is on Piper and Piper alone as she turns away from the stylist, her eyes catching mine as she starts down the stairs slowly. I bite my lip to hold in a groan as she makes fucking bedroom eyes at me. Fuck it being a school night. When we’re done at the premiere, I’m going to push that skirt up around her waist and let her know exactly what seeing her like this does to me.

      I stagger forward as she takes the last step gracefully, despite the mile-high heels that makes our height difference much less dramatic than usual. “Piper, you—holy shit, you look amazing,” I somehow manage to spit out. I lean forward to kiss the hell out of her, but my mom fucking ruins it. She comes bustling down the stairs, voice panicked as she screeches about how late we are. Damn her.
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        * * *

      

      Our limo sits in line, crew bustling around outside as they prep everybody before they actually reach the red carpet. They’ve already explained we’ll enter behind the director but in front of the lower-billed actors. Despite the panic over being late, we’ve still managed to arrive at the perfect time. Such is Hollywood.

      “I can’t believe you wanted to come tonight, Piper,” Mom suddenly pipes up. I guess she’s finally tired of incessantly checking her Twitter feed for news about the movie. “You haven’t been to one with us since, oh gosh, when was it? Freshman year, maybe?” Eighth grade.

      “Of course I came, Jude asked me.” She seems to hesitate before adding, “You do realize we’re dating, right?”

      I can’t help but snort at the genuine shock that crosses over Mom’s face. She’s usually got a much better poker face than that, but she can’t seem to school her face fast enough. The old Piper and I were friends from the time we were in diapers, and I’d had to explain to my mom more than once over the years that yes, we really were just friends.

      “Well,” Mom says finally, “isn’t that something.”

      “Jude really didn’t say anything?” Piper asks, turning to me with pursed lips and narrowed eyes. It’s adorable she thinks I tell my parents things. Mom might be putting on a good show right now, but she never actually gets involved. Not in my life in general, so certainly not my dating life. Which, to be fair, was more a sex life than a dating life before Piper. “We’ve been together since, what? January?”

      Piper looks at me for confirmation but I shake my head. “September,” I correct.

      She scoffs and shakes her head sharply. “No, definitely not,” she insists, her tone hard as her eyes narrow even further. “It’s only been since like January.”

      “Mmm, no. September’s when we—”

      Piper punches me—hard. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” she whisper-yells at me. She breathes hard, an angry flush starting to creep up her neck, but all it does it turn me on to see her angry. I try to force myself to think of literally anything besides fucking her. I can’t walk the fucking red carpet with a hard-on. Jesus, I’d never live that shit down. “We’ve been together since January,” Piper announces with a hint of finality to her voice.

      September, I silently correct anyway. I’m definitely counting September.

      Mom hums in the back of her throat as her eyes drift toward the window. I lean back in my seat, and reach up to drop my hand on the back of Piper’s neck, squeezing and massaging it gently to work loose some of the tension she’s been carrying ever since we got into the limo. My fingers sink into the hair at nape of her neck, and Piper shudders violently when my fingers brush over one particular spot. Interesting. I store the information for later, fully intending to explore her reaction when we’re not trapped under my mother’s watchful stare—which is back on us again.

      I let my hand fall back into my lap as Mom eyes us silently. Fucking seriously, I need the cars in front of us to hurry the fuck up because I can’t handle her when she’s bored like this. “What happened with that other boy—what’s his name? Tyson?” Yeah, because I’ve only been friends with Tyler for almost as long as I was with Piper. Fuck, she’s clueless.

      “Tyler,” Piper supplies oh-so-helpfully.

      “Right.” Mom nods as if she knew his name all along. “You were with him before, right? I had to move Jude’s prom picture the other day while I was doing a cover shoot at the house. It didn’t match the aesthetic.” Get to the point, Mom. “You were matching with that other boy at Prom. That’s not much time between then and when you started dating Jude in September.” I would laugh at the way she says September, not January, if it wasn’t for how decidedly uncomfortable this whole fucking conversation has become. She’s still going, too. “So, something happened over the summer? You two broke up, I presume?” No and no. Fuck, Mom is really putting her foot in her mouth right now.

      “Uhm…” Piper hesitates to answer, and I can feel her gaze on the side of my face.

      The way Mom says it, it’s obvious she has no recollection of the real Piper’s death. Shit, now I can’t remember if I ever actually said anything to her about it. Was she even home around the time of the funeral? Fuck, I’m drawing a blank. Now’s not the time to start talking about deaths and replacements. Instead, I force the conversation to pivot.

      “Piper’s still dating Tyler.” Piper lets out a small squeak as Mom’s eyebrows rise and we finally get Dad’s attention away from his phone. “She’s dating my friend Brennan, too. She really has quite the collection going at this point.”

      “Jude!” she hisses my name.

      Dad makes an interested sound low in his throat. “How progressive.” Mom nods along, the two of them taking it all in stride the way I figured they would. I’m sure Mom’s already thinking of the spin her PR company could put on this.

      “Oh,” Mom suddenly remembers, “Jude, darling, don’t forget to talk to Jeremy Carmichael tonight. He’s got that Netflix deal, and I hear he’s been shopping for something teen-centric. You’re ready for more leads. The cameos and one-offs are becoming exhausting.”

      And just like that, everything else is forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      Piper shifts next to me, the smile on her lips falling a fraction as my attention gets pulled in a thousand different directions, occasionally by photographer and reporters but more often by people who have worked with me or my parents on projects. I drop my hand to her shoulder after a short round of photos and squeeze gently before moving to our next assigned spot on the carpet. She’s so stiff that I’m surprised her legs can actually move enough to carry her from one spot to the next. At this rate, with her legs locked like that, I’m worried she’s going to end up passing out.

      I should have prepared her better.

      I lean close so I can brush my lips against her ear as we stop a few feet behind Mom and Dad. They’re giving an interview together, the two of them playing up the romance for the cameras. They’re one of the few couples around here still together after fuck knows how many years of marriage. Spending at least half the year apart while they film separate projects probably helps a whole hell of a lot.

      We make it through a few more rounds of handshakes and photos before we find a more secluded spot off to the side. I stop to let her take a breather. “Are you okay?” She responds with a tight nod but her shoulders don’t loosen and her legs are locked at the knees again. “Are you sure? You look like you’re getting ready to pass out.”

      “Do you think they know?” she asks from the corner of her mouth.

      I’m not sure what she’s talking about. I start to ask, but before I get the chance one of Dad’s director buddies circles around with his wife. Sean and Caroline Vinsant. They’re familiar faces around here.

      Sean asks me what I’m working on while Caroline makes a few halfhearted attempts to engage Piper in conversation. A couple times, I have to prod her for answers so that she doesn’t seem like she’s being rude. I’m surprised as fuck to see her act this way. She looks amazing, but her behavior is shit tonight. She hasn’t seemed this self-conscious and uncomfortable since her early days as 2.0—and back then she had every reason to be.

      I wrap up the conversation with the Vinsants so that I can pull Piper away. We’re supposed to hit one last mark, but I skip it, pulling Piper into the quiet of the theater, instead. I push her into the little alcove off to the side and try not to think about how perfect the spot would be for a quick fuck.

      “Piper, what the fuck is going on?”

      “I don’t know.” She stares down at her feet. “I just feel weird, okay? Like I don’t fit in. It’s just that, some of the people we were talking to—ugh, fuck, I don’t know, Jude!” I slide my fingers into her hair and force her to look up at me. I’m not playing at this bashful shit with her. My eyes urge her to say whatever it is she needs to say. “I think some of them could tell that I’m not, you know, normal or whatever. They know something’s weird about me. That I don’t fit in.”

      “Piper, it’s Hollywood. No one really ‘fits in.’ I promise you, not a single fucking person we talked to tonight thought anything about us or you, other than how goddamn lucky I am to have you here on my arm. If anything, people are probably staring because you’re so fucking breathtaking.” I massage the back of her head with my fingers, taking comfort in the way her eyes nearly close with pleasure. And I decide it doesn’t matter that she’s wearing all that expensive fucking makeup, I kiss her anyway. Long and hard, until I’m positive she can’t remember what the problem was in the first place.

      When she stares up at me dazed as I pull away, I give her one last reassurance. “No one will ever fucking question you as long as you’re with me. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah,” she says softly.

      I reward her with another kiss.
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        * * *

      

      Piper’s quiet during the ride back to my house, chin propped on her palm as she stares out the window of the car. It’s not quite dark enough for me to see the reflection of her face in the window, but I can tell I don’t like whatever she’s thinking based on the way her shoulders keep stiffening. She looks like she keeps trying to make herself relax before I notice it, but that little plan obviously doesn’t work.

      It burns me up that she doesn’t believe me when I tell her she doesn’t have a fucking thing to worry about. Everything’s been so good. I don’t know why there’s this big fucking roadblock between us all of a sudden.

      I’m barely holding back my irritation when the car drops us at my house and Piper has still barely looked in my direction. I want to grab her and shake her and tell her she’s being so fucking stupid.

      “It’ll just take me a few minutes to get changed then you can take me home, okay?” she asks quietly as we step into the otherwise silent house, but I don’t respond, knowing that I’ll likely just snap at her if I do. She’s got to be fucking blind to not see what I do. “Jude, is that okay?”

      I don’t answer, focusing on letting her into the house instead, fingers skimming over her bare back as she passes in front of me. She shivers before pulling ahead of me, and even though she hangs her head as she stands a few feet away, my cock still twitches at the way her body responded to my touch. My irritation melts away in an instant. “I have a better idea,” I purr as I let the door slam closed with a heavy thunk.

      Her shoulders stiffen, and when she glances up at me, there’s literal fucking misery in her eyes. I close the distance between us with a few long strides, wrapping my hand around the back of her neck when I stop to stand in front of her. I brush my lips against hers, but start to pull away when she puts her arms up and tries to deepen the kiss. She makes a sound of protest, but I grin as I reach up to tug her arms from around my neck.

      “Let me make you feel better.” It’s barely a whisper, and her mouth falls open slightly when she takes a shuddering breath and nods. I grab her hand and lead her toward the stairs, and she trails along behind me easily.

      I tug her into my bedroom, the first girl I’ve ever brought in here—I barely tolerate the cleaning lady entering the room I consider my sanctuary. I don’t give Piper a chance to study her surroundings. I lead her to the bed and push her down until she’s sitting on the edge.

      She chews her lip as she glances up at me from under her dark eyelashes, and my dick pulses at the heat in her eyes. I bend down to swipe my tongue over her lips, preening at the way her mouth falls open for me immediately. I dominate her mouth, working her into a fucking frenzy before pulling away from her again—getting another protest from her lips as I take a step back. I toss my tuxedo jacket into a haphazard pile on the floor before making quick work of my cuff links and rolling the shirt sleeves to my elbows.

      I drop to my knees as I work my bowtie loose, pulling it from the collar and tossing it in Piper’s direction. She picks it up, running it through her fingers as I undo the first few buttons on my shirt and roll my neck experimentally, stretching some of the tension from my muscles. She watches me as I slide my hands along the exposed skin that’s peeking out from the thigh-high slit of her dress. Piper lets out a breathy moan as my fingers pass her knee and I shoot her a smirk.

      She leans back on her elbows, eyes hooded as she keeps staring down at where I’m kneeling between her legs. My dick is fucking throbbing, but all I can think about is the promise I made to her. That I’d soothe her. I am a man of my word. I grab handfuls of her frilly dress and toss the fluffy shit up over her chest as I turn my attention to the part of her that I have every intention of devouring.

      Her hands work through the scratchy material until it’s divided on either side of her body and she can stare at me as I run my fingers from her ankles to her knees, pausing there for a short second as she groans low in the back of her throat. “Do you know what’s real and what matters?” I ask as I hook my fingers around the edges of her tiny, flesh-toned panties.

      “What?” she pants as she lifts her hips like a good girl. I yank the panties down her legs, pulling them over her shoes and tossing them somewhere behind me as I return my hands to her legs. She gasps when I wrench her legs apart.

      “This, Piper.” I murmur before I lick a trail from the inside of her knee to the crux of her thighs. She squirms as I take my time tasting her. I lean back just enough to mutter, “This is real, and you don’t ever get to fucking question it.”
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      Whispers follow me through school the next day, and it starts to wear on my nerves. I thought I’d resoundingly got over the fact that people were going to talk behind my back regardless of who I was and how I acted. But after last night, I can’t seem to stop replaying that feeling of people obviously knowing I’m different. The whispers are only making it worse now.

      I check the internet between my first two classes, worried as hell that something might’ve come out after the premiere, but everything’s quiet, and it seems I’m just being insecure and paranoid. The whispers don’t stop, though, and I feel like I’m losing my fucking mind. I consider dragging the gossipy girl from my English class to the side again to ask her what’s going on, but then I remember how terrified that made her last time, and I manage to refrain.

      It doesn’t end up mattering. As I head for the cafeteria, there’s finally an onslaught of talking that tells me exactly what everyone is talking about.

      “… thought she was dating Tyler Hamilton, but…”

      “… seen her with Brennan, too…”

      “She has to choose eventually, right?”

      I thought these rumors had died down. Right now, I can’t even pretend to have the energy in me to work on setting the record straight. Admitting to the student body about being in a relationship with all three would only lead to more questions than I’m willing to answer.

      The last thing I want to give any of these people is fodder for their gossip, but everything I do is under a microscope here, and it’s not until I’m closer to the cafeteria that the whispers get a little louder and much more disconcerting.

      “She went to a movie premiere with Jude Alton last night…”

      “Do you think she’s finally stopped fucking around with the other Thorns?”

      “It’s a pretty clear choice, isn’t it? You don’t just go to a premiere with Jude Alton if you’re not dating him.”

      “… other two are finally up for grabs again…” I shoot a glare in that particular girl’s direction, and even though she cows to my narrowed eyes and hard-pressed lips, I still tuck tail and turn in the opposite direction. My quiet corner in the library is calling my name like a siren song, and I’m tired and confused enough to answer that call.

      One last statement catches me off guard, though, making me feel like I’m going to be sick. “What can any of them really get out of dating her, anyway? She’s not even real.” I wrap my arms around my middle as I push my way through the crowd, not ready or willing to face the fact that my very own insecurities are being whispered through the hallways for the entire school to hear.

      Jude’s words repeat over and over again in my head. This is real, and you don’t ever get to fucking question it.  I’d let him talk me down the night before, ultimately taking comfort in the fact that if people were suspicious about me, none of them commented on it. Even Naomi Alton, who’d known Piper from infancy, couldn’t tell me apart from the girl she clearly hadn’t realized was dead.

      There’s no comfort in Jude’s words now.

      She’s not even real.

      How can anything with Jude—or any of The Thorns—be real when I’m not?

      My heartbeat is erratic as I slip into the quiet of the library. I try to tell myself to calm down. No good would come from going into cardiac arrest over this. The thought sends my mind in the opposite direction. Can I even go into cardiac arrest? My body’s as high-tech and as close to human as they come, but surely Stan wouldn’t program health problems into my code… it would be pretty counter-productive to my purpose, I would think. God, how fucking inhuman can I get?

      I collapse into a chair in a dimly lit corner. I think back to 2.0, to the way she struggled to understand humanity. I was a fool to think I was any better. That somehow I had grown, become more human.

      I will never be human. And if I’m not really human, what do I really have to offer The Thorns? I can’t grow old with them. I can’t give them babies. Or a real future. The only thing I can really offer them is sex, and that’s not something to set the foundation of a whole relationship on.

      How long can I really expect this to last when I’ve got nothing else to offer? This is all that I am, and all that I’ll ever be. How could we ever hope to build a real relationship around that?

      I already know the answer.

      We can’t.
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        * * *

      

      As I stand in the middle of the living room staring at my phone, I start to second-guess this plan. Obviously, I need to have a conversation with these guys, which is why I asked all three of them to meet here at Tyler’s place. But now that I’m actually here getting ready to do this, I’m realizing that I have no idea how to make them see things my way. They’re all so hard-headed. This isn’t going to be easy—and I’m already having a hard time keeping my thoughts straight in my head.

      You’re picking me up in twenty minutes, right?

      I stare at my phone like it’s a lifeline, and I find myself wishing that I could take it and just fucking disappear instead of facing all of my insecurities head on. My hands are shaking, and I’m impatiently waiting for Brennan and Jude to get here. Tyler’s in the kitchen grabbing drinks and snacks since I asked him to give me a few minutes alone. I couldn’t handle him asking if everything was okay every couple minutes. Nothing’s okay. My hands fumble as the phone dings, and it slides across the floor and under the coffee table.

      I scramble to pick it up as the front door opens and my heart kicks into overdrive again. I huddle on the floor for a short moment, closing my eyes and taking a calming breath as Jude calls out our names and Tyler shouts that he’ll meet us in the living room in just a minute. I clutch my phone to my chest as I push myself up, standing just in time to see Brennan quirking his head to the side and watching me pop up from under the coffee table with wide eyes and wild hair.

      I glance at my phone, relief flooding through me at the sight of Macie’s message. For the last freaking time, yes. I’m picking you up in twenty minutes. I won’t be late, and we’ll get to our movie on time. Jesus. She doesn’t know why it’s so important for her to be here on time. I’m going to have one hell of a time explaining it to her later, I’m sure. I didn’t want to tell her ahead of time and give her a chance to talk me out of it.

      Jude steps into the room, his eyes finding me immediately. He rounds the coffee table, grabbing me and pulling me in for a kiss.

      His lips barely make contact before I’m shying away from his touch. I pull out of his grasp and retreat several steps away. “What the fuck, Piper?” he asks, a deep frown marring his handsome face.

      I turn toward the fireplace, studying the framed pictures of the Hamiltons so that I don’t have to face the boys and the looks of confusion I’m sure they’re sporting. I manage to send off a quick thank you text to Macie before a hand wraps around my arm and jerks me back around

      “What the fuck is going on, Piper?”

      “I—” My mind goes fucking blank. Jude’s eyes narrow, his lips pressing into a thin line as I fail to give him an answer. His grip on my arm tightens painfully, but I still say nothing. After a second, he seems to realize how hard his fingers are pressing into my skin, and he lets go. I take the chance to turn, but bump right into Brennan.

      “Pi, what’s going on? Did something happen with Jackie?” Jude scoffs as Brennan questions me softly, and my heart breaks into a thousand pieces. They’re so very different, yet they’re part of the reason I feel whole every day, and here we are… I close my eyes and suck in a shaky breath, willing myself to be strong, to get through this and worry about breaking down later in private, where they can’t try to comfort me—or stop me. I pull away from sweet Brennan.

      “What the fuck’s going on in here?” Tyler appears in the doorway.

      “You tell us, Hamilton,” Jude snaps, and I inwardly groan. Here we go. “Piper calls us all over to your house, and when we show up, she won’t fucking talk to us or touch us. What did you do?”

      I put my hands up for them to stop. “He didn’t do anything,” I say before an unnecessary fight breaks out. I wave my hand toward the couch with half-hearted effort. “Do you guys want to sit?”

      “I think we’d prefer it if you’d just tell us what the hell’s going on,” Brennan mutters. My heart hurts, and I know his Mom’s going to probably try to fucking murder me after this, but I can’t afford to really think about that at the moment.

      I take a deep breath. It’s now or never, and never’s not an option.

      “I think we need to talk about what we’re doing here.” Jude opens his mouth, and I’m sure he’s getting ready to spout some real smartass response, so I cut him off with a sharp glare. “I mean with our relationship, Jude, not what we’re doing at Tyler’s house.”

      He deflates, but he doesn’t stop staring at me with distrust. I want to reach out to him, or to nod or just fucking do anything to acknowledge that he has a right to be feeling the way he is right now, but I push it down and focus on watching the others react. Tyler’s head cocks slightly, and Brennan’s mouth quirks in a half-smile, as if he’s decided he was assuming the worst and that isn’t what this is. I almost falter then, knowing how much this is going to hurt them, but I steel my reserve and square my shoulders.

      Tyler speaks before I get the chance. “What is it, Pipe? I thought we all agreed that we’d just sort of… I don’t know. Figure it all out together?”

      “It’s not working,” I blurt out. I could kick my own ass for how hastily it ends up coming out. They all start to take a step closer but I give a sharp shake of my head. “Just—just listen for a minute, okay?”

      “No, not okay. What the hell do you mean it’s not working?” Jude snaps. I close my eyes with a groan. It was only a matter of time, honestly. It’s not necessarily that he’s quick to anger, he’s just the one that’s least likely to put up with crap he doesn’t like. “This is bullshit. Why are you freaking the fuck out for no goddamn reason?”

      I turn my back to them. It hurts too much to look at them with those dejected looks on their faces. I’m hurting them. I never wanted to hurt them. “I can’t—I won’t—keep asking you guys to make sacrifices to be with me. It’s not fair—”

      “Piper,” Tyler tries to cut in. I can’t let him.

      “No, listen!” I turn back to them, knowing they’ll never accept my words if I don’t face them head-on. And I’m not going to be a coward right now, not about helping them to move on. To live better lives. Lives that can’t include me anymore. “We had fun together. The push and the pull. The fucking in secret. All that time pretending we didn’t know or care about what I really am. It was fun, but it was only ever temporary. Don’t you all see that? It was never supposed to be more than that.”

      “Pi, no.” Brennan’s face is pure devastation. I hate myself. I hate myself so much. But this is the right thing to do. Brennan’s voice cracks as he pleads, “Whatever’s going on, we can work through it.”

      “To what end?” I challenge quietly. “What can I actually offer you? You guys get to go to college, and I—what? Sit on a shelf and get dusty? You have your entire lives in front of you, and I’m barely guaranteed tomorrow!”

      “You know we’ve been fucking working on that!” Jude bellows as he kicks the solid wood coffee table with enough force to move it several inches. He stalks toward me, but I retreat quickly behind a chair that’s off to the side, putting it between us. I need this distance. I won’t be able to be strong if he gets his hands on me. Jude’s touch turns me stupid. He growls. “Where the fuck is this even coming from? Is it because of the premiere? Because I fucking told you already, no one thought anything, you were being self-conscious for no reason.”

      His self-assured tone pisses me off so much I shove the chair in his direction. He barely flinches as it knocks into his legs. “Seriously?” I ask with a scoff, and he has the nerve to look at me with incredulity in his eyes. “Because basically the entire female population at school is just waiting for you all to wake up and realize that I’m not good enough, that I can’t give you what you need. Maybe everything would’ve been okay if you were with anyone else, but it’s definitely not okay that it’s me.”

      “Goddammit, is that what this is about? How many times do we have to fucking tell you that we don’t give a shit that you’re not Piper—that we prefer you the way you are?” he asks, and Tyler and Brennan chime in with sounds of agreement as they nod.

      They all keep moving slightly closer, trying to erase the distance between us. I throw my hands out in front of me like I’m trying desperately to create a shield between us.

      “This isn’t about me not being Piper, it’s about me not being human.” Every fucking one of them stops dead in their tracks. “There is so much I can never, ever hope to give to you guys, and that’s not fucking fair to any of us. I want you guys to have the lives you deserve, and as much as it guts me, I just don’t think I can ever be a part of that. I don’t want to face a day where you all wake up and realize you wasted your lives on me.”

      “Piper, what the fuck?” Jude’s voice is low and dangerous as his eyes flash angrily. “You don’t get to make a decision like this without even fucking talking it through with us. Don’t you think we deserve a goddamn opinion here?”

      I offer him a tight-lipped smile as I back away from them, arms still held out in front of me like I’m some kind of stupid goddamned lion tamer at a really fucked up and heart wrenching circus. “I’m sorry, I just—I can’t do this to you guys anymore.” And even though they’re protesting loudly, I tuck tail and fucking book it out of there. Luckily, Macie is right on time and waiting for me in the drive, not even questioning me when I hurriedly tell her to pull away.

      Of all the things Stan programmed me to do, I wish he’d never programmed me for heartbreak.
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      I skip school on Monday, not wanting to face The Thorns. I wander around the house so miserable that even Jackie decides I must be sick somehow. It takes everything I have to convince her she doesn’t need to take me to Stan.

      I spend my time doing anything I can to distract myself from answering The Thorns’ calls and texts. Which means when I get the call from Anne asking me to come into her office Tuesday, I know I have to go alone. More than anything, I wish Jude was going with me again, but I know it’s not possible. Asking him to take me would only add insult to injury.

      I call a car, instead.

      I’m wearing a confident smile that I don’t quite feel as I pull open the heavy front doors to Anne’s building. I smooth my hands over the front of my skirt—and try to make myself stop thinking about how much I still wish Jude was here. Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Piper. This was your decision. The receptionist glances my way, but if she recognizes me from my first visit, she doesn’t show it.

      “How can I help you?” she asks with a warm smile, and my nerves settle a little.

      “I have an appointment with Anne Kessler,” I answer, offering her the smile I’d practiced all morning in the mirror. The one that didn’t let any of my inner turmoil accidentally slip out onto my face. As the receptionist waves me back, I have to repeat what’s becoming my new mantra: Stop thinking about them. Stop missing them. Stop wishing things were different.

      I’m internally repeating my mantra for the fourth time when my brain suddenly blanks on the words. Because there, standing right outside Anne Kessler’s office—and chatting away with the woman in question—is Jude Alton. I’m seconds away from bolting when they both turn and catch sight of me. Jude doesn’t seem to react at all at the sight of me, and I try to tell myself it’s for the best even as it feels like my heart is being twisted in my chest.

      I force myself to look at Anne as she steps forward and offers me her hand. “Nice to see you again, Piper. Thanks for coming in on such short notice.”

      I nod wordlessly in response, desperately trying to fight the urge to look at Jude again. My heart is fucking pounding against my ribcage, which is more than enough of a reminder of how I ruined things just a few days ago. Anne continues trying to make small talk as she gestures our little group back into her office. She holds the door open and stands back to let me pass. My brain stutters to another screeching halt as a familiar face turns our way.

      “What’s he doing here?” I ask, my voice coming out nastier than I intended. Roman stands, shoving his hands into the pockets of his slacks as he offers me a tentative smile. I take a surprised step back as nervous panic wells within me, but I hit a solid wall of muscle. Jude clamps a hand down on my shoulder, keeping me from bailing.

      Jude. Jude did this. He’s so mad about me breaking up with him that he told Roman everything and now I’ll never be free of Jackie. It’s the only explanation.

      “Piper,” Roman says my name softly, as if he’s not here to rip the rug right out from under me.

      I try to dig my heels in as Jude nudges me forward. He’s too much stronger than me. Helplessly, I can do nothing but try to keep my balance as he uses his body to force me forward. Don’t think about how good he feels, Piper. He betrayed you, you idiot. I get so wrapped up in trying not to think about the physical contact that I forget to watch my feet. He gives me another hard nudge forward and I trip this time. Roman grabs my upper arms to steady me, but lets go as soon as I have my feet under me again.

      “Are you okay?” Roman asks. I offer a tight nod, but use the distance from Jude now to skirt away to the side, away from these two men here to ruin the last hope I had.

      I look to Anne for some sort of explanation. If Roman’s here to burst my bubble, he could have done that from the comfort of our own home. There was no use dragging all of us down here just so we would have an audience. But Anne gives me a reassuring smile that seems pretty fucking out of place considering the current circumstances.

      “Why don’t we all sit, and I’ll answer any questions you might have. Okay, Piper?”

      I eye Anne with more than a little trepidation. Is she in on this? She seemed so helpful the last time, but maybe that was all a ruse. Jude is the one paying her—maybe this is what he wanted. To use her to get to me, that way he can ruin me once and for all. Wasn’t that we wanted at first, anyway? When poor 2.0 only wanted his acceptance, he was too busy trying to run her off. Maybe now, he’ll finally get his wish.

      Reluctantly, I take the seat next to Roman. It feels like I’m just sitting down to discuss my own execution now. If Jackie knows what I’ve been trying to do… there’s no question she’ll request another reset. And this time, she’ll have much more ammunition to make sure things actually go her way.

      And I won’t have The Thorns to save me anymore. C’mon, Piper. Stop thinking about them. Stop missing them. Stop wishing things were different.

      Anne clasps her hands over the desk and directs her attention to me. “I asked Roman to be here today,” she says with no build-up whatsoever. Anne invited Roman. Anne invited Roman and there’s very obviously no mention of Jackie. Jackie must not know.

      My eyes flicker towards where Jude’s seated on the couch at the back of the office. He catches me looking and his expression darkens for just a second before his mask slips back into place. Shit. I wonder if he knows I was assuming he’d been the one to tattle.

      I can’t spend too much time wondering because Anne goes on. “Roman and I have actually known each other for years. I like to think I know what kind of man he is—and that’s the kind that you want in your corner.”

      “But—”

      She holds her hand up, cutting me off. “I understand you have your reservations, Piper, but I need you to keep an open mind.” I twist my hands nervously in my lap until I realize that I must look like a petulant, nervous child. I need to act like an adult right now. If I don’t, I’m only proving that I’m not really capable of being responsible for myself. I don’t want to give her any reason to think that, especially not now that Roman clearly has the upper-hand.

      “I’ve run into two problems I’m afraid. One is that legally, there’s no precedent for lawyer-client confidentiality in cases with no clearly defined client. By definition, being non-human makes it impossible for the eyes of the court to see you as a legal client, no matter whether you’ve paid for my services or not.” I open my mouth to protest, but it’s no use. “I spoke to a judge friend of mine, thinking we could fight that, too, but a case like that would go on for too long and end up far too public. There would be nothing stopping someone from deciding to take other actions by then.”

      She raises an eyebrow pointedly. I’m sure she’s talking around the issue as a consideration to Roman, but it’s clear she’s talking about Jackie. If Jackie found out I was trying to secure my own rights, she’d have me reset—or maybe even turned off for good. My chest tightens all over again at the thought.

      “There’s also another problem.” God, what the fuck else can go wrong? “Mr. Hyde has a very thorough team of lawyers in his employ. The contract here is ironclad. There are three ways to break it, two of which we ruled out the last time we spoke.”

      Roman turns to me curiously. I glance away, not wanting to answer whatever questions I’m sure he probably has right now. In spite of his unwelcome presence, this isn’t about him.

      “I assume nothing has changed? The Hawthornes have made no attempts to knowingly damage your hardware or release proprietary information?” I wish I could say yes but I can’t. I give one simple nod to answer her. She heaves a heavy sigh before telling me, “There is a third option that Roman and I discussed before you got here.

      I don’t bother letting myself feel any sort of hope right now, not when her tone is this fucking neutral and she has zero emotion in her eyes. Whatever it is, it’s not on the table either. “Which is?”

      “That the Hawthornes willingly terminate the experiment and return any and all properties to Stanley Hyde, the rightful owner of said properties.” I’m torn between wanting to feel really fucking sorry for myself and being angry about the fact that Anne is referring to me as the properties. I spare a glance in Roman’s direction, but now he won’t look at me. “Roman feels confident that this isn’t a valid option in your case.”

      “Right. Of course not,” I mutter.

      Still not looking at me, Roman takes his turn to speak. “Piper, I hope you understand that this isn’t what I want. You’re a great girl, but you’re not our daughter, and you’re not our property. I’d like nothing more than to give you what it is you want, and if it was up to me I’d agree to break the contract right here, right now.”

      “But... Jackie,” I finish for him with an anguished sigh.

      I close my eyes as I let my head fall back against the back of the chair with a painful thud. Everything always comes back to Jackie. She’s always the one calling the shots, and now there’s officially nothing I can do to change that. Roman Hawthorne can show up here and say nice things and tell me he’s on my side all he wants—at the end of the day he’ll always choose her. Even if that means sacrificing me.

      “I know you think she’s crazy, Piper,” he says slowly, and I grimace at Jude’s loud scoff from across the room. I peek over at Dad in time to see his nose curl, and even though he keeps his eyes trained on me, I don’t miss the way his fingers clench into fists in his lap. “But she’s still hurting so much. I want to help you, but I can’t be responsible for destroying my wife. I love her, Piper, and sometimes that means doing things that don’t really make all that much sense.” His last words make my shoulders tense. I can fucking feel Jude’s eyes on the back of my head, but I don’t dare risk looking his direction.

      I don’t bother masking the bitterness in my tone as I respond. “So basically, I’m fucked.”

      Anne winces, but no one dares say a word about my cursing. “We’re going to reach out to Stan, Piper. We might not be able to terminate your contract, but we can amend it.”

      “What? What does that mean?” I look from Roman to Anne, trying not to get excited by the pleased smiles on both of their faces. Even though I tell myself not to do it, I even glance back over my shoulder to seek Jude out. He smirks in that familiar way that makes my stomach flutter. I tear my eyes away and turn back to Anne and Roman.

      “I mean it when I say I’m on your side, Piper. I might not be willing to hurt Jackie by breaking this contract, but that doesn’t mean I can’t do everything in my power to reign her in.”

      “No more resets.” I say vehemently, turning toward Anne to see her already with a pen in hand, poised over a legal pad as she jots down notes. Roman nods, even as I tell him, “That’s a non-negotiable.”

      “What else?” Anne asks, and I shrug. If they work that into the contract, I can breathe easily for the last two months of my sentence with the Hawthornes, and that will honestly be enough. “Roman, any thoughts?”

      “We can agree to letting her stay out later. Maybe let her friend start coming back around?” I feel like an idiot for not thinking of Macie immediately but nod along enthusiastically. “The phone is my non-negotiable. We still need to know we can reach her anytime; Jackie needs that reassurance.”

      “I don’t care about the phone,” I say quickly, not wanting to push him beyond the simple freedoms he’s already offering. “Seriously, this is enough, Roman. I mean, it’s only a couple months, but—”

      “A couple months?” he asks, his eyebrows furrowing in confusion.

      My eyebrows do the same thing as we stare at one another in momentary silence. “Yeah,” I finally say. “I mean, I graduate at the end of May—I figured I’d move out then, right? I’m eighteen.”

      “Oh, Piper.” My name is barely a whisper on her lips as I turn to see Anne giving me the most sympathetic look she can probably muster. My stomach drops in an instant, and a wave of foreboding washes over me. “The Hawthornes’ daughter was eighteen, you’re technically not. You don’t have the same legal rights…”

      “What’s that mean?” I ask, and I swear even though I said I was going to handle this with my head held high, I feel the sting of tears burning against my eyes. I swallow thickly around the painful lump in my throat, and I duck my head long enough to wipe the corner of my eyes and sniffle into my hand. Goddammit.

      “We have a long-term contract, Piper,” Roman tries to explain. I drop my head in my hands, trying to stop from ugly crying right here and now. I already understand the problem, it only makes it worse to hear the details. Roman tells me anyway, “We could potentially have you for another four years.”

      It’s the last straw. Four years. How the hell am I going to manage another four years with Jackie Hawthorne breathing down my neck every day? Especially when high school ends and I have no other reason to leave the goddamn house. I suck in a shuddering breath, and the heat of tears pooling in my hands makes me cry that much harder. Pathetic.

      I don’t fucking deserve it, but a few moments later Jude is kneeling in front of my chair, his arms snaking around my waist as he pulls me a bit closer. I naturally lean closer to him. Right now I’m too fucking upset to worry about whether this is the right thing. I just need him.

      He puts his lips next to my ear, and part of me thinks it’s to kiss me, but then he whispers to me, instead. “We’ll figure it out, Piper. I swear.”

      “I know it’s not exactly what you were hoping for,” Roman starts. I lean further into the comfort of Jude’s chest. I’m practically not even sitting in my chair anymore as most of my weight settles against Jude. He doesn’t move an inch except to run his hands up and down my back in easy, measured strokes. Roman just keeps talking, “But I am working on Jackie about letting you go to college. It might not have been part of your plan, but we’ll figure it out for you.”

      Anne jumps in, “And we’ll be calling Mr. Hyde immediately to insert the reset clause into the contract, barring any concerns on his part. It’s a compromise, Piper, and a pretty good start.”

      It doesn’t feel like a start, not at all. It sounds like a life sentence with no chance of parole. I bite back the snarky reply, though, and pull my face away from Jude’s chest, wiping my eyes with a grunt of frustration. Way to keep it together, Piper. Real mature. I choke down a shuddering breath and nod at Anne. Just because I didn’t get the outcome I was expecting doesn’t mean I can discount how hard she’s worked on this for me.

      It might not be freedom, but living without the fear of a reset is a close fucking second.

      “Do you need anything else from me?” I ask. I’m sure right now I have to look as miserable as I sound. My voice has a weak, watery sort of quality to it that really pisses me off. I clear my throat as Roman and Anne stare at me with nothing short of pity in their eyes.

      “No, but—” she starts, but Roman cuts her off.

      “If you want to wait while we talk to Stan, I can give you a ride home.”

      I’d rather take the fucking bus than be cooped up in a car with him right now. I open my mouth to tell him so, but Jude, who’s still kneeling at my feet, cuts me off. “No, I’ll take her home.”

      Roman’s lips purse, but he nods tersely to Jude. “Jackie and I have to drive out to Ojai to meet with some clients and show several properties. We’ll be gone most of the evening and won’t be back until late—you don’t have to rush home.”

      “Okay, thanks.” My voice sounds hollow to my ears. Jude stands and I push to my feet on trembling legs, too. I know I should shake Anne’s hand and thank her and all those other polite things I would have done in any other circumstances, but I can’t find the energy. I don’t even spare Roman another glance as Jude turns me toward the door.

      Even though I know I shouldn’t, the second we’re out of Anne’s office I reach for him again. He doesn’t hesitate to hold me close, even when we reach the parking lot and I break down all over again. Jude just holds me for a long time as I cry, crying for the freedom I can never have, and the girl I can never be.
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      I do eventually manage to stop crying, but it’s like the second I do Jude puts his walls back up again. It doesn’t help that I hesitate when he opens the passenger side door of his SUV for me.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” he groans, his voice flush with irritation. He reaches out to grab my arms and gives me a gentle shake. “I get this wasn’t exactly what you wanted, but can’t you ever just be fucking grateful for what you do have?”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “Yeah? What fucking for, Piper? “Are you sorry for being ungrateful for the fact that the best lawyer in L.A. just got the Hawthornes to agree to never try to reset you ever again? Are you sorry for crying? For not wanting to even get in a goddamn car with me?”

      “No,” I manage to choke out as I swipe at my eyes. Great. I’m fucking crying again. My fingers come away smudged with eye makeup. I can’t seem to catch my breath to tell Jude that I’m sorry for everything. For doubting him. For being an asshole. For not give us a chance.

      “Then what fucking is it, Piper? Are you sorry for not showing up to school for two days after dropping a bombshell on us?” I shake my head miserably, watching him pace in front of me, arms waving as he shouts his feelings for the whole world to hear. “Are you sorry for ghosting us again? Or are you actually, truly goddamn sorry for trying to end things with us without taking into consideration how any of us fucking felt about it?”

      I can’t trust myself to speak right now, not when he’s so mad he can’t stand still. He throws his hands in the air. “Get in the fucking car,” he commands as he goes around to the driver’s side. I jump when I hear the heavy thud of his hand connecting with the metal of his SUV. “Now, Piper!”

      I slide into the car without a word, buckling myself in as he stands outside of it, palms flat against the window and his head hung low. His shoulders rise and fall with his deep breaths, and guilt tears at my stomach. Why can’t I make my stupid mouth figure out how to say all the words tumbling around in my head? I know without a doubt now that I’m the one in the wrong this time, and I know I’m the one who has to fix it.

      I chew my lip and take a deep breath before pulling my phone from my bag. I glance out of the corner of my eye to see Jude still standing with his arms braced against the window, head down, so I take the chance to shoot a quick text to Tyler and Brennan. Can we talk? It’s short and sweet, straight to the point, and I hope like hell they have it within them to at least give me the chance to try to fix this shithole I’ve dug for all of us.

      Jude slides behind the wheel silently, barely passing a glance in my direction as he buckles his seat belt and starts the car. We’re pulling out of the parking space in complete silence before my phone vibrates in my hand. When? Brennan’s one word answer is more than I deserve, and gratitude warms me as I text him back.

      I’m with Jude right now, but my parents are going to be gone until late. Meet at mine around five, five-thirty?

      I get a thumbs-up emoji and try not to think too much into the fact that I’m getting one-word answers from Brennan and nothing at all from Tyler. I remind myself that any answer at all is more than I deserve before dropping my phone back into my bag. Tension crackles in the air between Jude and I, and I know I have to fix this fast—because of all of them, I need him in my corner if I’m going to fix what I’ve broken.

      I open my mouth to apologize, though, and Jude cuts me off before I can even start. It’s not words he uses, though—he reaches for the stereo, turning it on and cranking it until it’s so loud I can’t even concentrate on the shame and guilt fighting for dominance inside of me. I stare openly at him, and while his jaw tightens under my gaze, he still doesn’t say anything to me.

      The odd stand-off lasts until he takes an unexpected exit off the freeway. I reach for the volume control, turning the music all the way down. “Where are we going? My exit is two up.” When he doesn’t immediately answer, my teeth grind. “Jude, you are taking me home, aren’t you?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Yeah, no.” His tone offers no room for argument, and I cross my arms over my chest as I turn my head to face out the window, finally recognizing some of the streets as the by-ways to his house. “We’re going to my house, and we’re going to get this shit worked out.”

      I heave a deep sigh and close my eyes against the tension pounding behind them. “Do you think that’s a good idea?” I ask, voice barely a whisper as he scoffs from next to me. “I’m serious, Jude. What good’s going to come from taking me to your house? We shout a little, maybe we work this out, maybe we don’t. But fucking me isn’t going to solve anything.”

      His voice is a strangled whisper when he responds. “Piper, I swear to god, you may think you’ve handled this, dropped all of us like a bad habit, but whatever the fuck this is, it isn’t over so don’t you fucking pretend like it is.” My heart leaps to my throat, and I swear to god I really think I’ve forgotten how to breathe. My ability to reason seems to have flown out the window, too, because I’m shifting in my seat and clenching my thighs when he spits, “And if fucking you is what it takes to knock some sense into you, then you better be ready for a marathon session because I’m not letting you out of my bed until you realize how goddamn wrong you are.”
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      Jude was optimistic to think that we’d ever actually make it to his bed. We barely make it to his bedroom before he’s tearing at my clothes, ripping the buttons from my shirt with zero remorse as he smirks at me. Payback’s a bitch, his devilish smirk seems to say, but the ache is too deep in my core, and I’m too turned on to even begin to care about the silk blouse. I wriggle from my skirt and kick it across the room with my shoes before he has the chance to demand I keep the uncomfortable torture devices on. His eyes hood at the sight of me standing before him in my lacy panties and bra, back pressed against his door as my chest heaves.

      His eyes track my every move as I reach behind me to unhook my bra, letting it fall to the floor so I can trail my fingers along the sides of my breasts. Jude’s eyes never leave mine as he backs toward his bedside table, ripping the drawer open to pull out a box of condoms. He grabs the whole box before stalking back in my direction, shucking his clothes along the way.

      He’s not playing around.

      He pulls out one condom and drops the rest of the box to the floor. A delightful shudder passes through my body as he flicks his eyes down to my panties and then back up again. I drag my nails down my body, moaning as the familiar heat of arousal pools between my legs. I keep touching myself, dragging my fingers down until the lace of my panties catches against the pads of my fingers.

      “Now, Piper,” he bosses me as he tears the condom packet open, rolling it over his dick in one swift motion. Time slows as I push my panties down over my hips and thighs and then step out of them. He closes the distance between us, backing me against the bedroom door. The cool wood is a welcome relief for my feverish skin.

      His lips find mine for the briefest moment before he shifts, kissing his way down my jaw before fixing on the crook of my neck. He can’t seem to concentrate on any one thing for long, though. His lips leave my skin altogether as he bends to grab me behind the thighs in a rough grip. I gasp as he hoists me up several inches. There’s no warning before he slams into me with enough force to make my eyes roll straight to the back of my head.

      “Oh my god,” I moan as my head falls back against the door with a loud thunk.

      He chuckles, but it’s short-lived as he puts all his concentration into fucking me for all he’s worth. He pounds into me so hard I’m pretty sure the door behind me is bruising my spine, but I don’t dare complain and risk having him stop. I like it like this with him. I dig my nails into his hair, grappling for purchase against the only thing in my reach as he fucks me with an urgency I’ve never known before.

      I’m nearly ready to come apart in his arms when he stops cold. He leans in to bite my neck hard, making me yelp. He puts an arm around my back as he lifts me away from the door. I have no idea what he’s doing, my brain still foggy from the thorough fucking he just stopped in the middle of. I’m not prepared for the moment when his hand lands with an audible crack against my ass, pulling a surprised shriek out of me. I’ve never been spanked before.

      Jude doesn’t leave me any time to focus on the stinging pain left in his hand’s wake. He tosses me backward, my heart leaping into my throat for a moment before I land squarely on the bed. Jude crawls toward me as my head spins. I reach for him hungrily, moaning in pleasure when his large frame covers mine as he pushes back into me with the same punishing pace as before. My hips arch off the bed to meet his, our skin slapping together to create a cacophony of noise as we moan our pleasure to one another.

      My nails rake down his back as he grinds into me, bottoming out so that his pelvic bone presses against my clit. Just when I think things can’t get any hotter, that I’m already at the very peaks of pleasure, Jude wraps his hand around my neck, squeezing with just enough force to make me gasp as he slams into me frantically. White spots explode behind my eyes, and I’m not sure that I don’t actually pass out for a brief second as I come so hard my entire body quakes under his.

      Jude loosens his grip on my neck, but pauses his fingers over the sore bite mark on my neck, pressing against it with his thumb as I convulse underneath him. Holy fucking shit. I dig my nails into his back so hard I’m sure I’ve drawn blood.

      His loud groan fills the room as he thrusts into me three more hard times before he’s coming, shuddering with the force of his own release. He’s panting harder than ever before as he climbs off of me. My body is still on overload from the mixture of pleasure and pain, so much so that I don’t question it when he disappears for a minute.

      When he steps back into the room, he walks over to look down on me and asks, “What are you thinking?” His voice is hard again, as if the sex hasn’t thawed things between us at all. And here I was thinking sex really could just fix the problem for once.

      “That I am so, so fucking sorry.”

      “And?” he prompts.

      I sit up partway, propping myself up on my elbows. His eyes are still slightly glazed in a post-orgasmic sort of euphoria, and my heart skips a beat at the domineering way he’s smirking down at me.

      “You’re right.” He motions for me to continue. Asshole. “You’re right about everything. I panicked and made a stupid decision on my own instead of just talking to you about it. And you’re right, Jude, this isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”

      His smirk becomes a real grin as he drawls out a, “Good girl,” before jumping back onto the bed next to me. He reaches for me but I see the time on the clock next to his bed and reluctantly pull away. I crawl to the side of the bed and push myself up on wobbly, sex-weakened legs. I pad through the room quietly, gathering and donning my scattered clothes as I go. My fingers brush over my ruined silk blouse, and I shoot a glare over my shoulder. But he’s still lying there with that self-satisfied smirk on his face. To be fair, I did owe him after I destroyed his shirt on New Year’s Eve.

      I roll the shirt into a ball and lob it toward the bed, giggling as he grunts dramatically when the silk hits his chest. He takes the shirt, balls it up again, and shoves it under his head like it’s actually going to offer him any support. I shake my head before slipping into his closet, fingers running along the shelves showcasing his watches, cuff links and rolled ties before I make it to the row of button up shirts at the very back of the closet.

      I choose one in a deep plum color and throw it on quickly, shoving the ends into my skirt and rolling the sleeves until they reach my forearms. I wander back toward the front of the closet as I button the top, eyes catching on the shelf of watches again. I’m going to be late if I don’t get moving. I fly from the closet and across the room, crawling toward the center of the bed where Jude’s still lying in all of his naked glory.

      I kiss him deeply, enjoying the feeling of his tongue sweeping languidly over my own before pulling away as another deep shiver wracks through my body. “I need you to take me home. Bren’s supposed to be there sometime between five and five-thirty, and it’s already half past four.”

      “Really?” he asks, and I don’t miss the indigence lacing his tone.

      I smack his chest before leaning in to kiss him again. “Yes, really,” I mumble against his lips. He tries to drag me closer for a deeper kiss, but I roll away from him and scoot off the side of the bed. “You’re not the only one this isn’t over with, Jude. You’re just the first one to call me out on my bullshit.”

      He makes an annoyed sound in the back of his throat, but he gets up and starts to redress. And damn, I know we just exhausted ourselves, but I catch myself wishing we had more time for a second round. Damn hormones.
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      By the time we finally make it to my house, Brennan is already parked in my drive. His arms cross over his chest as he leans against his Jeep, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth at the realization that I have to somehow make my sex-addled brain work long enough to form a coherent apology. “Yeah, good luck with that,” Jude says with a laugh, and I roll my eyes at him before pushing the door open and swinging my leg out.

      “Hey, Piper?” he asks, and I turn around just to be caught in a kiss that does absolutely nothing to help with my quickly degrading mental state. Jude releases me with a low laugh, and I have to blink a couple of times to clear the haze of lust from my mind before I can even consider climbing the rest of the way from his car. “You can keep that shirt, by the way, but you better not be wearing anything under it the next time I see you in it.”

      I slam the door without answering him. Already I can feel the heat of a blush on my cheeks and neck as I walk toward Brennan. Jude honks his horn, and I jerk around to glare at him after the initial shock wears off. I pull a page straight from Macie’s book and flip him the middle finger when he mimes me and Brennan having sex rather crudely with his hands.

      “He’s such a fucking idiot,” I mumble as I spin back around to face Brennan. His eyebrow is quirked, but he’s still all hard lines and tension, which makes me instantly put my guard back up, too. “I’m sorry you had to wait.”

      “You made up with Jude.” It’s not a question. I run my hand down the back of my neck and turn toward my house, not quite sure how to answer. Brennan huffs, but I hear his heavy footsteps following behind me as I dig in my bag for my house keys. “How’d that happen?”

      “We got called into the lawyer’s office earlier today, and he volunteered to take me home…” I trail off as the door swings open to a blissfully silent house. My breath catches painfully when I remember I’m stuck here for at least another four years. I swallow around the lump in my throat as Brennan steps awkwardly into the house behind me.

      The door swings closed, and I drop my bag in the hall, not really giving a shit about picking it up and carrying it to my room. I slip my shoes off too, leaving them in a haphazard little pile next to the bag and pad toward the living room as Brennan asks, “And?”

      “He made it pretty clear that he wasn’t finished with me.” I swallow back all the memories of how exactly he did that. Brennan follows me as I drop tiredly onto the couch. He sits next to me, but not quite close enough for me to reach out and touch him. “And he helped me realize how much of a flipping asshole I was to leave things like that.”

      “You think?” he asks with a scoff.

      “I just thought you guys deserved more.” My voice is quiet and pitiful, almost embarrassingly so.

      Brennan snaps. “We don’t want anything more! You’re enough, Pi. You were the only one who didn’t think so!” He takes a deep breath, the anger turning back to upset. “I love you, Piper. But you have to get the fuck over yourself and decide if that’s enough for you. I’m not interested in loving someone who’s always looking for a chance to leave.”

      “Brennan…” I finally put into words what’s been plaguing me for so long. “I can’t promise you a future. I could be damaged to the point of needing to be shut down completely. Or I could outlive you all. Either way, there’s no future that ends with us all spending our whole lives together.”

      “That’s seriously what you’re caught up on? Pi, that’s fucking life. No one is guaranteed the days they get. Any one of us could have an accident tomorrow, just like…” He clears his throat, and for a moment I think he’s going to skip over what he almost said. Instead, he faces it head on, braver than me. “Just like your namesake. No one expected her to die. We thought she had a whole life ahead of her. But that’s what it means to be alive, you’ve got to appreciate the time you do have, not focus on what happens when time runs out.”

      Oh god, he’s absolutely right. My very existence is a testament to how life can be cut short and nothing is guaranteed. It’s such a simple concept, but something I so clearly missed in all of my original panic.

      Brennan offers me a sad smile. “We didn’t choose you because it was easy, Piper. We chose you in spite of the fact that it’s so damn hard. It’s not conventional, loving you, but we’d choose having you over not having you—every damn time. And no matter what may come.”

      My head swims with his impassioned words. More than anything, I suddenly have the impulse to show him just how much those words mean to me. I push myself up and half-stumble, half-crawl toward where he’s sitting, throwing myself against him with desperation and a deep yearning to comfort us both. My lips settle over his in a thoughtless frenzy, but I can’t get comfortable in my stooping, twisted position. I settle for jerking my skirt a little higher and straddling his lap, palms pressed flat against his chest, as I pour every emotion—every love-soaked feeling of remorse—I can manage into the kiss.

      His hands fall to my hips as I buck against him. He’s not hard at first, but it doesn’t take much to get him there as I roll my hips in his lap and kiss the fucking hell out of him. His fingers start to skate up under my shirt, and it’s only then that I come to my senses and wrench my mouth away from his. I lean back in his lap and look at him with wide eyes.

      “Pi,” he whispers with a strangled groan as he tries to pull me forward again. I shake my head no, and his eyes narrow as his face twists with a dark scowl.

      Almost too late, I realize this probably looks like I’m having second-thoughts again. Guiltily, I tell him what the real problem is. “I had sex with Jude earlier.” Sorry for nearly offering you sloppy seconds, I add silently.

      He’d started to run his hands up my thighs but pauses at my confession. I can practically see the wheels turning in his head as I wait for the disgust that’s sure to come. His hands start to move again before his mouth does, fingers playing with the buttons on the shirt I’m wearing. “Good for you,” he manages to choke out. He tries to tug me forward again.

      I push my palms against his chest, bracing myself as he keeps trying to pull me close again. My nails dig gently into his pecs as he groans, clearly upset with my continued resistance. “That doesn’t bother—don’t you think it’s weird?” I ask, hope tinging my voice. The thought that he might want me badly enough to overlook the fact that I’ve just fucked Jude really does something to me. I struggle to keep from squirming in his lap.

      “Weird is a relative term,” he murmurs, and hell, that’s good enough for me.

      I stop resisting, letting him pull me back to his chest as our lips connect with even more need than before. Even after my confession, Brennan seems more turned on, not less. I let my lips fall open for him as his tongue makes a slow loop of my mouth, teasing and tasting me.

      He runs his hands along the tops of my thighs, creating a blazing trail of fire along my skin as he inches close to my panties over and over again. I didn’t even realize my hips were moving against him again until he grabs my hips to stop me. He releases a tense breath that tells me he only stopped me because he wasn’t going to be able to take the motion much longer.

      I reach for the hem of his t-shirt and he lifts his arms so I can pull it over his head. “What’s wrong?” I ask, noticing his eyebrows are knit together after I’ve discarded his shirt to the side of the couch.

      His eyes dip down, lips pressed in a thin line as he looks from my skirt bunched around my upper thighs all the way up to my neck—but then specifically back to the shirt again. I almost reach to touch the bruise on the side of my neck, to hide it from his searching gaze, but I let my hands fall flat instead. There’s no use trying to keep any secrets now.

      He takes a deep breath. “Is this Jude’s shirt?” A hot blush fills my cheeks as I nod. It’s too much for him. The shirt is just a reminder of me fucking Jude, and he doesn’t actually want to be the encore performance. I can feel tears threatening the backs of my eyes as he barks at me to, “Get up.”

      I try to explain, “He ruined my shirt. I didn’t have a—”

      “Get up, Piper. Now.” All the heat I’d been feeling a few moments ago sizzles out. He loosens his grip on the shirt and pushes against my hips until I slide from his lap with my head tucked against my chest and arms around my middle. His voice comes out in a growl when he says, “Take the skirt off.”

      My head snaps back up.

      His eyes are fire, whatever hesitation he was feeling apparently extinguished as he pushes himself to his feet as well. My fingers shake around the zipper, lowering it and pushing the skirt to the floor as Jude’s shirt falls to rest against my thighs. Brennan sucks in another deep breath when I reach up to start unbuttoning the shirt and shakes his head no at me. “Panties.”

      I’m frozen in place.

      “Take your panties off, Pi. I don’t want to ask again.” I suck my bottom lip into my mouth to keep a whimper from escaping.

      I like it rough and I like it bossy, and it looks like today I’m getting a little bit of both. There are serious perks to having multiple boyfriends.

      I push my panties down, kicking them toward the rest of our clothes as Brennan stills and watches with sharp eyes. I reach for him, latching my arms around his neck for just a moment before he jerks me away, pushing my back toward the couch. I tumble backward with a surprised yelp, and a smirk crosses his lips as he drops to his knees in front of me, pushing my knees apart as he goes.

      Well, hell. Maybe Brennan’s going to give me both rough and bossy all by himself. Who would have thought he had it in him?

      Brennan sweeps his fingers along the outside of my thighs as he leans forward to brush his lips against mine. I turn to putty under his touch, melting against the couch as his fingers trail toward my inner thighs, arching my hips from the couch to get closer to his touch. He pushes my hips back against the couch as he tears his mouth away from mine, trailing kisses over the side of my jaw and down my throat until I’m panting breathily beneath his touch.

      He pulls back before he gets anywhere close to the collar of Jude’s shirt, pulling a protesting moan from my lips in the process. He chuckles at me. “Patience is a virtue, Pi,” he chastises as his thumbs make swirling, circular motions on my skin. My hips buck again as he shakes his head at me.

      “When the hell have I ever wanted to be virtuous?” I ask with a coy smile, and he responds by jerking me closer to the side of the couch. I writhe under his touch, the ache low in my belly growing as he commands my body in a way he never quite has before. Every touch is so fucking different from any other time that we’ve been together, and I’m on pins and needles, waiting for each one because I can’t even begin to anticipate what’s coming next.

      Brennan surprises me when he hooks my legs over his shoulders, spreading me wide for his hungry gaze. I thread my fingers through his hair as he licks his way from my knee to the inside of my thigh, and I bite down on my lip hard when he skips over the center of me completely, moving right to the opposite thigh and working his way down again. A violent shiver wracks my body when he nibbles at the inside of my thigh.

      “Bren,” I breathe out through barely parted lips as my toes tingle. My head falls back as he kisses and nibbles his way back toward my aching core, pressing almost painfully into the cushions as his tongue makes its first pass. My fingers dig harder into his hair as he expertly moves his tongue against my clit.

      I nearly come up off the fucking couch as I ride a wave of pleasure to the point that I’m pretty sure he’s licked me stupid. He keeps his mouth on me even as he moves his hand to dip a finger inside of me. He teases me there in time with his tongue still working along my clit, and I can’t last long after that. I have to push him away as I start to shake, so overwhelmed that tears start falling over my cheeks as I come too hard to contain them. I can’t believe I’m fucking crying as I orgasm, but there’s just nothing I can do to stop it.

      Brennan smiles down at me with the most self-satisfied look I’ve ever seen as he pushes to his feet. I’m fully prepared to keep going, but he surprises me by dropping down on the couch next to me. He leans his head back and closes his eyes as he takes a few steadying breaths.

      When he opens his eyes again to find me studying him, the first words out of my mouth are, “Does this mean you forgive me?”

      He chuckles as he reaches out to pull me close. “Fucking always,” he says in a soft voice as he runs his hands up the back of Jude’s shirt. The shirt obviously turns him on for some reason, and that seriously turns me on. Yep, Jude is definitely never getting this shirt back.
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      Tyler turns out to be the holdout.

      He sits with us at lunch, but he keeps his attention on his phone, tuning out our stilted attempts to drag him into conversation. He hangs out by the cars with us before and after school, but he makes a point not to look at me. When I do try to catch him one on one, he makes an excuse and leaves as quickly as he can.

      By Friday, Macie’s ready to drag him out to the parking lot and try to fight him. I appreciate the gesture, for sure, but I remind her for what feels like the hundredth time that I caused the issue, and he doesn’t have to forgive me if it’s something he feels like he can’t do. My heart fucking shatters at the thought of it, of course, but what else can I do?

      I’m not ready when I finally feel the weight of his stare during Humanities. I haven’t looked up yet to confirm it, but I know I feel him looking at me. I get so distracted by it that when Dr. Charles pauses to ask me a question in the middle of his lecture, I have to admit I’m not paying attention. My face burns as he chastises me before turning the question on another classmate. Macie has the audacity to actually fucking laugh at me, and I turn to glare at her. My eyes easily slip past her to seek Tyler out, and my stomach jolts when our eyes connect. I let my gaze linger for a few seconds before turning back towards the front of the class.

      I can feel him looking at me the whole period, but I don’t make any more eye contact. The last thing I want to do is spook him.

      When it’s time to go, I hesitate before leaving the room ahead of him. Part of me was hoping he’d stop me to talk, but he doesn’t. My shoulders bunch up with tension as I step over the threshold into the hall. A hand brushes over the small of my back. I turn just in time to see Tyler walking the opposite direction. He touched me. He touched me like he couldn’t help himself.

      For a second, I consider following him, but I force myself to turn back and go to my next class. What we need to work out doesn’t need to happen in the middle of a Rosewood hallway.
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      It’s Jude who wraps a hand around my arm and pulls me to a stop before I can follow Macie to her car after school. I don’t fight the pull, stopping next to him and shooting a curious glance toward Brennan and Tyler who are standing off to the side chatting and watching us from the corners of their eyes. “She’ll see you on Monday, Wharton!” Jude calls after her when she scoffs her protest.

      She throws a finger over her shoulder before calling back, “Kindly go fuck yourself, Alton!” It’s adorable how much they pretend to hate each other while simultaneously being the filthiest two people I know, even working in tandem sometimes to see who can say the most deviant shit at the lunch table to gross the rest of us out.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, poking him hard in the side.

      The glare slides from his face and is easily replaced with that devil-may-care smirk of his. “We’re hanging out.” He says it with so much confidence that I roll my eyes with a snort of disbelief—this motherfucker really thinks my world revolves around him.

      “Did you stop to think that maybe I have plans that don’t include you, Jude?” I ask, nodding my head in Tyler’s and Brennan’s direction. I definitely don’t have plans. Macie was only going to give me a ride home.

      “I guess I should’ve clarified,” he taunts easily as he tugs me into the circle of his arms. His lips work languidly over my own for a moment that’s probably too-long considering our audience. “You’re hanging out with all of us,” he clarifies once he lets me out of the circle of his arms, laughing the entire time at the dazed way I stumble through my haze.  “You’re riding with Tyler. We’ll meet you there.”

      Thanks for the whiplash, Jude.

      He waves off my weak protests as he abandons me in the parking lot. Brennan’s already climbing in his Jeep as Jude settles into his SUV. Tyler’s shoulders slump as he heads in my direction. I twist my hands around the strap of my bag as a confusing mix of anxiety, guilt, and hope swirls inside of me.

      His lips turn down more and more the closer he gets to me. I feel gutted by the sight. “This wasn’t your idea, was it?” I whisper. Dammit, Jude. His only response is a shrug, but the truth is written all over his miserable face. “I’ll just call Macie to come back and take me home.”

      I fumble trying to find my phone in my bag. He lets out a humorless laugh. The locks on his car click open audibly. “What’s the point? He’d just come get you himself.”

      I bite down on my lip, wondering if instead I should ask Macie to take me to the pier or something. That would keep me free from whatever Jude’s stupid plan here is. For a time, at least. If I’m being honest, I already know the truth. Jude will get what he wants either sooner or later, so it just makes sense to give in now and get it over with.

      I heave a sigh and follow Tyler to his car like some kind of pathetic, lost puppy.

      Jude knows exactly what he’s doing, forcing Tyler and I to have no choice but to talk and finally maybe work through the chasm I’d created in our group’s dynamic. I square my shoulders as I slide into the passenger seat of his car. I pledged to fix this when Brennan and Jude made it perfectly clear that I was being a goddamned fool, now I can’t let a golden opportunity like this pass me by.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, trying to start easy but also fill the silence before he thinks to drown me out by turning the radio up.

      “Beach house.” He answers curtly, and that same confusing blend of emotions rolls through me in crashing waves. Of all the places in the world… “Jude said he wants to check some stuff out before the prom after party, but I think he actually just wanted an excuse to get drunk on the beach all weekend.”

      My eyes go wide with alarm. “I can’t be gone all weekend. Jackie will freak, and I don’t have anything with me!” It doesn’t matter that she can’t reset me anymore, I’m sure there’s a million other ways she could come up with to make my life absolute fucking misery for the foreseeable future.

      Tyler laughs, the sound of it shocking the panic right out of me for a moment. “I have soccer in the morning, so I can’t stay, either. Jude’s going to send you back with me.” After a pause he adds, “You have to hand it to him, when he wants something, he gets it.”

      “He wants us to work this out.” Tyler makes a noise in the back of his throat as his laughter dies, shrugging as his hands tighten around the steering wheel. It feels strange to say it—that Jude Alton, the king of being unimpressed and entirely indifferent, is the one person in our group that seems to want us all together as much as I do. I’m not sure what the hell changed in him or when, but he’s not taking no for an answer on this one, and as I sit here in stilted silence as we race along the freeway toward Malibu, I hope that Tyler will eventually stop saying no, too.

      The minutes tick by. We’re pulling off of the freeway and onto the Pacific Coast Highway before either of us speaks again. “I want us to work this out, too,” he admits quietly. “But it doesn’t… It doesn’t seem like you’re really all that sure about this.”

      My head falls forward heavily, and I close my eyes against the wave of emotion that threatens to spill over at the clear note of hurt in his tone. He sighs heavily, a wholly defeated sort of sound, and my heart fucking breaks all over again. I did this to him even after I told him I never wanted to leave him heartbroken the way Piper had.

      “I just want what’s best for you guys,” I tell him, but he scoffs. Yeah, that hasn’t gone over well with any of them. “For what it’s worth, I do realize how selfish it was of me to try to make that decision for everyone.”

      He grunts but doesn’t offer a response. My mouth falls open to continue, but he reaches forward and basically punches the freaking radio to life, effectively ending the conversation before it could ever really start. I slump back in the seat and turn my gaze out the window. This is such bullshit. But then I remind myself that it’s bullshit that I started—and let my irritation fizzle away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jude’s dressed down in board shorts and a t-shirt, standing impatiently in the door, when we finally pull up to the beach house. He quirks an eyebrow in my direction as I climb from the car, and I shake my head no as I circle behind Tyler’s Mercedes to approach the house. Jude rolls his eyes as he shoves a bag in my hand. “Go get dressed,” he commands. I peak into the bag to see an impossibly tiny bikini and what might be considered a swimsuit cover-up… if you were going swimming at the Playboy Mansion.

      “How long have you been planning this?” I ask when I glance back up, horrified at the thought that I might not actually be able to cover any of my bits with the tiny pieces of material sitting at the bottom of the bag. How did he even know what size to get? I take a deep breath and remember how fucking small the bikini looks. Oh, that’s right, he didn’t.

      His voice is a low growl when he responds, but not quite to the question I actually asked. “I thought I did a pretty damn good job planning everything, but apparently not if you and Hamilton still couldn’t work your shit out on the hour long fucking drive over here.” He makes to move past me, but I wrap my fingers around his wrist and he stops for me.

      “It’s not that easy, Jude.” Everything can’t always move at Jude Alton’s pace. He actually has the audacity to shoot a sneer in Tyler’s direction. “And it’s not his fault. Don’t be a dick.”

      Jude rolls his eyes as he gives me a light shove through the door. I turn to voice another protest, but he slams it closed in my face.

      I meander through the house, heading for the bathroom so I can change. I pause when I catch sight of the ocean glittering in the distance. I stand at the window for a few uninterrupted minutes as I envy the pulse of the water. I catch myself thinking of Piper for a moment. The original Piper. I’ve always figured I got my obsession with the water from her. All her posts and messages about it. The pictures at the beach. She clearly loved the water the same way I do.

      Piper Hawthorne’s downfall was the one thing she loved most. I can only hope that I won’t live to share that fate.
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      None of them seem surprised to find me on the beach instead of by the pool. I’m standing knee deep in the somewhat chilly water, sinking deeper and deeper in the mire of sand beneath my feet with every wave that laps against my skin. My arms are spread wide and I’ve got my head resting back against my neck. The sun and wind caress my body with the gentleness of a well-known lover, and the peace is only broken by the sound of Jude shouting at me to come to the fire pit. I pretend not to hear him, lost in the feeling of the water lapping gently against my legs as I sink another inch deeper in the wet sand.

      “You know he’s not going to rest until you go up there.”

      I jump at the sound of an unexpected voice, my heart kick-starting and beating against my chest with hard thumps. I twist around to see Tyler standing several paces behind me, just beyond the reach of the water, feet digging into the sand as he stares over my shoulder at the horizon. I sigh and turn back toward the ocean, wishing that a random wave would crest in the distance, crash toward the shore, and pull me out with it. Things would be much simpler if I weren’t constantly questioning my place.

      The sound of splashing tells me Tyler hasn’t given up on me. He’s finally choosing to come to me. The second he stops next to me, the back of his hand brushing mine, I turn to him with everything I have and say, “I know you don’t understand it—that none of you do—but I am really fucking sorry for what I did.”

      “Why didn’t you talk things out with us? Any of us?” There’s no hint of anger left in his words, but it still feels like someone’s just stabbed me in the chest. He deserves to be angry—hell, they all still deserve to be angry, but instead he just sounds tired and defeated.

      “And say what?” I ask with a humorless laugh. I cast my eyes back out at the water. “That I was freaking out over people thinking something’s wrong with me? That I overheard your Dad talking about how weird it was that the Hawthornes wanted me in the first place? That I’m so fucking sick of worrying that I’ll ruin your guys’ futures by not being able to promise any of you mine? I don’t want you to ever resent me for what I can’t give you.”

      “So the alternative was just giving up on us?” Tyler and I both startle at the sound of Brennan’s voice carrying past the waves.

      Brennan and Jude are both standing at the edge of the water. I feel betrayed by the beach for the very first time in that minute, cursing the sand for muting the sounds of their arrival. I have no idea how much they’ve heard, not that I care that they hear it, but because Tyler deserved his own personal apology just like they got.

      “Admittedly not my most logical decision.” I offer a sheepish grin as they all shake their heads at me. “I can never apologize enough to you guys. It was stupid, and I was being insecure.”

      Jude and Brennan exchange a look that I can’t read from this distance, and then all of a sudden they’re wading into the water and making their way toward us. I turn back toward the horizon as they splash their way to us, and reach out to brush my fingers along Tyler’s arm. This next part is just for him.

      “Ty,” I whisper, “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “You know you’re perfect, right?” he asks loudly, for the benefit of the others as much as for me. Olive toned hands drop on my shoulders, and I lean my head back to smile up at Brennan’s towering form. Jude stops right next to me, catching my hand in his as Tyler continues, “You have to be able to see that, Pipe. You. Are. Perfect.” He surprises me by scooping up my free hand, squeezing it gently as Jude’s hand tightens almost painfully around my other.

      “You can spend your life getting caught up in what other people think about you, Piper.” I lean against Brennan’s chest as Jude chastises me, seeping as much comfort from his warm skin as I can. “You’ll never make it that way, though.”

      “It’s your opinion that matters,” Tyler adds, and I close my eyes against the rush of emotions threatening to pour out of every part of me. “And ours too, especially in times like this. You’re seriously delusional if you think we give any shits at all about whether other people approve of you or of us and what we’re doing. And if you’d bothered to fucking stick around last week, we could’ve told you that and saved all of us one hell of a fucking headache.”

      “I’m—”

      “Sorry, yeah, I know,” he says as he squeezes my hand again. “But you’ve forgiven us for a hell of a lot worse, and I’m more than ready to do the same for you. I love you, Pipe.”

      “I love you, too,” I say as I take what feels like my first real breath in a long time. These boys, they’ve made my heart whole again.
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      “I can literally feel you staring at me. Stop being creepy, Mace.” I don’t turn from where I’m browsing through the line of dresses on the opposite side of the boutique as her. My fingers stop over a short yellow dress, fingers catching over the eyelet lace of the bodice before shaking my head and moving on. I’m not trying to look like my front door at prom.

      “I just don’t understand why you won’t tell me about what happened with the guys.” I sigh, closing my eyes and taking a deep breath. Because you’re still on my side right now, I answer silently, but I keep the thought to myself and let her keep talking. “I mean, whatever it was couldn’t have been that bad—you forgave them in like three seconds.”

      Objectively, I know she’s probably always going to have my back, but I don’t like the idea that she might think less of me somehow when she realizes that I’d put myself into a stupid situation for no reason. She still doesn’t know any real details of my mental breakdown and the ensuing damage. I pull a purple dress from the rack before turning to face her, my lips pursed as I swivel around. She’s walking my way, passing a tufted settee that sits in the center of the main showroom with several dresses hanging over her arms. “Are you trying all those on?” I ask, and she cocks an eyebrow at me.

      We both know I’m deflecting, but she surprises me by playing along for the time being. “Yes,” she answers breezily, “and probably that purple one you’re holding, too.” Macie infuses a false sort of cheerfulness into her tone—one that I know is as fake as the smile stretching over her face. She’s annoyed with me, and I know that, but I’m trying to maintain as much of my fledgling dignity as I can.

      I feel like an asshole as she closes the distance between us. Out of everyone, she’s had my back since day one—if anyone knows me, it’s her. If anyone has a chance of understanding my craziness, it’s her. I heave a sigh and start to respond, but my mouth snaps shut when she plucks the dress from my hands and motions for me to follow her toward the changing area at the back of the store.

      I follow obediently, rolling my eyes and huffing the entire time. I didn’t actually expect her to take my dress, too. It’s been like that at every shop—Macie finds armfuls of dresses that she thinks she likes and then still takes the ones I pick out, too. This is the third boutique we’ve been to today, and I’m starting to actually consider just wearing the dress from the premiere. Because at this point, I’m not sure how the hell I’m ever going to find a dress for prom when she keeps taking every single one that I pick up.

      She moves toward one of the changing rooms, nodding her head at an attendant that’s helping another girl a few feet away from us. Macie turns her head over her shoulder to shoot me a dark look as she steps through the curtain. “And stop deflecting. We’re talking through this one way or another.” I worry the inside of my cheek as she stares me down, her eyes narrowing at the conflicted look I’m sure is crossing my face.

      “Just start trying dresses on, Macie.” I command, and when she flounces into the room and hangs the dresses on the hooks along the back wall, I think I’ve finally won. But she turns her ass around and comes right back out of the changing room, pulling me toward the loveseat in front of the dressing room.

      She forces me to sit before dropping like a sack of rocks next to me. She crosses her arms over her chest as her eyes narrow. “Piper, I swear I’m not trying to be a massive pain in your ass, but I just don’t understand why you feel like you can’t talk to me about what happened. Like, I understood your motivations last fall when the Thorns were all being outright douchebags to you. But this felt like it came out of nowhere, and I’m worried about you.”

      “Mace, I—”

      “No, let me finish, Piper,” she says, her tone serious even though her posture does soften for the first time all day. “Is something happening with them that you’re not comfortable talking about—did one of them do something really bad? After what happened at the beginning of the year, I would understand if maybe you wanted to drop them because they did something that wasn’t okay… And, well, I’d definitely reserve the right to start kicking asses. Except maybe Jude—that motherfucker looks like he packs a mean punch, but then I guess I could always get Rhys—”

      “Oh, Macie. Holy shit, stop!” I let out an ill-timed laugh as I picture her trying to fight any of The Thorns. It’s one hell of a mental image she’s painted.

      “Seriously?” She scoffs as she stands up. “Leave it to you to crack up in my face when I’m trying to have a super serious best friend talk with you. You’re freaking hopeless, Piper.”

      “Hey, I’m sorry,” I call after her retreating form. I might as well be wearing a flashing sign over my head that reads Piper Hawthorne, asshole of the century. “I promise I’ll tell you everything if you get your ass in there and start trying that insane stack of dresses on. I don’t want to be here all night.”

      “Fine, you asshole,” she takes one last swipe at me. She disappears into the fitting room, dragging the curtain closed behind her.

      “None of them did anything,” I finally admit after a few quiet minutes. The curtain jerks back to reveal Macie in a pink number that’s only half zipped. “Did you need help with that?” I ask, already pushing to my feet, but she shakes her head no. “Listen, you have to promise not to think less of me.”

      “Wait, you did something shitty to them?” There’s hesitance in the nod I offer her, and her eyes go wide. She stumbles her way back toward the sofa, apparently giving zero fucks that she’s wearing a half undone prom dress that’s gaping indecently around her boobs. I motion toward the neckline of the dress, and she yanks it up with barely a second thought as she shoves herself and the fluffy gown down next to me. “Okay, so you’re telling me that you did something shitty to them, staged that massive break-up that you made me an unknowing accomplice in, and then still got them to take you back all within a few days?”

      “I mean, if we’re summarizing,” I try to joke, but her glare sobers me immediately. “I started having doubts.”

      “About the guys?”

      “No,” I admit. “About me.”

      “Oh, Piper.” Her face fills with sympathy I don’t deserve.

      “Sometimes it’s so easy to forget that I’m not a real person.” She looks like she’s getting ready to protest, but I shake my head to stop her. I don’t need empty pleasantries right now. The truth is what it is. I go on to tell her all about the perfect storm of events that turned me so self-conscious in the first place. And all about how worried I was that I would only disappoint The Thorns in the long run.

      “Piper…” Her voice is soft, and she eyes me with a hint of pity that makes my stomach twist uncomfortably. Ugh. I don’t even want her pity. I want her to tell me I’m stupid like the guys did and then just fucking move on from this—put it behind us so I never have to remember how much I almost fucked myself over.

      “I know.” There’s nothing she can say right now that I don’t already know. “Jude, of all people, called me out on my bullshit and made me work it out with all of them. We’re good now. Really.”

      “At least now I know those asshats have their heads on straight, but… Piper, you have to realize that you’re more human than you’ve ever been, right?”

      “It doesn’t matter how human I seem to be, I’ll still never actually be one. And if I can’t make it through one fucking event without feeling like an outsider and a fake, how am I ever going to make it through life?”

      “Piper, you’re not hearing me,” she says as she shakes me a little. I push her hand away and sink against the back of the sofa. Why does no one ever think I know what I’m feeling? I learned emotions a long fucking time ago. “You can’t base the validity of your existence on the back of one freaking experience. You’re so much more than that. You’ve gone beyond learning how to be human, beyond leaning on the memories of a dead girl to lead you through your daily life. You are your own person, Piper—one that a lot of us really fucking love. You are so much more than an object that Stan Hyde created, more human than the dead girl they built you to replace. I hope you realize that someday soon because the rest of us already have.”

      My lips press into a thin line as I swallow around the painful lump building in my throat. Macie seems to realize the tenuous control that I have over my emotions in that moment, so she wraps me in a quick hug before jumping up and scurrying back toward the changing room. She disappears behind the curtain a second time, and I swipe angrily at the few tears that are spilling over my carefully constructed dam.

      I sniffle and wipe the tears away as her arm pops out from behind the curtain with a red dress hanging from her hands. “I picked this one out for you. You can try it on if you want, but I already know you’re going to want it—it’s going to look insane on you.” I don’t immediately get up, surprised as fuck that she’d actually been looking for anything for me this time around. She shakes it impatiently, and a watery laugh pushes through my lips at the realization that she’d probably picked it out for herself but felt bad for making me cry like a fucking baby out here.

      “Piper, come get the goddamn dress,” she commands, sounding so much like Jude that I think maybe I need to stop letting them spend so much time together at lunch. I laugh as I stand up and take the dress from her. The second I do, she pops her head out and fixes me with a serious stare. “Which one of the guys are you going with, anyway?”

      “All of them—why would you even ask?”

      “Do they know that?” I cock my head to the side as I consider the question. We hadn’t actually discussed prom plans, but I never seriously considered only going with one of them—and after everything, after all the shit we’ve waded through the past few months, surely they don’t think I’m going to choose between them.

      “It’ll be fine, Mace.”
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      I’m not sure how we always seem to end up back in the theater at Jude’s house, not when so much weird shit had gone down in this very room. But it’s Saturday night, we’re all gathered here again, and there’s a movie playing that none of us are really paying any attention to. Piper’s sitting off to the side, doing something on her phone that makes her laugh lightly. The sound is almost enough to distract me from the idiocy on display between Brennan and Jude, but only almost. There might not be anything in the world that actually manages to distract me from them when they’re like this.

      They’re arguing, and their voices are soft for maybe the first fucking time in history. Brennan glances toward Piper out of the corner of his eye, and I heave a deep sigh. After all this time, I really thought we were past all this, the weird should we and what ifs. But we’re here again, just a few feet away from our girl, trying—and failing—to hammer out the details for prom the same way we’ve been doing all week.

      “Okay, but what I’m saying is that we get dinner together—maybe see if Macie and her dude want to meet us at the restaurant. One of us picks her up for dinner, another drives her to prom, and the last drives her to the beach house. That way it’s fair, and we’re all getting equal time with her.”

      I don’t bother pointing out to Brennan that the drive to the beach house would easily be double to the drive to whatever restaurant we end up going to or even to Vibiana, where prom’s being held. He’s too caught up in his argument with Jude to see reason, so I sit back and let them argue it out.

      “Except it’s fucking stupid that we would all drive out to the beach house separately,” Jude argues. The same fucking argument he’s been making all week. “And then what do we do at prom, just pass her around the dance floor like some kind of prom date merry-go-round? Yeah, that’s not going to raise any eyebrows. Use your fucking brain, Brennan.”

      “So then tell me what you think we should do because I’m all out of ideas.” Brennan’s face darkens as Jude’s jaw ticks. I lean forward slightly in my recliner, ready to jump up if for whatever reason this bullshit comes to blows. The obvious answer is right in front of their faces, but they’re both so far in their own heads that neither of them can see it.

      “Why don’t we just all go together? We pick her up, we go to dinner, and we all ride out to Malibu. We do it as a group, and everyone’s happy,” I finally suggest what I’ve been thinking all week. Their heads both swivel in my direction. Brennan raises his eyebrows but shrugs, it doesn’t seem like a problem for him. Jude is another story. I don’t think he’s intentionally being an asshole, but you can honestly never fucking tell with him.

      “That’s not how things are done.” I can’t help but notice, though, Jude doesn’t sound quite as confident as he usually does. He stares at me like I’ve got two fucking heads or something.

      It’s not like Jude gives a damn about tradition, or at least he never has before. Hell, he was the first one to throw tradition out the window when he readily accepted the unusual relationship arrangement Piper wanted. Appearances, though? That does matter to him, more to him than the rest of us combined, even. We might be the elite of Rosewood, the rich kids of Los Angeles, but he’s the one that’s going to be high-profile the second he steps out of the protection of our prep school walls. If anyone has something to worry about, something that might actually fuck with their future, it’s an on-the-rise young actor.

      Goddamn him. I’ve been best friends with Jude practically our whole lives, so of course I want to be supportive and shit about all of his ambition. But I sure as hell don’t want that getting in the way of the rest of us living our lives. I know the last thing Piper is going to want is to be forced into picking one date between the three of us. If we try to give her that ultimatum, there’s a good chance she’ll bail out completely. Or worse, go mental on us again.

      I glance in Piper’s direction, but her eyes are still on her phone. I really think we need to figure this shit out before she’s forced to get involved.

      “Jude, is whatever concern you’ve got really more important than Piper?” I think her head might be slightly more inclined in our direction than it was before, but I can’t be completely sure.

      “Fuck off, Hamilton. That’s not what this is and you know it.”

      He’s seething, but he’s the one right now that’s not seeing things clearly. I’m starting to think that he’s forgotten how much reputation means to him. How important it always was to him to be at the top of Rosewood’s social ladder. How he’s been planning our big senior prom after-party since we were freshman, knowing he’d never let anyone else take that honor away from him. Just because he’s gotten a little distracted by things with Piper doesn’t mean he’s not still that same person with the same kind of expectations. I need him to see that—and then I need him to give it up.

      “Is it not?” I lean back in my seat again, wanting to seem non-threatening because I’m really not up for things turning violent at this point.

      Jude leans forward, resting his forearms on his knees as he stares me down, eyes sliding from me to Brennan and then back again. If he expected agreement from Brennan, he doesn’t get it. Instead, Brennan fixes him with own hard stare before saying, “Man, I fucking get it. This is a weird situation, and it’s never been done before, but when the hell has that ever stopped us? Tyler’s right—we should just all go together.”

      “Jude, seriously, what good comes from making Piper choose?” I ask. He drops his head into his hands with a groan, and some of the tension I didn’t realize I’d been carrying in my shoulders magically dissipates. I never thought I’d see Alton second-guessing himself, and man is the sight fucking weird.

      “Are you guys done pretending I’m not here? Because I can hear every word, in case you didn’t notice.”

      I jerk around to see Piper pushing herself out of her seat and shoving her phone in her pocket, either finished with whatever it was that was distracting her from our stupid argument or just annoyed enough to finally say something to us about it. Brennan looks sheepish, which is about fucking right, and Jude’s shoulders tense before he glances up at her from between his fingers. She stops to stand in front of us, dropping her hands on her hips as she looks down at us. She’s not angry, but she’s definitely fucking annoyed.

      I’m on the verge of muttering an apology, of letting her know that this is fucking stupid and she never should have had to listen to it in the first place, but her eyes are on Jude, and my stomach fucking drops. Because what if I’m wrong, and she really does only want to go with one of us? Jackie definitely won’t be expecting all three of us to show up for her, and Piper’s been trying not to rock the boat. Is she about to tell us she only wants to go with Jude?

      She offers me a warm smile, like she can sense my self-doubt from where she’s standing over us, and my gut settles. It’s a stupid goddamn moment of a self-doubt, one that shouldn’t have even reared it ugly head to begin with. I know her better than that—old Piper might’ve gone to prom with Jude for appearances sake, but that’s not who’s standing in front of me. The girl that’s standing in front of me is her own person, a living, breathing iteration of everything the old Piper Hawthorne could never have hoped to be.

      “I want us to go together, just like Tyler said.” She says it like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. And I know to her, it probably is. It should’ve been to every single one of us, too. The entire foundation of our relationships with her has been based on the fact that she outright refused to choose any one of us over the other—there was literally no reason that any of us should have expected anything different out of something as simple as who was taking her to prom. Fucking yeah, all of us are. Duh

      Piper continues, “I know it’s probably not what other people will expect us to do, but since when have we ever worried about that? Because I happen to remember all of you coming down pretty hard on me when I was the one worrying about what other people thought.”

      We all sit in silence with that reminder for a moment. She’s absolutely fucking right. I look over at Jude just as he raises his head to look at her.

      “What about Jackie?” he asks. “Surely she’s not going to be all sunshine and rainbows if she finds out you’re going to prom with all three of us.”

      Piper purses her lips. “I could tell her we’re all just going as friends?”

      Brennan finally butts back into the conversation here, laughing wryly as he asks, “Do you really think that’s going to work with her, Pi? Maybe you should tell her you just didn’t get asked.”

      She scoffs. “How’s that any better? Do you think Jackie Hawthorne is really going to accept that her perfect, darling daughter didn’t get asked to prom? She’d fucking crucify me over that. No, there’s got to be something else we can do.”

      “Tyler can pick you up,” Jude suggest out of nowhere. Well there’s a fucking plot twist. He makes a sour face as he glares at the rest of us. “Stop looking at me like that. I had a moment, it’s over, move the fuck on, okay?” Piper brings her hand to her mouth, barely stifling a laugh, but she does somehow manage to hold it together when he shoots her another glare.

      He’s completely matter-of-fact as he continues, “We have to appease Jackie, otherwise we run the risk of her not wanting Piper to be out with us for the post-prom party and that is not a risk we’re going to take.” He’s fully taken back command per usual now, so I lean back and let him, now that I know we’re all back on the same page. “Tyler can pick you up and then everyone can meet here. If you want pictures or whatever, we can do them out back. We’ll ride to dinner together, we show up to prom and knock Rosewood on it’s ass, and then we leave early enough to get to Malibu to make sure everything’s ready in time.”

      “Sounds good to me. Does anyone have a problem with any of that?” Piper looks around but none of us says a fucking word, and the smile she gives us is absolutely brilliant. This was the right choice. And just like that, everything’s fine, and I’m left reeling over why in the hell there was ever any question about it in the first place. One thing is for sure, this thing between us and Piper only ever gets easier to navigate the more we work at it. That’s how I know it’s fucking worth it.
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      Jackie’s somewhat bearable the first few days of the week leading up to prom, surprising me with how little she fights me over things like how I want to wear my hair or the pair of strappy red Jimmy Choos I choose to pair with my dress. It’s even disconcerting, but nice, when she tells me she thinks I made a good shoe choice.

      Unsurprisingly, it all comes to a head Saturday afternoon when I start actually getting ready for prom. She hovers, unwilling to accept my insistence that I don’t need a ride to my salon appointments. She puts her foot down about taking me anyway. She sits by my side the whole day, even getting her own manicure as she chats aimlessly to me about shit that I just don’t care about.

      I’m grateful, at least, that Macie was understanding, albeit super fucking annoyed, about crazy pants Jackie rearing her ugly head today. Mace ended up switching her own appointments around so we wouldn’t run into each other and set Jackie off.

      By the time we’re at the salon and my hair’s being pinned into an intricately braided chignon knotted behind my ear, she’s grating on my last fucking nerve. “Are you sure that’s how you want to wear your hair? Maybe something a little higher up on your head would look better.”

      I shoot her a glare through the mirror, fed up with her sudden opinion when a few days ago she’d agreed that the hairstyle was classy and elegant. I knew that was too good to be true. But it’s too fucking late now anyway—there has to be half a pack of bobby pins hidden in the mass of my hair, keeping it perfectly in place as the stylist twitters around us, thankfully ignoring my overbearing mother for now.

      I want to scream at her, to ask her what she’s even doing here. Piper Hawthorne is not the kind of girl who hangs out with her mother on prom day. Not the original, and not me, either.

      I bite back all the things I actually want to say as the stylist gives me one final spray down with a medium hold hairspray. “Mom, it’s fine. We said this style would go with the style of my dress, remember?”

      “Of course I remember.” She turns her nose up at me as she eyes my hairstyle like it’s a fucking rattlesnake about to strike at her. “But I took a second look at your dress this morning and decided it would look much better put higher up.”

      “Mom, it’s too late for that, my hair’s done.” I gesture to my hair, even though she’s already looking right at it. “I don’t have time to get it redone. I still have to get my makeup done and get home in time to get dressed, and it’s already four. Tyler’s picking me up at six, I can’t be late.”

      A scowl crosses her face at the mention of Tyler’s name, but she lets it slide away quickly before turning on her heel and stomping toward the front of the salon. I heave an exhausted sigh and rub my temples as the stylist sneaks back over, peeking toward Jackie’s retreating form. God, yeah, I get it—I wish I could just walk away from her, too.
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      We head home after my makeup is done. Jackie’s silent the entire drive, a pinched look on her thin-lipped face. I have no idea what I’ve done to deserve all this extra attention today, but I really wish she would cut it the fuck out. This is supposed to be a good day, and she’s ruining it.

      “Do you need help with your dress?” she asks as we pull into the drive. I shake my head hard. What I need is to get away from her, get ready as fast as fucking possible and see if I can convince Tyler to pick me up earlier than six. I can’t deal with this any longer—she’s stressing me out, and I’m losing my damn mind. She barely has the car in park in the garage before I’m throwing the door open. “I’ll be downstairs with Dad if you need anything.”

      I don’t acknowledge her, bolting for the house and then the safety of my bedroom as fast as I can. Once I feel safe that she’s not going to ignore my wishes and just follow me up here, anyway, I dial Macie on speakerphone.

      She doesn’t even bother with a proper greeting, making me laugh instead when she asks, “God, did she finally set you free?”

      “I cannot believe her, Mace!” I say with a low groan. “I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into her. She’s been leaving me alone the past few weeks, why’s she all of the sudden so interested in spending time with me as if we’re anything more than barely tolerable housemates?”

      There’s a pregnant pause where all I can hear is her breathing softly on the other end of the line. She clears her throat, and even though I can’t see her face, I can hear the reluctance in her tone when she speaks again. “Do you think… I mean, prom was when, you know…”

      And just like that, everything clicks into place, and for the first time in a long time, I actually feel bad for Jackie Hawthorne. Initially I want to blame the spark of guilt on some of my residual programming, but the longer I sit there in awkward silence with my best friend on the other end of the line, the more the guilt eats at my stomach. She may have been annoying the shit out of me all day long, but it wasn’t for the sake of annoying me.

      “I didn’t even think about it,” I admit. Now I guess I understand why Roman was so quick to lock himself away in his office after breakfast. I give myself one long moment to feel really badly for the Hawthornes before I push it all down—they’re hurting, sure, but I’m not their daughter, and I can’t let myself get caught up in their feelings. Not when I’m trying to live a life they barely want to grant me.

      What happened to them was sad, but it wasn’t me they lost. I can’t carry the burden of a moment that happened before I ever existed.

      Even still, some residual guilt lingers as I slide on a brand new pair of sexy, lace panties. I have no idea how I’m supposed to face the Hawthornes now when Tyler gets here to pick me up. A sense of dread settles heavy in my stomach as I usher Macie off the phone so I can finish dressing, saying goodbye with a promise to let her know when we’re leaving Jude’s to head to the restaurant we picked for tonight.

      I dress with a calmness I don’t actually feel, slipping into the long, red dress Macie gave me after my crying bout in the dressing room the day we went shopping. It’s a bittersweet memory, but her reassurances were so desperately needed that day.

      I catch sight of myself in the mirror as I stand up from putting my shoes on, and I let my heart hurt for a short moment, wishing that the Hawthornes could see me for what I am—which is not their dead daughter. I stare at my reflection even longer as something else strikes me, too. This dress might be pushing the boundaries between sexy and slutty a little more than I thought when I originally tried it on. Between how impossibly tight it is and the plunging neckline held up only by thin straps, I’m pretty sure I look semi-indecent even before you take into consideration the high slit up the side showing off more thigh than I first realized.

      Still, I know I look amazing, and I’m sure as hell the guys will agree. It’s going to be quite the game trying to get them to keep their hands to themselves tonight while we’re surrounded by our classmates.

      I push away the insecurities and dread, and stoop to grab my overnight bag before flipping the lights off and stepping out of the room. I take one last calming breath before braving the hallway, steeling my reserve for whatever’s going to meet me at the bottom of the stairs.

      The house is eerily quiet, like nighttime in a drafty mausoleum, the sound of my shoes echoing through the hall the only sound as I pick my way toward the stairwell. I stop at the top long enough to shove my phone into my clutch and check to make sure I have a tube of lip gloss in the bag before starting down the stairs. My heart pounds in my chest at the sound of the doorbell, and a sudden flurry of activity livens up the house again. I can hear the click-clack-click of Mom’s shoes moving toward the front door and the sound of Dad’s heavier but somehow more muted footsteps following closely behind.

      When I meet Tyler’s eyes, my breath catches in my throat. He steps through the door and walks right past my parents without any kind of greeting. “Holy shit, Piper,” he whispers once he’s close enough not to be overheard. I drop my bag so I can wrap my arms around him, pulling him close as the calm of his presence washes over me. This, this right here is exactly what I needed—to be wrapped in the arms of someone who loves me when everything else feels a little too heavy.

      The peace of the moment is ripped away from me unceremoniously when Jackie’s shrill voice cuts through the quiet. “Why the hell do you have an overnight bag?”

      Tyler and I stiffen in one another’s arms, and tension floods my body again. I should have known better than to think this part would pass by easily. Jackie storms closer, fury written all over her face as she grabs the bag off the floor. Roman runs a hand over his jaw, clearly uncomfortable.

      “The after-prom party is at Jude’s house. I’m not wearing this dress all night.” I try to keep my voice even despite my rising panic. Jackie starts to unzip the bag, but I rip it from her hands before she gets very far. There’s no way in hell I’m letting her dig around in there just to find the lacy lingerie and condoms buried in the bag. I’m through taking stupid chances with her.

      “You can take that bag back upstairs because you’re not going.”

      I shove the bag into Tyler’s slack arms and shove him in the direction of the door. “I’ll meet you in the car in a few minutes, Ty.” Jackie’s already winding up for the argument, her shoulders rising dramatically with the massive breath she sucks in. There’s no way I’m letting him stick around for this, but there’s no way I’m backing down from it, either.

      “You’re not going, Piper!” she cries out as Tyler slams the front door shut behind him.

      “Like hell I’m not going,” I growl as Roman puts his hands on her shoulders in an attempt to comfort her. She wrenches out of his grip to stalk closer to me, and I don’t back down. My life is not her hobby to play with at will. I’m fucking done. “You’ve spent the past nine months forcing me to do shit I didn’t want to do, to go to parties that I wanted to skip and to skip the things I did want. You’re not taking this from me—not this time!”

      She looks like she could hit me, and for a second I think she might, but then Roman’s stepping forward again, and wrapping his arm around her shoulder and pulling her back a few paces. I cross my arms over my chest and quirk a challenging eyebrow as she breathes raggedly. “How dare—” she cuts herself off as she turns and buries her face in Roman’s chest and fists her hands.

      “Piper,” he starts, and I know he’s trying to diffuse things, but the warning in his tone only infuriates me more.

      “What? Tired of me not being the girl that lays down and takes it?” I ask, so much venom dripping from my voice that he jerks back a little. Jackie spins around, a glare settling across her tear-stained face as she steps out of Roman’s arms again.

      “How dare you! Our daughter died—”

      I close my eyes and force myself to take a deep breath and let some of the anger drain away. I don’t have to like the way they treat me, but right now I can only help things by trying not to escalate the problem. She does have a valid concern about me being out tonight of all nights.

      “I know how hard today is for you, but some day you have to accept that I’m not that girl. I am so sorry for what you lost and that you’re obviously still struggling with it, but I’m here and I’m miserable. I didn’t choose to be here, but don’t I deserve to have the chance to make some of my own choices now that I am?”

      Jackie’s face falls as she turns to sob into her husband’s arms again. Why don’t I ever come out of these things feeling like I’ve won? I mouth I’m sorry to Roman, even though I’m not sure that does much good. Not when I’ve pushed Jackie to this point and now I’m sure he’ll spend the rest of the night having to deal with her.

      Roman clears his throat and says, “Check in when you leave prom and again when you get to Malibu.” I nod immediately, surprised he’s letting me have my way even when Jackie is so clearly distraught over it. “If anything goes wrong, at all, call us. I don’t care what time of the night it is. Do you understand?” I nod again.

      He jerks his head a little to indicate toward Jackie, and I know exactly what he’s asking for. He wants me to apologize.

      “Mom.” I step forward and cautiously put a hand on her back. “I’m sorry that I upset you. I can send you updates more often if you want. Whatever will make you feel better.” Anything but staying home and missing this party.

      Jackie does a quick one-eighty that makes me seriously wonder if the tears were only a manipulation all along. She offers me a clinical smile as she swipes at the smudged mascara under her eyes. “That’s okay, Piper.” She leans into Roman as she gives me a long once-over. “You look beautiful, darling. Enjoy your night, and make sure you check in first thing in the morning.”

      I nod, back to not trusting myself with words. If I speak, I’m worried another accusation might slip out. The Hawthornes both give me formal goodbyes, but I’m still uneasy as I head toward the door, glancing over my shoulder one last time.

      Roman has Jackie wrapped up in his arms. She’s peering at me over his shoulder, her eyes in narrow slits as she watches me go. This isn’t over.

      I push my problems with the Hawthornes to the back of my mind as I step out and get a moment to appreciate the sight that greets me. Tyler leans against his car, arms crossed as he glares toward my house. He looks so goddamn good in his suit, and his glare gives way to an easy smile as I start toward him.

      “Piper, you look so goddamn gorgeous. Are you sure I have to share you with Brennan and Jude?” I shoot him an exasperated glare, but he’s laughing, and the easiness from before washes over me all over again. It might not’ve been the perfect day, but I’m absolutely positive that it’s going to be the perfect night. Because tonight isn’t about Piper Hawthorne—tonight is about me.
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      Prom itself goes off without a hitch. People are less concerned with my date situation than any of us expected, which means we’re largely left alone as everyone else focuses on enjoying their own nights. It’s not until we get back to the beach house that things really start to get interesting. The crowd is already trickling in when Jude finds me hovering around the jungle juice with Macie in the kitchen.

      “You haven’t been drinking, have you?” he asks with a frown. I shake my head no. If he would wait two seconds, I could also explain how since I don’t digest food or drinks, alcohol would have absolutely no effect on me, but he doesn’t give me that chance. He grabs me by the arm and starts pulling me away.

      “Hey, don’t take her! I’m leaving soon,” Macie protests.

      “Bye,” Jude calls back unapologetically. I elbow him for being rude, but it doesn’t seem to affect him at all. He keeps dragging me across the house, blatantly forcing other people to move out of our way.

      I grumble at him, “Can you at least slow down?” And he does, but only marginally. He drags me all the way down the hall before pulling me into a bathroom. Almost immediately, I feel myself replaying the last time we were alone in a bathroom together. I raise an eyebrow at him, already shifting my weight from one foot to the other in anticipation.

      “I didn’t bring you in here to fuck you.” He hesitates and gives me a cocky grin before adding, “Not yet, anyway.”

      “Okay, then what? We’re hosting a party, Jude, you can’t just leave before the thing’s even really gotten started.” He rolls his eyes, and I know without him saying anything that he’s thinking Jude Alton can do whatever the hell he wants. He’s right, really. No one would probably question him if he wanted to bail out of his own party. No one typically questions him for much of anything, and this would be pretty minor on the spectrum of odd things he’s done in the past year.

      Jude takes me by the shoulders and pulls me a little closer. He leans down to kiss me, even though he very blatantly just told me we weren’t in here for sex. As far as kissing Jude goes, it’s pretty chaste. He barely even slips me any tongue before he’s pulling away again.

      “What?” I ask again as he just stares at me for a long minute.

      He strokes his thumb over my cheek before taking a deep breath. “I love you, Piper Hawthorne. Just you. This version of you.” The words stun me speechless, not just because Jude is admitting he loves me, but because he’s also making it clear that he loves me. Not some other version of me, or some ideal that I can never actually live up to. He loves me as I am, and only as I am.

      “Fucking say it back, Piper,” he grumbles impatiently when I get lost in thought instead of responding right away.

      I blink, realizing how my stint of silence must seem. I hook a finger in his belt loop to pull him even closer so I can plant a kiss on the corner of his mouth. “You’re the biggest asshole I know… and I love you, Jude Alton.”

      A lazy grin spreads over his face as he stares down at me. “Good. Now give me your panties.”

      “Uh… what?”

      Instead of answering, he huffs and bends to do the job himself. I gape open-mouthed at him as he reaches through the slit in my dress to hook a finger in the side of my panties and then slide them down my legs. “Step out,” he commands. I do as he asks this time, still totally baffled.

      I’m not sure what exactly I thought he was doing, but it definitely isn’t what happens. He bunches my panties up in his hand and sticks them down in his pocket. I look from the bulge of my panties in his pocket to his eyes and then back again.

      “Why—”

      “Anticipation, Piper. I’m trying to build some anticipation here, don’t question me.” His voice somehow comes out both hard and teasing at the same time. I just nod along to what he’s saying, fully aware that there’s not going to be any arguing with him on this.

      “Now let’s get back out there,” he says with a smirk. “We’re hosting a party, we can’t just leave before things have gotten started.”

      I glare at him as he throws my words back at me. When he opens the door and waves me out into the hall ahead of him, I get a bad feeling that letting him take my panties was a mistake. Suddenly, I can only think of all the ways he might come up with to tease me in the middle of this party—plenty of ways which don’t actually involve sex, but many of which still definitely involve me somehow embarrassing myself.

      Dammit, Jude.

      For the next thirty minutes, I keep my distance from Jude, both of us eyeing each other from across the party, but me bolting every time he gets close. I’m genuinely worried that if I get back within ten feet of him that I’m going to jump him, right here in front of all of our classmates. Between finally exchanging I love you’s and the fact that I know he’s got my panties in his pocket, I’m pretty sure my self-control is shot for the rest of the night.

      But the longer I avoid him, the more frustrated he seems to get. I’ve just managed to settle into a conversation with Brennan and Tyler a safe distance from him when he suddenly cups his hands and makes an announcement to the whole room. “Party’s over! Get the fuck out!”

      My back stiffens as I look around for some sign that the police have shown up or something. Anything that would explain why Jude’s suddenly telling everyone to get out even though this party is supposed to last basically all night. I don’t see any problems, and I definitely don’t hear any sirens or see any flashing lights. I start to head for Jude, Brennan and Tyler following right behind me. When I reach him, he’s yelling again. “Seriously, get the fuck out!” Everyone looks really damn confused, but they start to find their friends and make their way to the front door.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, tugging on his arm to get him to stop. “Everyone drove like an hour to be here, Jude.”

      “Do I look like I give a shit?” he growls.

      I have no idea why he suddenly looks so angry. Did I do something? Did Brennan or Tyler? I glance over at them, but they look just as confused as I do.

      The last few people trickle out, glaring daggers at Jude for ruining all the fun. Shit, most of these people were smart enough not to drive tonight. They’re all just gonna be stuck outside waiting for cars now. I jerk Jude’s arm harder so he’s forced to look at me.

      “What?” he snaps.

      My face falls, and his expression softens. That doesn’t do much to comfort me, though. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “What’s wrong?” he echoes. “What’s wrong is you’re still wearing too many damn clothes.”

      I open my mouth to tell him I’m not. I’m literally only wearing one thing—the dress—since my panties are in his pocket. I forget what I was saying the second he slides his hand up the slit of my dress. My body tenses, preparing for a touch that doesn’t come. He curls his fingers around the top of the dress’ slit and tugs. Hard. My eyes go round as the sound of ripping fabric fills the otherwise silent room. I drop my head to watch in horror as he somehow manages to rip the seam halfway up the body of the dress. He gets frustrated and lets out a growl when he tugs but the material won’t give anymore.

      Tyler shoves his way between us, and without a word grabs each side of the ripped dress. I don’t realize what he’s doing at first. Finishing the job. He gives one hard tug and the last of the dress gives, ripping all the way up. Tyler pushes the thin straps off my shoulders as I helplessly watch.

      Tyler steps back to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Jude. They both stare at me with heated gazes. After a moment, Brennan steps forward to join them. I shift uncomfortably under their weighted stares at my naked body. Not because I mind them looking at me—but because now they’re the ones wearing too many damn clothes.

      “Jude, that was really expensive,” I chastise him when I finally manage to find my voice again.

      “I’ll buy you ten more.” He doesn’t look the least bit sorry. He’s Jude Alton. Of course he’s not sorry.

      I nod slowly as my gaze drops to his shirt. He must read my mind because he makes a disapproving sound. “Save your energy,” he tells me with a raspy voice as he works to quickly unbutton his shirt and discard it plus the shirt he’s got on underneath. Damn, I was kind of looking forward to ripping his shirt off of him again. Next time, I promise myself.

      He doesn’t stop with the shirts. He unceremoniously slips out of his dress shoes, kicking them halfway across the room. I stare in bewilderment as he starts to shuck his pants.

      “Uh, what’s going on?” I whisper, just loud enough for him to hear the question.

      “Playtime is over, Piper.” There’s a glint in Jude’s eyes as he steps out of his pants and starts towards me.

      “Uh...” Brennan’s face looks seriously alarmed as Jude stops right in front of me and bends to strip off his underwear.

      My mouth goes dry as Jude’s eyes hold mine. He speaks to the guys without looking at them. “Feel free to stay, but keep your dicks out of my face.” And without waiting for a response, he wraps a hand around my exposed neck and drags my mouth to his.

      The shock keeps me from responding right away, but he doesn’t give a shit. He thrusts his tongue into my mouth, pushing against my tongue insistently until I finally pull myself together enough to return the kiss. I still can’t wrap my mind around how we got to this point, but Jude has a way of kissing me until I just don’t care. I can hear the sounds of movement from behind him, and my heart sinks a little as I realize Brennan and Tyler are bailing. For a second, I actually kind of got my hopes up. What girl in her right mind wouldn’t want three hot, naked guys all ready to fuck her six ways from Sunday?

      Jude pulls away, chuckling when I lean forward trying to keep him from breaking the kiss. I’ve just started to open my eyes when he clamps a hand down on my shoulder and spins me in a circle around him. I have to blink several times before I realize what I’m seeing.

      Brennan and Tyler didn’t leave.

      And they’re both very, very naked.

      I almost laugh as I look at the two of them pointedly avoiding eye contact with each other. They don’t seem to want to look at Jude, either, which is unfortunate since it means they also don’t look at me. “Are you all sure about this?” It won’t be any fun for anyone if they’re so uncomfortable they can’t manage to relax.

      “We’re not…” Brennan’s face goes red as he lowers his voice to ask, “We’re only touching you, not like each other or anything, right?”

      I bite back a laugh at how clearly uncomfortable he is. Jude doesn’t bother to, he laughs loudly, the sound of it sputtering out only after a long, awkward minute. “Don’t worry Brennan, no one’s asking you to take any dick. No one in this room, anyway.” I didn’t think it possible but Brennan’s face gets even redder.

      Tyler forces his attention solidly back to the group. He doesn’t look directly at Jude, but at least now he’s looking at me. We make eye contact for a long moment, long enough to make me shift uncomfortably to rub my legs together. His eyes are scorching right now. He might not be quite sure where to look, but it’s obvious he doesn’t have any actual complaints. He starts to move towards me. “Fuck it, let’s just—”

      He catches me around the waist and grinds his lower body against mine as he captures my mouth. He tries to reach his fingers up into my hair but grunts out a protest when he realizes my hair’s still in its prom updo. He keeps kissing me, but suddenly another set of hands join his at the nape of my neck. Jude. He brushes Tyler’s hands aside and slides his fingers into my updo. I nearly break the kiss with Tyler to ask what he’s doing, but I get my answer before that’s necessary.

      Jude starts to pull the pins out of my hair. Slowly, tendrils of hair are released, caressing the bare part of my back as Jude frees it all piece by piece. He’s surprisingly gentle, too.

      When the job’s done, Jude’s hands don’t disappear like I was expecting. They drift down to cup my ass. I gasp into Tyler’s mouth when he squeezes. Tyler barely seems to notice. I can feel him go from aroused to rock-hard as he slips his fingers into my now loose hair, though. He pulls away just long enough to mutter out, “Fucking thank you for that.” It takes a second for my slow brain to realize he’s thanking Jude for freeing my hair.

      “Sure thing,” Jude says as his hands skate down to caress the back of my thighs. My whole body shivers between the two of them. I’m fucking dripping right now for them. There’s something crazy hot about hearing them carry on that short conversation while I’m naked here between them. Much sexier than any regular conversation.

      Tyler starts to kiss me again, but I twist away after a minute. I’m almost entirely distracted by all the places Tyler and Jude are touching me right now, but I haven’t forgotten about my poor, sweet Brennan. I peer over Tyler’s shoulder to check on him.

      Oh. Poor, sweet Brennan isn’t in desperate need of my concern after all. He’s moved to stand where he’s got one hell of a view of what both Tyler and Jude are doing to me, and his hand is wrapped around his hard dick. He’s giving himself one hell of a hand job, I realize with jealousy creeping up. I don’t want him to touch himself. I want to be the one to do that.

      “Can I—” I can’t manage to choke out the words, so I just gesture with my hand instead. Brennan jerks his hand away from himself as he winces. I can’t say for sure, but I have a feeling that I almost just accidentally finished the job before ever actually getting my hands on him. He moves slowly enough toward me that I’m pretty sure that confirms it. Even once he’s gotten close, he stays just out of reach for another long minute.

      Not that there aren’t plenty of other things for me to focus on while I wait, hand at the ready. Tyler has managed to kiss his way down my neck and to my breasts, where he’s now taking his damn sweet time teasing me, and Jude is still doing quite the leisurely exploration of my ass.

      I’m overwhelmed by a million different sensations. I don’t have any choice but to give into all of them, closing my eyes as my head drops back. I end up resting my head perfectly on Jude’s shoulder just as warm, velvety skin finally slides across my palm. I let out a soft moan as I wrap my hand around Brennan’s dick and give it a testing squeeze. I hear his sharp intake of breath just before he brushes my hand away. My eyes pop open with annoyance as I glance over to see what the hell the problem is now.

      “Fuck, guys, I can’t…” Brennan trails off with a groan as he squeezes his eyes closed. He can’t last much longer.

      “Fuck.” Jude must be able to see it, too, because he pulls away and points his finger toward a door I’ve never used before. “The bedroom. Now.” I feel empty when all the touching abruptly stops as the guys pull away. I pout, but I blindly follow as the three of them make a break for that door, bursting into what turns out to be a guest bedroom with a huge king-sized bed. My thoughts are a fucking mess.

      Well, that’s convenient. Oh my god, did Jude know all along it would eventually come to this? Hell, I think that might actually make it hotter.

      “Hello? Earth to Piper? Your ride’s here.” Jude smirks as he gives me a hard push toward the bed where sure enough, Brennan’s ready and waiting for me.

      My lips part as I step closer to the bed, admiring the way he’s sitting there watching me approach with hooded eyes. I take my sweet fucking time crawling up onto the bed. With a groan, he starts to touch himself again, and that speeds me right the hell up. That is not how I want things with him to finish. I climb over his legs and straddle him, and Jude oh so helpfully reaches out to offer me a condom. Brennan tries to take it but I brush his hands away so I can put it on him myself. And then with no more hesitation, I sink down on him, jolting forward a little when Brennan’s arms give out and he falls back against the bed with a grunt.

      A proud grin tilts the corners of my lips up as I brace myself with my hands on his chest and give a testing roll of my hips. “Piper,” he says my name like a warning. I already knew he wouldn’t last long and was fully prepared to delay my own pleasure for the moment, but apparently Brennan’s not having that. Even though he already looks fucking spent, he reaches between us to touch me just above where he’s buried inside of me. His fingers brush up against my clit, making my hips automatically move again.

      He must know it’s now or never, because he clasps his other hand down on my thigh to keep me still as possible as he picks up the pace, working me into a quicker frenzy than I thought possible. Sure enough, though, the combination of how turned on I already was combined with the quick pace sends me shooting off like a rocket way quicker than I would have liked. It’s definitely for the best though, because all of the motion of me getting off sets Brennan off, too.

      I collapse over him, momentarily too exhausted to actually move. I close my eyes as I listen to him panting, his heartbeat crazy erratic under my ear. A minute passes by before I get a sharp smack on my ass.

      “You better wake your hot little ass up because we’re not even close to done,” Jude growls. I turn to see him staring at me with downright wild eyes. I shift carefully off of Brennan, who doesn’t move at all, and start to move towards Jude until he shakes his head and points to the opposite side of the bed. I glance over my shoulder at Tyler, who’s waiting patiently on the other side. I mean, he’s hard as a rock, too, but unlike Brennan he looks like he can hang a little longer.

      I purse my lips as I look back at Jude, confused about what exactly he wants me to do. He leans close, tucks my hair behind my ear and whispers for my ears only, “Third time’s the charm, so go ahead and get your seconds. Once I’m done with you, there’s no chance in hell you’ll be able to move the rest of the night.”

      A soft whimper falls off my lips. He gives me a quick kiss and then tugs me off the bed. I stand on barely functioning legs, made all the worse when Jude gives me another sharp smack on the ass to send me reeling toward Tyler on the other side of the room. I don’t know what Jude’s deal is, but Tyler perks right up when he realizes I really am making my way over to him. The first thing he does is yank me up against his chest and kiss the ever loving hell out of me. He plants his mouth hard on mine again and again until I’m pretty damn sure my lips are bruised. Not that I’m complaining.

      “You’re good?” Tyler pulls back to ask.

      “So, so good,” I moan out softly. He grins as he leans in to kiss me one more time.

      When he pulls away the second time, it’s to tell me, “Turn around.” I start to do what he’s asked, but either I’m moving too slow or Tyler’s not actually feeling as patient as I first thought, because he puts a hand around my waist to force me to turn faster. I barely have time to register what he’s doing before he’s pressing me down over the bed. I hadn’t really noticed before, but the frame has a good lift to it, which means from this angle, Tyler’s in the perfect position to slide right into me. Which is exactly what he does after only the briefest of pauses so he can catch the condom Jude tosses from across the bed.

      What is Jude the fucking condom fairy or something?

      I grin around the thought as I glance up and catch his eye. There’s a twinkle to his eyes, too, which makes me think he has at least some idea of what’s amusing to me right now. He winks at me at the exact same time Tyler lines himself up behind me and slides right into me. I’m so soaking wet now there’s not even the slightest bit of resistance as starts to work himself in and out of me.

      “Touch yourself,” Tyler instructs me in a tight voice.

      I was partially holding myself up on my elbows, but I turn my head and rest my cheek against the comforter so I can do what Tyler asked. Now, it’s Brennan’s eyes I meet instead of Jude’s. He’s still splayed out in the center of the bed, but he tilts his head so he can look down at me, his eyes bouncing between mine and whatever view he’s getting right now of Tyler fucking me from behind. Glad to see all the shyness is gone.

      Now that both hands are free, I reach one down to touch myself as I offer the other one to Brennan. He takes it, clasping his fingers with mine, and I whimper as my index finger makes contact with my overly sensitive clit. I’m not actually sure how much more I’m going to be able to take. I can feel Tyler struggling to contain his big finish as he talks to me, encouraging me to touch myself harder. Faster. Lower. My fingers brush his dick as he’s sliding inside of me and he inhales a sharp breath.

      It’s actually that sound and not the touching that sends me over the edge. Nothing’s better than making The Thorns come undone. He jerks inside of me while I squeeze Brennan’s hand so hard I’m surprised he doesn’t complain. Tyler starts to pull out as I’m still riding out my own wave of pleasure. Realizing that, he leans over me and kisses a line down my spine, wringing out every last bit I have to give him.

      My knees give out completely, leaving Brennan no choice but to let go of my hand to avoid hurting me, and Tyler jerks into motion to grab me before I hit the floor. He helps me up, and then carefully pushes me down to sit on the edge of the bed.

      I automatically turn to seek out Jude again. He eyes me skeptically. “Are you going to make it?”

      “I want you to fuck me, Jude,” I say completely deadpan. I can’t even find it in myself to be self-conscious about it, either, even though I know I sound like one hell of a cock-hungry slut right now.

      “Well, hell,” he drawls, “who could ever say no to an invitation like that?”

      I hold a hand out, trying to encourage him closer since there’s no way in hell I can stand up on these jello-legs. He does step closer, but only close enough to take my hand in his. He strokes the back of it with his thumb as he looks down at me with an expression that’s far too gentle for what’s happening. I tug, trying to encourage him to get a move on even though I can barely hold my eyes open at the moment.

      Jude surveys the room then gives a hard shake of his head. “Come with me.” I don’t know why he bothers saying the words, because the next thing I know he drops my hand and bends down to grab me around the back of my legs, hoisting me up and over his shoulder.

      I lift my head up to see Brennan still practically lifeless in the center of the bed and Tyler collapsing in the chair in the corner. Neither of them moves to follow us out. Guess the group activities are done, I think with mild disappointment.

      I’m more than a little confused when Jude doesn’t stop in the next room… or the next… and then I hear the unmistakable sound of the sliding glass door opening. We’re… going outside? We’re both completely silent as he carries me across the patio. I can’t figure out what the hell he’s doing at first, but then he makes a sharp turn and I know exactly where’s headed.

      The first splash of water is plenty warm enough, but it still makes me shiver. Jude’s surprisingly well-balanced as he descends the pool ladder with one hand and me still balanced over his shoulder. He doesn’t let go of me until he reaches the last step, relaxing his grip when we’re fully submerged for a short second. He grabs a fistful of my hair to guide my head back out of the water, lips desperately meeting mine as our bodies tangle under the water in a mess of writhing limbs.

      “What about—” I turn my head slightly and start to ask about a condom, but don’t get the question all the way out. Jude grabs my hand that’s on his shoulder and pulls it underwater. He guides my hand to stroke the length of him, and I clearly feel the condom he’s already wearing. When the hell did he…? “Great,” I manage to croak out as he brushes my hand away again.

      He nips my shoulder with his teeth and then puts his mouth next to my ear. “I’ve seen how you are, how you’re mesmerized every time you see the water. And from now on, when the water catches your eye, you’ll think of this, too.”

      That’s the only warning I get before he’s pushing into me, the force knocking us back so that I’m backed against the wall of the pool. I reach back to clasp my hands around the tile on the edge of the pool, needing something to hold on to as Jude slams his hips against mine over and over. There’s no need for foreplay or build-up at this point, we’re both already too far gone. I hold on for dear life as he fixates on getting just the right angle to make me loud as hell.

      I’m absolutely fucking shameless as Jude just wrecks me. I’m moaning, and groaning, and gasping, and calling his name out so many times the letters all start to jumble together in my brain.

      “I want you to come,” he growls in my ear. I let out a crazed laugh, thinking it’s ridiculous he thinks I have any control over that right now. But then he growls my name, and I fucking lose it. This time I don’t just see white spots behind my eyes, I see fireworks, and neon hearts, and a whole damn marching band.

      I shake as I collapse forward against him, draping my arms loosely over his shoulders as my body goes absolutely numb with pleasure, and even though I can’t move, he keeps fucking me even harder than before. He puts an arm around my back to keep me in place as he grunts from the effort he’s exerting to keep up such a grueling pace.

      Just as I start to feel him nearing the edge, I turn my head to whisper, “I love you,” into his ear.

      “Dammit, Piper.” He groans as he tightens his grip on me, the rest of his body shaking slightly for a moment as he definitely comes harder than he ever has before. I mentally file away that trick for later, which just about uses up all the brain power I have left.

      Just as I’m pretty damn sure I’m about to fall asleep right here in the pool, Jude rests his cheek on the top of my head and breathes out, “I love you, too, Piper.”
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      After prom and the night in Malibu, we all slip into an easy sort of peace, and Piper even gets a respite at home when Jackie goes back to treating her with careful disregard. Her new sort-of freedom leads to her house being empty for an entire weekend a couple weeks before school’s out. And maybe we shouldn’t test her parents’ trust when they leave her alone for the first time, but not taking advantage of a parent-free household for an entire glorious weekend seems like an even worse idea, especially knowing just how hot things can get when we don’t have to worry about the threat of parents breathing down our necks. Everything’s hotter, more intense after the unexpected bout of group sex in Malibu, but other than sharing one of the hottest nights of our lives, nothing really changes with us.

      So Piper tells us her parents are leaving for the weekend, and we all show up Friday night with no plans of leaving until Sunday evening. It’s honestly one hell of a surprise that the house is even still standing after we all take our turns fucking her through it well into the early hours of the morning. By Saturday afternoon, we’re already all just goddamn exhausted. A giddy sort of easiness permeates the air as we lounge by the pool, just laughing at anything. Life seems unexpectedly easy right now, and easy is something that we can all really use a dose of at the moment.

      I glance over to where Jude and Piper are sharing a lounge chair. He’s leaning forward with his feet planted on either side of the chair, a bemused sort of smile on his face as Piper crosses her legs in front of him, facing him while she gives him hell about something he’d said earlier in the day. It might be as domestic as they’re ever going to get, and I don’t even try to hide my laugh when she reaches out and shoves against his chest hard enough to send him sprawling backward. Tyler laughs from his spot at the edge of the pool, and we both only laugh louder as Piper hops up and throws Jude a dirty look over her shoulder.

      She swishes her hips in my direction, padding softly over the patio and blowing a kiss at Tyler—who’s still laughing in the pool—as she comes. Piper drops into my lap and wraps her arms around my neck before sticking her tongue out at Jude. It’s juvenile, sure, but it’s so goddamn nice to see her so carefree that I don’t think twice about it. He flips her off, and her body vibrates with her peals of laughter. I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her close, content to have her in my arms in the warm afternoon sun. Piper nuzzles against me, dropping her head against mine as she heaves a deep breath of the warm spring air.

      “I wish all summer could be like this,” she laments suddenly, and the air whooshes from my lungs in one painful breath. We haven’t talked about it yet. Every single one of us skirts around the subject anytime someone else brings it up, but school’s almost up and we still have a lot of shit left to figure out. “Bren, when does your internship start?”

      “The second week of June,” I answer morosely. The chance to intern with Stan at HBI is incredible, but just because I hacked his most secure piece of technology doesn’t completely get me out of a proper internship. Instead, I get the kind where I spend half of my time in a shitty corporate apartment near Silicon Valley and half of my time doing whatever the hell Stan Hyde’s personal intern does. I might get some time in Malibu, but that’s absolutely not a guarantee. I mean, plus side, it’s ended up being a paid internship, but that doesn’t take away from the fact that I lose any chance of spending a lazy summer together with my girlfriend.

      I’m sure her train of thought is following mine when she sighs and tightens her arms around my neck. I squeeze her back, wishing this one moment of peace would never end. “What about you Tyler—when does your pre-season stuff start?” she asks, and my heart hurts a little bit for her all over again. We’re finally starting to figure out who we all are together, how all of our shit works between Piper and each of her three boyfriends, and then we all just sort of up and disappear to do our own shit.

      “Pretty much all summer,” he admits quietly, and she sighs again, her body going slack against mine. I want to hold her until the disappointment goes away, but I’m sure she’s in for another punch to the gut when she turns her head in Jude’s direction. He hasn’t said much about any upcoming shoots, but he’s been auditioning all semester—I don’t doubt that he’s going to be busy, too. And where does that leave Piper—home alone with her crazy ass mom all summer? At least we’re all tied for shittiest boyfriend of the year awards.

      “It’s fine, Piper,” Jude calls from the chaise lounge, where he’s finally just spread out with his arms behind his head. He turns his head to regard us, but I can’t quite tell what he’s thinking when his eyes are shaded by his sunglasses. “I’m getting my own place once school’s out. You can move in with me.”

      “What!” I ask as I jerk forward. Piper shrieks, and I have to tighten my grip around her waist even further to keep her from toppling straight out of my lap. There’s a splash of water as Tyler pulls himself from the pool and suddenly tensions are high and the peace is broken. “Man, that’s not cool at all!”

      “Yeah, hold up,” Tyler says a little more diplomatically. He pulls a chair around to face Jude, and suddenly we’re in the awkwardest fucking triangle in the world, all staring at one another with grim faces. “You can’t just offer something like that without all of us talking it over.”

      “What’s there to talk over? You’ll both be in dorms once school starts, everything I have on my upcoming schedule films here, and Piper doesn’t want to be stuck here with crazy ass Jackie. It’s a no-brainer,” he says easily, but there’s something in the way she stiffens in my arms that tells me there’s something she’s not saying—that maybe it isn’t as easy as he’s making it out to be.

      I don’t get the chance to ponder it because suddenly she’s laughing at him as she asks, “Do Bren and Ty get to come over on weekends? I’d hate to give up my custody of them.” He grumbles a response that sounds a whole hell of a lot like “fucking whatever,” which makes her laugh that much harder. “And what about Macie—is she allowed to come over whenever I want her to, as well?”

      “Fucking house train her first,” he bites out, and that has me laughing right along with her. He sits up straight then, shoulders squared as he pushes his sunglasses to rest on top of his head. He’s as sincere as I’ve ever seen him when he continues, “I’m being serious, though, Piper. Whenever you get the hell out of this place, you’ll always have a place with me, wherever that is. And these dipshits are obviously welcome over whenever.”

      “But that isn’t—”

      “Don’t you dare say fair,” he counters, and I shift, pushing her into a more comfortable position as Jude passes us all hard stares. I hate to admit he’s making sense, but I have to give him this one. “Life goes on, Piper, and we’re not all going to see each other every single day anymore. That sucks—a whole fucking lot—but I’m not offering this to you to try to hoard you away from Brennan and Tyler. I’m offering you the chance to get out from under Jackie’s wing, and yeah, this might throw the balance off a little, but I’m never going to keep you from seeing anyone. You know that, right?”

      Piper hums in the back of her throat but doesn’t immediately offer him an answer. She sags against me again, the tension in her frame melting away slowly as Jude leans back in his seat as well. “It’ll be okay, Piper,” Tyler says as he pushes himself up from the now dripping chair. “If there’s one thing I think we’ve proven it’s that you’re not getting rid of us that easily. Even moving in with that asshole isn’t going to run us off.”

      He’s laughing as he finishes speaking, but Piper isn’t laughing with him, and Jude’s only rolling his eyes. None of us have time to get weird again, so I do what I can to lighten the mood. I knock my shoulder against hers gently and she leans forward so she can turn her head and face me. “Piper, if moving in with Jude’s the best thing for you, it’s the best thing for you. I feel confident that I’m speaking for all of us when I say that we’re always going to be as open minded as possible about whatever you need from us.”

      “Yes,” Tyler says as he snaps his fingers in our direction and nods along, not quite crazily enthusiastic, but not in that cool, calm way Jude has either. He offers Piper the gentlest smile before continuing, “We’ll make a deal—no, a pact—or fucking whatever, man.” He runs his hand through his hair as he struggles with his words, and Piper pushes at my arms until I let go of my grip on her waist. She finds her way into Tyler’s arms as he continues, “Piper, you compromised for us when we were still trying to figure out how each of our relationships with you worked, and I think we all agree that what we have now works. No one’s jealous, everyone gets time, and it’s not weird when we all hang out. Right, guys?”

      I nod as Jude scoffs and rolls his hand for Tyler to move it along. Tyler rolls his eyes in Jude’s direction but reaches down to cup Piper’s face. She closes her eyes and leans into his touch as he continues, “We’ll always compromise for you, too, to make sure we’re always open-minded and ready to adapt to whatever it is you need, okay?”

      She nods before pushing herself onto her tiptoes to press her lips against his. I turn my eyes away, letting them have their moment, only to catch Jude rolling his eyes before dropping his sunglasses back over them and leaning back against the reclined lounge, arms stretched lazily behind his neck again. It’ll always be a little strange seeing her with someone else, but it’s who she is, and I love that she unapologetically takes what she wants. And Tyler’s right anyway, our jealousy faded a long time ago. This thing with us is unconventional, but it works, and I don’t think I’d change it for the fucking world.

      “Hey, maybe get a fucking room,” Jude calls after a few seconds, and I laugh at the comment. My eyes jerk back in their direction to see Tyler holding a middle finger up to our smartass friend, never pulling his mouth from Piper’s as he does so. Yeah, it’s definitely a weird fucking dynamic, but it’s ours. And at the end of the day, Piper’s happiness is what matters most to me, and if this is what happiness looks like to her, then it’s what happiness looks like to me, too.
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      Tyler is kissing the hell out of me, and I’m so engrossed in it that I barely hear Jude shouting at us to get a room. I moan into the kiss as I open my mouth for his tongue to tangle against mine. He pulls me close as he dominates my mouth, digging his fingers into the hair at the base of my skull and making me shudder as one of them brushes over the tiny port hidden there. Tyler groans into my mouth at the intense reaction, his other hand dropping to my hip to drag me closer against him.

      “Piper Leigh Hawthorne!”

      At some point, I must’ve died and gone to Heaven in his arms because I swear to god I can hear Jackie’s voice through the fog in my mind. But then she’s shouting my name again, and I wrench my lips away from Tyler’s at the realization that she really is here. My blood runs cold as I jerk out of the circle of Tyler’s arms.

      Jude and Brennan jump up from their chairs, moving quickly to stand behind me—as a reassurance or to try to be intimidating, I couldn’t quite be sure—as Jackie’s face appears along the side of the house. Shivers wrack through my body in aftershocks, and my lips tingle from the pressure of being kissed so thoroughly for so long. I barely register the sight of Jackie pushing through the gate, her face livid as her eyes rove from me to the guys and then back again.

      “Are you listening to me?” she screeches as she storms through the side gate, her chest heaving with the force of her labored breaths. “I asked what in the hell do you think you’re doing?” I know I should start trying to cover my ass immediately, but I just can’t seem to get my words straight in my head. “Roman convinces me to leave you alone, tells me that you’re good, that you won’t get into trouble, and then you break every single rule we laid out for you?”

      I almost tell her that I’d diligently answered each and every one of her demanding text messages, but I figure I’m in enough shit as it is and should probably keep my smartass comments to myself. There’s comfort, at least, in knowing that a reset isn’t going to happen, but there’s still enough crazy behind those eyes to suggest that any talks of college that Dad might’ve been trying to work out for me are definitely about to be off the fucking table.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” she demands, and I shrug. There’s not much I can say. She set some ground rules for my time alone at the house, and she’s right, I broke every single rule they’d given me when they told me they were going to let me have the house to myself for the weekend. But in my defense, I didn’t actually expect her to just show up out of the fucking blue, not with Roman allegedly on my side.

      “What are you even doing here?” The words come out ruder than I meant them to, and for a second, I think someone else must have said them even though there’s no one else here. But Jackie’s face fills with more rage than I’d ever thought possible, and I can hear the guys shifting around behind me. Her eyes flash in their direction again, and I’m positive the amount of second-hand embarrassment they’re feeling has to be absolutely astronomical.

      “I asked the neighbors to keep an eye on you—”

      “What the hell!” I exclaim angrily, and she marches closer. She’s practically vibrating with the force of her anger. “You didn’t even give me a chance!”

      She scoffs as she stops to stand in front of me, throwing her hands in the air as she does so. “You got a chance that you clearly didn’t deserve!” I blanch against the accusation in her tone, but anger is simmering inside of me. I’m not ready to admit that she’s right, and I’m definitely not ready to fucking apologize to her. Maybe I took it too far in inviting the guys over for an extended weekend sleepover, but I sure as hell deserve more than she’s been willing to give me.

      “Did you ever stop to think that maybe I wouldn’t do shit like this if you weren’t so overbearing? I wouldn’t have to push everything so far if you would give me the tiniest bits of freedom!” I exclaim as I cross my arms angrily over my chest.

      I’m afraid if I don’t keep them close to my body, I’m going to fully lose control and shove her away from me, especially since she inches closer with every word she screams in my face. I wish that the guys weren’t all standing behind me, so I could focus on anything other than the infuriating, reddening face that’s inches away from mine. “We weren’t even gone an hour before you had them over—if it weren’t for Roman, I would’ve been home last night, but no! ‘Jackie, listen to reason. She’s a teenager—she’s going to push boundaries. Let’s just see where this goes.’ And where did it go, Piper?”

      “Where the hell did the neighbors tell you it went? We were here all night!”

      “You know, Piper, I wanted to give you the benefit of the doubt when all the rumors started making their way around the social circles. I thought there was no way you’d really spent all year sleeping around the way they said you were. But now, clearly there’s some merit to those rumors after all.” All Jackie has ever cared about was how things seemed. She doesn’t actually care who I sleep with, if she did she wouldn’t have turned such a blind eye to a hell of a lot of stuff over the last months, so I’m not sure why she thinks she has a right to bring it up now. “So who was it last night, hmm? Tyler? Jude? And who are you?” My eyes go wide at the intentional slight to Brennan, but she keeps going, and I’m seeing red. “Did everyone just take a turn, Piper?”

      “You know what?” I take half a step back, trying to put some distance between us, but she follows me, and the anger surges fresh and hot. “Fuck you, Jackie! Don’t even begin to pretend like you give a shit about me. This entire experiment has been about nothing more than appearances.”

      “If that’s the case, it failed didn’t it?” she scoffs as she asks, and she pushes me another step backward. Scuffling sounds from behind me, and I can see the guys parting to either side of us in my peripheral vision, shuffling awkwardly to the side, unsure of what, if anything, to do. “You’ve been nothing but a spectacular failure from the start. Stan never managed to get the personality right. You couldn’t be any less like my daughter if you were actively trying.”

      “What’s to say I’m not trying to be different from your daughter?” I shout back, as I lean forward—closing the distance between us once more. Jackie’s nose crinkles with her snarl, and I take great satisfaction in continuing, “You raised a real peach, Jackie. Your daughter was fucking terrible and people hated her. They wanted her dead. Tori, the girl that was supposed to be her best fucking friend didn’t even want her alive. She left her alone in the pool to die because she didn’t actually care about her. And I’d rather die than ever be accused of being like her.”

      The force of the push is so unexpected that I don’t brace against it, instead flailing wildly as I slip backwards. My leg catches and drags along the rough stone surrounding the pool as I go. I grapple open air as I fall, my mouth falling open in shock, but I can’t catch myself before my temple slams against the lip of the pool. My eyes haze for a long moment, and I forget everything about human responses as I sink toward the bottom of the pool.

      Is this what it was like for Piper? I wonder as I shake my head and blink my bleary eyes against the sting of chlorine. My head throbs and my leg stings against the scrapes lining it, and I’m addled enough that I don’t quite piece together that someone’s hooking their arms around my middle and pulling me toward the surface of the water. Shaking hands run over my throbbing temple, and I hiss as I pull back, still blinking blearily around the chlorine-treated water running in rivulets into my eyes.

      “Are you okay?” Jude asks as he runs his hands over my face, wiping the water away that’s running into my eyes. I shake my head, but I hiss again when it throbs painfully. I wince against the sound of Jackie’s frenzied wailing.

      “Piper, Piper, oh my god!” she screeches, and I reach up to cover my ears with trembling fingers. I can’t get my thoughts straight no matter how hard I try, and I need her to quiet the fuck down. I press my forehead against Jude’s heaving chest, barely processing that he’s pushing me toward the steps at the other end of the pool. “I’m so sorry—”

      “What the fuck, Jackie!” Tyler’s shout permeates the weak barrier I’ve made with my hands, and I whimper into Jude’s chest. There’s no fucking way it’s normal to feel this much pain, right? Jude’s chest rumbles as he growls out a command to the others to grab our shit.

      “You can’t take her—you can’t! It was an accident,” Jackie pleads as he drags me from the pool and leads me toward the side of the house on trembling legs. She follows behind us, cries and heaving sobs making her words nearly indecipherable. “I didn’t mean to—it was an accident. Don’t take her away from me, please!”

      “Fuck off,” Jude snarls at her. I stumble into his side, and he grunts as he hoists me into his arms, pushing past Jackie and toward his car. My vision blurs as he carries me, and I feel like I’m on the verge of blacking out when the sounds of Tyler and Brennan running toward us meets my muffled ears.
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      The drive from West Ex to Malibu passes in a blur, with Jude shouting at Tyler to man up and fucking drive every second he isn’t frantically stroking my face or urging me not to pass out. I manage to blearily recite the address to Stan’s house to them as well as his phone number, but from what I can gather, there’s no answer. Much to everyone’s relief, Stan answers the gate almost immediately when we finally make it to his house.

      I can’t keep up with the flurry of activity that ends with us in the house, but at some point a short time later, I blink against the brightness of the pen light Stan’s shining in my eyes. I can hear the guys talking in muted tones as they hover around Stan while he works.

      “I’m fine,” I insist for the thousandth time as I push the pen light and his hand away. “Seriously, I feel much better.”

      He tuts at me as he shakes his head, but he thankfully clicks the pen light off and leans back in his rolling chair. He narrows his eyes as he studies me before reaching behind him for the laptop stand, quickly lowering it to his level before reaching for my port cord. I scuttle across the bed, and he sighs tiredly. Someone’s hand drops on my shoulder, and I glance back to see Tyler offering me a grim smile that I’m sure he means to be reassuring.

      “I need you to trust me, Piper,” Stan says as he scoots himself and the laptop stand closer toward the bed. “We’ve been on the same side for months, remember?”

      I mutter an apology as he holds the port cord out to me. I pluck the cord from his fingers before he can get any closer. Stan speaks softly to me, “Your reactions all seem to be fine, but I’m not sure what a bump to the head like that might’ve done to you—I really need to run diagnostics if that’s okay with you. I’m afraid you might be suffering from your version of a concussion.”

      As much as I hate to do it, I know I could be much worse off if I don’t. I let out an unhappy sigh as I reach toward the back of my neck and plug myself in.

      My head hangs, staring at my hands sitting on my knees, as he hums over what he sees. “Tell me again how this happened,” Stan murmurs after a few tense moments of silence, and I huff another sigh. We’ve already been over this a handful of times, and I’m just… I’m tired honestly. I’d like nothing better than to sleep for a week and forget that any of this ever fucking happened.

      “Jackie and I were exchanging words—”

      “Jackie was in her face screaming, actually,” Tyler pipes in, and Stan’s eyes cut to him quickly.

      “Jackie and I were both yelling at one another,” I clarify with a pointed look in Stan’s direction when he finally manages to drag his eyes back toward mine. “It got heated very quickly, we both said some pretty awful things, and she just sort of lost control after I said something that particularly bothered her. She pushed me, and I’m not sure that she was aiming for the pool—”

      “She definitely was,” Brennan says drily, and I shoot him an annoyed glance before turning back toward Stan.

      He quirks an eyebrow at me as he studies me, a critical look in his tired eyes. “But I lost my balance and knocked my head against the lip of the pool on the way down.”

      “The abrasions on your leg came from the accident as well?” Stan asks as Jude scoffs at the word accident like it’s personally offended him. I nod, though, ignoring the indignant boys surrounding me, and Stan turns back to the computer with an odd croaking sort of noise in the back of his throat. He logs into my diagnostic folders, skimming them quickly as the guys go quiet all over again. Brennan hovers behind Stan, eyes wide as he takes in the intricate programming that goes into making me who I am, and I can’t help but be amused by the fact that even in a situation like this, he can’t help but nerd out over the technological aspect of it all.

      The sound of movement catches my attention, and I turn my head as much as I can to see Jude scurrying around the side of the bed. “Piper,” he says as his eyes shine with some really ill-timed excitement. I narrow my eyes at him, but the grin on his face only spreads wider. “We have to get ahold of Anne.”

      “Anne Kessler?” Stan asks, and I jerk my head in his direction. It’s been weeks since I’ve heard from the lawyer, not that it was a surprise since she’d already pretty much told me her hands were tied to do anything more at the moment. I nod simply, and the same spark of realization seems to hit him as Jude takes a knee in front of me, gripping my forearms in his hands as he trembles.

      “Piper, she broke the contract when she pushed you in the pool today.”

      Have the Hawthornes shared any proprietary information about you or knowingly caused damage to your hardware? The question slams through my mind on repeat, and my mouth gapes as I turn to Stan. His lips purse, and his fingers are steepled under his chin as he stares into the distance. I try to stop the hopeful flutter of my heart in my chest before I can get too carried away with myself. A few scrapes on my leg and a bump on my head aren’t really that severe.

      “It’d be a stretch,” Stan admits, and my stomach drops in time with Jude tightening his grip uncomfortably. He then lets me go as he falls back on his haunches, head hanging against his chest as he breathes heavily. “But with your logs in the hands of Anne Kessler…” he trails off, and all of our head’s jerk in his direction as he leans back, a look of shocked disbelief on his face. “It still very well might work.”

      “We have to try,” I say urgently, pushing past Jude’s grappling hands to face Stan straight on. “I can’t go back there, Stan. I’ll do anything.”

      He nods slowly. “I’ll give Anne a call, see if I can get her and Roman to come out here tomorrow. You’re welcome to stay the night if you like?”

      “No, my parents’ beach house is only a couple miles away, and Piper has some clothes there.” I’m not sure if that’s true, but knowing Jude and the forethought he puts into just about everything, it wouldn’t surprise me to know that he’d stocked a couple of outfits for me there after our last visit. Stan’s eyes bore into mine imploringly, silently asking if this is something I’m okay with. I nod to him, and he sighs and inclines his head in my direction.

      My heart is filled with such appreciation for him in that moment that I don’t question the urge to throw my arms around him, jerking forward quickly enough to pull my port loose as I throw myself into his arms. Stan chuckles, the sound uncomfortable and strained, patting me on the back awkwardly until I pull away from him and throw myself off the bed and into Jude’s arms instead. Everything is strange and wonderful, and undeniable hope blossoms in my wildly pounding heart as Jude rocks me there on the floor in Stan Hyde’s Malibu mansion. For the first time since I’ve woken, I’m left with the distinct feeling that everything’s going to actually be okay.
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      Waking up the day after the pool incident wrapped in Tyler’s arms from behind with my head on Jude’s chest is maybe the best fucking feeling in the world. Brennan had wandered off sometime earlier in the night, muttering with no undue amount of sarcasm that he wasn’t trying to cuddle with one of the guys instead of me. I’d kissed him senseless before sending him on his way and settling into the bed between the other two, content to let the warmth of their bodies and the slow beating of their hearts lull me to sleep.

      I stretch as best as I can without actually disturbing either one of them, but they’re both dead to the world anyway, neither moving an inch as I finally give in to the urge to stretch languorously. Once I settle, I lie there for a few more minutes before the warmth radiating from their bodies starts to feel suffocating, and I know I have to get out from between them before I die of heat exhaustion. I pull myself from the tangle of our limbs, picking my way toward the bottom of the bed with careful precision. I cover my mouth with my hand as I stand at the end of the bed watching them. They turn away from one another almost in tandem, rolling toward opposite sides of the bed before settling back into their deep sleep.

      To be a fly on the wall when they wake up and realize I’m not here…

      I shake my head and slip from the room quietly, shutting the door behind me as I tiptoe into the dark hallway. I peek into open doors as I pass them, chewing my lip when I finally come upon one that’s just barely cracked near the end of the hallway. I stick my head in, and a smile tugs over my lips at the sight of Brennan passed out on top of the covers, dressed in his board shorts from the day before and not much else. I creep into the room, pulling the door closed behind me, and pad softly toward the bed.

      I crawl toward where he’s lying in the middle of the bed, curling against his side as he breathes softly. I lower my head against his chest for a short moment, listening intently to the beating of his heart—breaths puffing slowly through my lips as the sound pulls my eyes lower. As if by instinct, his arm comes up to pull me against him, and I rest my head on the crook of his shoulder, content to let the peace of the moment lull me back to sleep.
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      When I wake again, it’s to the feeling of Brennan’s lips brushing over the top of my head. I hum in the back of my throat as I snuggle closer to his side, wrapping my arm around his waist and nuzzling my face closer to the sound of his heart. The heat from his skin seeps into mine as he pulls me closer, and I swear there’s not a way we could get any closer as our legs tangle together. I mean… there is, but I’m so content to lie here in his arms that I don’t need any more at the moment. I know I would count myself lucky if I could wake up in the arms of one of my guys every day for the rest of my life.

      He nudges me with his foot, and a strangled groan crawls its way out from my scratchy throat. My body is begging me to give it a good stretch, but I blink around bleary eyes and resist. I turn my face closer to his skin, breathing in his scent that’s still just slightly tinged with chlorine. I place a soft kiss on his chest before nuzzling into him again and closing my eyes back. His chuckle reverberates through his chest, and I sigh with contentment when he runs his fingers through my hair.

      “Piper,” he starts in a whisper, and I answer with a noise that’s somewhere between a groan, a sigh, and an mmmmph. He laughs, and his entire body shakes with the action until I’m shaking with him, my own laughter spilling from my lips. This is what it’s supposed to be like—waking up in the morning and knowing you’re loved.

      “Piper,” he tries again, and as much as I’d like to, I don’t interrupt him this time. “Are the others still sleeping?”

      I try for a shrug, but I can’t quite manage the gesture with how I’m squished up against him. I sigh before pulling away from him and sitting up, finally giving into the urge to stretch my arms over my head as high as they’ll go, groaning at the delightful way my muscles pull and twinge. “I mean, probably,” I mumble as I blink through the grainy feeling in my eyes again. I rub the heels of my palms into my eyes before glancing back toward Brennan with a gentle smile. “I woke up a little while ago in between what had to have been the hottest sandwich in the world.”

      Brennan quirks an eyebrow at me before his eyes narrow. “And what were you, the sexy filling?”

      “I literally meant temperature, dumbass,” I joke back, and we’re both laughing all over again. It takes us a few minutes to calm, even though it’s not even that funny, and the overwhelming feeling of how right this all feels crashes over me again. “I literally felt like I was being cooked alive between them.”

      “Well, it wasn’t particularly nice waking up next to Jude instead of you, so maybe start wearing less clothes to bed so you don’t overheat next time.” The sound of Tyler’s voice causes me to jerk around. He’s standing with his shoulder propped against the doorjamb, his hair all tousled with a glaze of sleep still clouding his eyes. The same languid sort of smile Brennan and I have been sharing back-and-forth stretches over his lips, and my heart fills all over again. If this isn’t heaven, it’s pretty fucking close.

      “If this is a play to get me to start sleeping naked…” I say with a note of warning that I don’t really feel. Tyler grins in a roguish sort of way and winks before his face goes all serious, and he takes a couple more steps into the room. He tosses my phone on the bed as he says, “Roman’s tried to call you a couple times, and it looks like you have a whole shit ton of messages from him. Might want to see what he has to say.” I reach for the phone with trembling hands, and he offers me a reassuring smile when he notices. “Just remember that we’re here for whatever you need, Piper.”

      I nod at his words, but I’m distracted enough by the phone to not pay much attention to him. There’s a bevy of unanswered phone calls and texts. I clear the notifications for things from Jackie before shooting a quick text to Macie.

      Shit went sideways with Jackie yesterday. Meeting with Stan, Roman, and the lawyer later. Call you after, but I need all the good vibes now.

      Her response is instant, and I can’t help but smile. OMG that bitch is crayyyyyyy. Hopefully everything goes okay. Lots of love and positive thoughts coming your way!!! I push thoughts of her toward the back of my mind, though, when I click into the messages from Roman. My stomach fucking twists, and I’m not sure what to expect as I start reading from the first text he sent the day before.

      Just got a strange call from Jackie. Is everything okay?

      Haven’t heard from you yet, and your mother is hysterical. What’s going on?

      Piper, you know the rules, why aren’t you answering your phone?

      I just got off the phone with Stan. I’m on my way home from the conference now. I’ll meet everyone in Malibu. Stan has already been in contact with Anne.

      Do you need me to bring you anything? I can pack you a bag or something.

      Jackie’s not coming with me, by the way. Just in case that wasn’t clear. I don’t think this is a situation she needs to be involved with.

      Are you okay?

      My mind spins with all the overwhelming emotions welling up inside of me. I can feel the bed shifting before Brennan wraps his arm around me from behind, and I lean back into the embrace gratefully. I’m lucky to have people to lean on right now.
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        * * *

      

      The drive back to Stan’s place takes less than fifteen minutes, and my stomach’s a knotted mess the entire time. No amount of platitudes or gentle reassurances from any of The Thorns can ease the worry coursing through me in rough waves. Not when there’s so much fucking riding on the outcome of this entire thing. My hands twist in my lap as we approach the gate, and I don’t bother trying to stop it this time. I’m a fucking mess, there’s no use trying to hide that now.

      The first thing I catch sight of is Roman’s Range Rover sitting in the drive next to a black Porsche I don’t recognize. The second thing I notice is Roman and Anne huddled together near the doorway, whispering back and forth over some papers that she’s pulled from her half-open briefcase. My stomach twists at the dark looks on their faces, and I can’t help but wonder what the hell they’re looking at and just where the fuck Stan is. Jude pulls his car off to the side, and we climb from it silently, pulling looks from both of the adults standing near the front of the house.

      Anne shoves the papers back into the briefcase and passes a significant look in Roman’s direction before stepping out of the shade of the house and toward me with a tight smile on her face. “Good afternoon, Piper,” she says, but the grim set to her lips tells me that it’s not a good afternoon at all. My gut wrenches as I shake her hand, and all the negative feelings from the drive over start to manifest all over again. “I’m sorry that I have to see you like this. How are you feeling?”

      “Better,” I say cautiously, not sure whether the fact that I feel fine is something that will help or hurt me right now. “Yesterday was rough, though,” I add as an afterthought, and her eyebrows knit together slightly.

      Anne drops a hand on my shoulder and steers me toward the front of the house with the guys scrambling behind us to keep up. My gaze drops to the ground as we get closer to Roman, and I can’t make myself look up past his shiny dress shoes as I hear the front door open and Stan ushering everyone inside. We all pause in the foyer, the guys standing protectively around me, crowding Anne and keeping me separated from Roman like he was ever really the issue in the first place.

      We’re a rather odd group, I realize as we stand there awkwardly—an android girl surrounded by her three prep school boyfriends, the man who created her, the man who claims to own her, and the lawyer who swore she’d help free her. I can’t help but think that it’s strange, and maybe a little ironic, that the one person who managed to bring us all together is noticeably absent. More than strange, though, it’s just really goddamn tense and awkward. No one moves to go any further into the house, and no one utters a fucking word. I shuffle from foot to foot, but I still don’t look up from where my gaze is fixed on the floor, afraid of what I might see in Roman’s, or Stan’s, or even Anne’s eyes if I look up.

      “Shall we?” Stan asks easily, and the tension of the moment fades away as I glance up at him. There’s a grim set to his face, but he’s calm in a way that I don’t really understand. I find that the longer I stare at him, though, that same sense of ease washes over me, and I pass him a grateful smile as he waves his arms in the direction of his sitting room.

      The same stilted silence returns as everyone settles into seats around the room, Stan choosing a loveseat on one side of a gleaming black coffee table, with me and the guys all shoved onto the couch across from him. Anne and Roman choose arm chairs closer to the opposite ends of the table, and I can’t shake the thought that with the serious looks on everyone’s faces, we rather look like we’re settling in for a war council. Anne commands all the attention in the room when she sets her briefcase on the table and clears her throat loudly.

      “There’s no need to sugarcoat why we’re here today,” she says with a certain note of finality in her voice. Her eyes drift around the room slowly, taking in the gazes of each and every person staring back at her. I wrap my arms around my stomach, leaning forward until the pressure against my middle is almost too much to breathe. Hands drop to my back and knee comfortingly, but I don’t stop holding my breath until she speaks again. “I’ve already drawn up the paperwork necessary to officially and legally terminate the contract.”

      “And I’ve already agreed to sign it, willingly terminating the contract,” Roman butts in quickly. My mouth drops open in shock as my head jerks in his direction. Remorse mars his face, accentuating the deep lines setting in around his eyes and mouth, and my stomach twists as he stares at me. “I just… There’s no reason to take this to court, not when what’s best for you and what’s best for Jackie is to just let this whole thing go. In theory, it was a nice idea, but it didn’t work out. It’s not fair to any of us to keep trying to force it.”

      Brennan’s hand tightens around my knee, and I’m fucking positive I’ve actually forgotten how to breathe. “W-what?” I manage to stammer as my mind struggles to process his frenzied words. Surely I had misheard him. My head whips in Stan’s direction before I finally fix my gaze on Anne. My heart pounds in a chaotic frenzy when she sends a small wink in my direction, and I realize now what she’d been doing with Roman at the front of the house when we’d pulled up. “You’re serious?”

      “Yes, full ownerships and rights will be restored to Stan immediately,” Anne reassures me. My head falls into my hands as I struggle to control my breathing. I’m shaking like a leaf, and I’m not even sure whether it’s from excitement or the jittery feeling of relief slamming into me. This doesn’t feel real, but if it’s a dream, I never want to wake up. “Roman has agreed to send a list of personal belongings he and Jackie are willing to let you take, and you will have the opportunity to return to the Hawthornes’ residence one last time in order to gather those things. Stan, I assume you have no issues with this?”

      “I’ll want to read that contract,” he says blithely, and I almost laugh, but only almost. Instead, I peek between my fingers to see him staring at me with an odd sort of curiosity in his eyes. “But of course I have no issues—whatever’s best for Piper is what we’ll do.”

      An alarming thought strikes me, and I sit up straight, my hands falling back into my lap as my stomach twists painfully. “What about my programming—I… You’re not going to reset me are you?”

      Stan’s eyes narrow for the briefest of seconds before he seems to catch on to what I’m asking him. I glance in Roman’s direction to see his eyebrows snaking toward his hairline as his eyes widen, the sudden implication that he’s setting free a hyper-intelligent AI with his daughter’s personality and memories built within her, seems to strike him for the first time. I chew my lip before Stan answers, feeling like an idiot for blurting the insecurity out when it might never have been an issue in the first place.

      “The new contract only serves to break the length of the previous contract, Piper,” Anne starts softly. When I turn to face her, I can practically see the wheels turning in her mind. I’m on pins and needles as I wait for her to speak again. “I can’t remember the words verbatim from the top of my head, but there’s absolutely a clause in the original agreement that even though your programming is based on Piper Hawthorne’s personality and basic memories, it’s still programming that—from a proprietary standpoint—belongs to Stan. Legally, he’s not required to rewrite your programming if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Not required to rewrite your programming. She makes it sound so cold, but I can’t help but revel in the final rush of relief that seeps through me when I realize that this nightmare is finally, truly over. I collapse against the back of the couch, trapping Tyler’s hand behind my back as my body sags tiredly. Tyler tugs his arm out from behind me just to wrap me in a tight hug, and I catch Jude’s eye over his shoulder. He’s smirking at me, just like always, but there’s something softer there, too, and I can’t help but feel that I owe him more than he really knows.

      Appreciation surges through me for every single person sitting in this room. These are the people who believed in my ability to be more than I was created to be, the people who have loved me or supported me or fought for me, and my heart’s so full that it’s almost heavy.

      It’s over. It’s really over.
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      Roman sends the list of possessions he and Jackie are willing to part with after only a few hours. My hands shake around the print out Stan hands me, and my heart slams against my ribcage as I read. It’s all superficial stuff, my laptop and phone, some of my clothes and accessories, things that I’d purchased and collected since my awakening in August, and my school uniforms to get me through my last couple of weeks at Rosewood before graduation. My heart sinks at the realization that I won’t be able to take any of the pictures I’d so diligently sorted once upon a time, but I try to remind myself that they need those pictures much more than me. And at the very least, I’ll still have my memories of those things.

      Stan urges the guys to go home, to get cleaned up and calmed down, finally laying down the law that he’d be the one escorting me to the Hawthornes’ after Tyler and Jude made a huge fuss about it. It’s a testament to everyone’s giddy feelings of relief that they let it go so easily, agreeing to leave for a few hours, but reassuring me in earnest that they’d come back over tonight to help me get settled once I got back in my new home. It’s strange thinking of the Malibu mansion as my new home, but my heart settles at the sight of the ocean glinting in the distance as I shoo the The Thorns back toward Jude’s car.

      Jude catches me around the waist, pulling me to a stop a few feet behind his car as Tyler and Brennan climb into it. “This is good—this is what we wanted,” he says before pulling me closer, his lips brushing over mine with a softness I wouldn’t typically expect from him. I’m not sure who he’s reassuring, whether it’s me or him, but I’m content to let him hold me close and kiss me gently since it’s so different from what he normally gives me.

      I pull back from him, but not so far that our lips don’t still brush together when I say, “I know—thank you. For everything.”

      He pulls me close again, dipping my head to claim my mouth with fervor until a throat clears raggedly behind us and we pull apart. My face flares with a hot blush, and Jude smirks at me before nodding at Stan and turning back toward his car. “I’ll see you later, Piper,” he calls over his shoulder, and I hope like hell that hugely overdone wink he throws my way is something that Stan does not see.

      The sound of a garage door raising pulls my attention back toward where Stan’s standing off toward the side of the house. He waves his hand toward the sleek white Tesla purring to life in the garage, and I glance over my shoulder at Jude’s SUV sliding past the gate and leaving me resolutely alone with a man I’m only just realizing I don’t actually know all that well. I square my shoulders and turn in the direction of the car. I’m getting what I asked for, and I don’t have time to question it now.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling into the drive at the Hawthornes’ house is bittersweet. My heart thuds almost painfully in my chest as we climb from Stan’s car, as quiet now as we were on the drive over, and my legs tremble as we walk toward the bright yellow front door. It’s fucking bizarre reaching out to press the doorbell rather than just pushing my way through.

      Roman is wearing a tight frown when he answers the door. My stomach jumps, but there’s no sign of the woman I’m terrified to see again. The house is silent, too, when we enter. I glance around, still worried Jackie is waiting somewhere to ambush me. I run sweating palms down the front of my jeans and try to shove the irrational thoughts away.

      The first thing I notice are a few boxes sitting off to the side, and I chew my lip before glancing back toward Roman. He shoves his hands in his pockets, lips pressing into a thin line as we stare at each other quietly. It’s awkward, and everything inside of me hurts. Long forgotten programming springs to life within me, and I have to fight the urge to wrap my arms around him, say I’m sorry, and try to take some of the hurt away that I’d helped cause.

      All they’d wanted was a second chance with their daughter, and even though I know I never would have been enough, it doesn’t stop the sting of the hurt that rests in my chest. And as I stand there staring at those few boxes in silence, it doesn’t feel like quite enough. Piper Hawthorne might have been the worst type of person, but she was theirs. And despite everything, I know how deeply they loved her. An ache builds in my heart, and my stomach turns leaden at the thought of how badly I’d failed them.

      I swallow around the thick knot in my throat, wrapping my arms around my middle to keep myself from giving into the urge to give him a hug and tell him I’m so fucking sorry for everything he’d lost. Instead I blink hard to clear the blurriness from my eyes. I’m not sure how I manage it, but my voice is steady as I ask, “Is it okay if I go to my—” I cut off as he takes a sharp breath, and I feel the blanch that crosses my face seconds before he does the same. “Can I go to her room one last time? I won’t take anything else, I just…”

      I trail off, waving my arm between us pitifully because I’m not sure that it’s entirely fair that I’m asking for a chance to say goodbye, but he nods, and I take off toward the stairs before he has the good sense to change his mind. The sound of my footsteps echo through the empty hallway, and my heart pounds erratically in my chest as I creep closer and closer to the room that was never really mine to start with. I bite my lip hard, hoping the sting of the pain will distract me from the tears that are threatening to spill. It shouldn’t be this hard to do this, not when I’d felt like being here was more like a prison sentence than anything else.

      When I push the door open, I’m struck with an odd sort of familiarity with the room, even though it’s neater than I’d ever managed to keep it. The bed’s made meticulously, the top of the vanity’s been cleaned, and all of the cords that always seemed to be trailing out from under my bed are curiously absent. Everything’s in perfect order—the photos pinned to the corkboard above the desk, and even the picture of Piper is back on the bedside table like it was after each time I’d awoken. My breath catches in my throat as I pad across the room toward the desk.

      My fingers brush over the pictures. It doesn’t really surprise me to find that the one’s I’d added—the evidence of my existence—are all gone, but it doesn’t make the sting of my easy erasure any less difficult to handle. My breath hitches in my throat over a picture of her with The Thorns and The Roses in Homecoming attire, smiling at the camera in her smirking sort of way. I pull that picture, as well as one from the Hawthornes’ last family trip to Santorini, from the board and carry it with me toward the vanity, where I sink down on the tufted chair with a heavy sigh.

      I stare at the girl in the picture, smiling like she knew something the rest of the world didn’t, and I try to tap into those parts of me that are her, but they’re buried so far down now that I struggle to pull them to the surface. I trace my finger over her face, and despite the fact that I know there were very ugly parts to her, I find myself mourning her for the first time. It could’ve been anyone, yet it was her—and if it weren’t for her grieving mother and hurting father, would I even really exist? There had to be something there other than the dark ugliness I’d come to associate with her, why else would people care about her the way they had—so intensely that they’d shunned me for months at first.

      I sigh as I stare at the picture of her with her parents. Ugliness has the ability to exist within everyone, but that doesn’t make them inherently bad or evil. My eyes catch on Jackie’s smile, and my lips pull down into a deep frown. Even Jackie Hawthorne was twisted by her grief over a daughter she’d deeply loved. I know after everything she put me through that I should still be mad, that I shouldn’t feel bad for her, but I do, and I know it’s more than just my programming.

      “I know you don’t understand…” her voice trails off softly as I jerk violently at the unexpected noise. I turn from the vanity to see Jackie standing in the doorway, arms crossed over her chest as she stares at the floor. My heart pounds in my chest at the sight of her defeat. She’s a ghost of the fiery woman I’d come to resent, and everything’s hot and uncomfortable and blurry all over again. “But she was mine, and I loved her with everything I had. It’s… you just can’t… You won’t ever get it. At least, I hope you never do.”

      Goddammit, I do not understand why I’m reacting this way, sniffing quickly and swallowing around the lump in my throat. She’s not apologizing to me, I know better than to expect that from her, but when Jackie glances up at me, I see the evidence of her tears. I bite my lip hard to stifle my own urge to cry. She hasn’t been crying over me, and I wouldn’t be crying over her. We’re both here, sharing this intensely uncomfortable moment, mourning a girl that never really had the chance to prove that she could be more than just something ugly and mean.

      I push myself away from the vanity, leaving the pictures where I’d laid them. Jackie and I stare at one another across the distance of the room, both with arms crossed over our chests. I’m not sure who’s most likely to start crying at the moment, and I heave a sigh around all of the emotions swirling around inside of me. It feels wrong to leave it like this between us, but how the hell do you say goodbye to someone who never really wanted you as you were?

      “I miss her every day,” she finally admits with a small, defeated sort of shrug. I purse my lips and try to remind myself again that this could’ve happened to anyone, but it happened to these people. And if nothing else, I at least owe them for demanding my existence, for giving me the opportunity to gain the love of Brennan, Jude, and Tyler. I incline my head toward her, acknowledging that fact that I get it, and I leave it at that.

      Jackie moves further into the room, skirting by the vanity to head toward the cork board and the pictures of her daughter. Her fingers ghost over the pictures with such reverence that I have a hard time reminding myself that this grieving woman was the same monster who’d made my life an absolute living hell for months on end. I take one last shaky breath and escape from the room. I pause long enough to glance over at Jackie one last time, my stomach twisting at the sight of her shoulders shaking with the force of her sobs.

      I close my eyes and take a long breath. For nine months, this was my life. And these people, these grieving parents, they were my purpose. But there’s one final thought that plagues me as I turn from the room and head for the stairs.

      It was never really mine.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            29

          

          

      

    

    







            Jude

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not content to sit around and wait for Tyler and Brennan, so I make an excuse to get back to Malibu earlier than we agreed—telling them I’m going to spend the next couple weeks at the beach house so I can make sure Piper has a ride to and from school every day. And while it’s not exactly a lie, it’s not a complete truth either.

      What it really is, is a chance to sneak in some private time with Piper at her new place without dealing with the heavy bullshit that can come up when we’re all together. I pull the car through the gate about half an hour earlier than we agreed to, excitement coursing through my veins at the idea of snagging some alone time with her. It’s not that I care about splitting my time with her with the other guys, but it’s been a long couple of weeks since prom… And if I get to be the first person to fuck her in her new house? Even better.

      Piper meets me at the door, and there’s a sort of sadness behind her eyes that makes my gut twist uncomfortably. I hook my hand around her bicep and spin her back in the direction of the entryway. “Where’s your bedroom?” I ask as I let the door fall shut behind us with a loud click. “Piper,” I whisper harshly when she turns to me with a half-hearted glare, “we’ve got about a twenty minute window for me to make you forget whatever it is that’s making you look all sad and shit. The clock’s ticking, sugar. Where the hell’s your bedroom?”

      She hesitates for a moment before shaking her arm loose from my grip, and my stomach falls. Damn, I was really looking forward to— My thought cuts off mid-sentence when she curls her fingers around mine and drags me toward the stairs, glancing over her shoulder toward where another set of stairs leads down to yet another level of Stan’s massive house. She bites her lip before she turns her attention back towards the stairs, dragging me toward a bedroom near the end of the hallway, and I swear to god my dick is already half-hard by the time she pushes the door open.

      The energy between us is nothing short of frantic as she slams her door behind us and clicks the lock into place. My eyes drag toward the floor to ceiling window in a nook just beyond her bed, the glint of the ocean water catching my eye, but she pulls my attention back toward her when the sound of a zipper meets my ears. She’s already half undressed, and my dick goes from half-hard to full mast at the way she stares at me with hooded eyes as she reaches up to unsnap her bra.

      There’s frenzy in my movements as I drag a condom out of my pocket to toss her way before I start tugging at my own clothes with hurried clumsiness. Piper stoops to pick the condom up, and the sight of her taking it between her teeth so her hands are free to push her jeans and panties over her hips and down her legs turns my brain straight to goddamned mush. “Clock’s ticking, Jude,” she taunts once she pulls the packet from her mouth to start opening it, and I lose all conscious control.

      My clothes land in a haphazard trail through her room as I stalk in her direction. Her eyes are liquid with lust when I stop in front of her, naked and panting at the thought of fucking the lingering sadness out of her eyes. She reaches toward my dick, but I grab her wrist and shake my head no. I’m not a one orgasm and done kind of guy, typically, but we just don’t have enough time for her to play around, not when I need to feel her clenching around me, head falling back as she comes undone from the way I’m making her feel.

      Piper groans and holds the condom up with a quirked eyebrow. I smirk at her and jut my hips toward her, letting my dick brush against her hipbone as she squirms in front of me. I tease her for a few seconds before pulling back enough to let her slip the condom on me with expert hands. She strokes me once before I jerk her hand away and latch my hands around her hips. I bury her shriek in my mouth as I hoist her up, leading her to wrap her legs around my waist as I carry her across the room. She moans as her back connects with the glass of her ocean-front window.

      I reach between our bodies to swipe my fingers across her flesh experimentally, and she rolls her hips against my fingers when they brush over her clit. I groan at the feeling of her slick heat, knowing that she’s gotten completely wet for me in next to no time is a heady feeling, and something I might tease her about any other day. Today, there’s just no time for teasing of any kind. I pull my lips away from hers as I reach for my dick, lining myself up against her entrance as she gasps and moans.

      “You better be quiet, Piper. Wouldn’t want Stan to hear you getting thoroughly fucked on your first day here, would you?” I can feel her legs trembling as I start to push into her with each of my dark, teasing words. She nods earnestly, and I smirk at her before slamming the rest of the way into her with one swift moment. A sharp gasp falls from her lips as I pull back before slamming into her again.

      Her fingers dig into my shoulders with a tight grip as I pound my body against hers. With each of my frenzied thrusts, my gut twists a little tighter and her shoulders bump against the heavy glass of the window. Her hands loosen from around my shoulders, and she’s bracing herself against the window with her shoulders as I continue to slam into her relentlessly. One of her hands comes up to press against the window over her shoulder, contorting her arm in a way that definitely can’t be comfortable, but she moans, the sound soft and breathy, and I reach up to cover her mouth with my hand.

      I rock my hips into her even faster, surging against her as we both seek release from the frenzied motions. But then her free hand is trailing over her neck and tits, splaying over her stomach for a short moment before finding its way between our bodies. My eyes follow the motion, and I jolt at the sight of her fingers circling her clit the same way I had.

      My fingers dig into her thighs as she bucks against me, legs trembling as she falls apart around me. I press her against the window until her arms come around my neck, and she’s panting against my lips when I lean in to kiss her as I finish pumping into her a few more times. I jerk against her hips as I come, relishing in the way she quakes in my arms with the aftershocks of her pleasure as I’m hit with my own.

      I give us one long moment to pant in one another’s arms before I pull out of her and lower her to the floor on shaking legs. She stumbles unsteadily, and I chuckle as I reach out to help her stand. She passes a half-hearted glare in my direction, and I wink at her as I step away from her, yanking off the condom and tying it off before meandering toward the open door of what looks to be an ensuite bathroom. I toss the condom in the trash, pausing to throw some cold water over my face before pushing my way back into the room.

      I can’t help but laugh at the way she’s struggling back into her clothes, but she’s smiling in a sated sort of way, and contentment settles in my gut as I dress quickly, too. I’m tying my shoes when she stops in front of me, fingers twisting just in my line of sight as I stoop. When I glance up, she grabs my shirt collar and drags me up until she can press her lips against mine. It’s quite the fucking awkward position, and my body aches a little from all the strange contortions, but I let her kiss me until it’s out of her system.

      She steps back, her eyes impossibly wide as I stand the rest of the way and smile down at her. “Thank you,” she whispers reverently, and I don’t have it in me to be the smartass she’s used to. Instead I step toward her, wrapping my arms around her and dragging her closer to me until her head’s nestled against my chest and my nose is buried in her hair. “I love you,” she says quietly, and I smile into the crown of her head.

      “I love you, too, Piper,” I whisper back, trying and failing to ignore the way everything just sort of feels right with her wrapped in my arms.
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      We’re all sitting in a circle in the middle of her floor a couple hours later, digging through the boxes she’d made us help carry up from Stan’s car after he surprised us with a hastily arranged dinner. My fingers dip into the box and pull out yet another pair of lacy panties, and I quirk an eyebrow at her as she dives around the circle to jerk this particular box away from me. It’s not my fault her panties have me thinking all about how I could add to my collection since I’m still in possession of her prom panties.

      “You’re obscene,” Piper says as she shoves the box behind her, with the other couple of boxes of clothes we’d been through so far. “All I want is my bracelet—do you have to be such an asshole about it?” she chides, and Brennan and Tyler laugh when I shrug at her.

      Piper’s eyes narrow as she jerks the last unopened box toward her. I tried to tell her well over a goddamn hour ago that we could easily just go get her another bracelet, and she’d thrown a fucking book at my face. No, it had to be that bracelet because it was the one she’d gotten on her first day out with Macie. I bit my tongue to keep from spitting that Macie would probably fucking take her back to wherever they got it for another, or that I’d gladly go buy her a goddamn store of them, to keep from taking another book to the face. I can’t have her damaging the money maker only a couple weeks before my next shoot starts.

      She rifles around through the box, digging out her laptop and tossing it onto the bed next to her, groaning as she apparently reaches the bottom of the box. My heart sputters for a stupid goddamn minute, and I shake my head hard at myself. I’m Jude fucking Alton, and I need to start acting like it, not like the soft, fluffy son of a bitch Piper likes to try to make me out to be. I’m on the verge of telling her to just buck up, that I’ll drive her over to the jewelry shop on the way home from school tomorrow, when she squeals and pulls her hand out of the box, a glint of gold flashing between her fingers.

      I try not to over-analyze the way my heart pounds in my chest at the way she smiles at us then. “Thank fuck, I thought you were going to start crying any minute now.” Piper shoots me the middle finger.

      “Dude!” Brennan says through his laughter as Piper mock glares at me again.

      But she’s laughing soon, too, and out of no where, she’s launching herself at both of us, her arms wrapping around our necks and squeezing us close. She lets go as quickly as she grabbed ahold of us and crosses over to Tyler, snuggling into his lap and pulling him close, too. She’s quiet at first, but she eventually sighs and says, “Guys, I can’t… I don’t—I just…”

      “Words, Piper.”

      She glares at me again, but it melts away quickly into a smile. Piper nuzzles her head against Tyler’s chest as she takes a moment to gather her thoughts. “I feel like I owe you guys the world. You saved me. I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

      “You don’t owe us shit, and you would’ve gotten along just fine without us.” Brennan nods his agreement at my words, and Piper smiles in my direction as Tyler drops a kiss on top of her head. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, though, there would’ve been a lot less orgasms without us involved, and that would’ve been a fucking travesty, Piper.”

      But as she sits there, wrapped in Tyler’s arms rolling her eyes at me, I can’t help but think that maybe she has it backwards. Just because we didn’t want her when she first showed up in August doesn’t mean we didn’t need her. As much as I hate to admit it, the bigger truth here is that we all saved each other.
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      Figuring out the semantics of my new life away from the Hawthornes takes a few days to really nail down, but when I finally figure it out, all bets are off. Stan’s relatively easy to live with—he stays out of my way, I stay out of his, and he only pesters me a few times a day with questions about my experiences as he jots my answers down in a small pocket-sized notebook he’s taken to carrying around with him. There’s no looking over my shoulder or worrying about saying or doing the wrong thing—Stan revels in each of my new experiences, respecting the boundaries I set when I tell him something’s off-limits. He seems more amazed at my capability to fully embrace my life than he is disturbed by the fact that I always seem to have my mouth on a different boy’s whenever he walks up on us. The hardest part of my day, it seems, is the hour-long ride to and from school with Jude, and there’s nothing hard about that at all.

      It’s blissful and confusing, and I spend my evenings back and forth between Stan’s house and the Altons’ beach house. I’ve spent more time in the ocean in the past week and a half than I have the entire rest of the time I’ve existed. Occasionally Tyler and Brennan ride back out to Malibu with us, sharing dinners that Stan never seems to grow tired of having catered in before we all lounge somewhere around the massive house. Even though gossip typically spreads through West Ex and Rosewood Academy like wildfire, I never hear a fucking whisper about what happened between me and the Hawthornes. I’m not sure if people really don’t know or if no one actually cares. But at the end of the day, all I really care to focus on is the fact that this, this is what living is supposed to feel like.

      It’s bittersweet then, when two weeks after moving into Stan’s house, I’m standing in front of the mirror in my bathroom, fixing my hair in the mirror as Macie sits on the edge of the tub chattering away about everything and nothing all at once. None of the guys had been able to talk their parents out of letting them out of family obligations this morning, but Macie was quick to inform her parents that she was coming to Malibu to get ready for graduation with me whether they liked it or not. We make eye contact in the mirror as I pin my hair behind my ear and then tuck a few bobby pins in the pocket of my dress in case I need them to keep my cap in place, and appreciation and affection warms me all over again.

      It’s been less than a year since we’ve been friends, but I don’t think I’ll ever quite shake the girl that was ballsy enough to pull me out of the jeering crowd on my first day of school and sit across the table from me and introduce herself like it didn’t matter that I was the ghost of a dead girl she hadn’t actually liked when she was alive. The memory plays over again in my mind as I give myself one final spritz of hairspray.

      “Macie Wharton,” she introduces herself as she holds a hand out.

      I shake it delicately, part of me afraid that she’ll run off once she feels my skin under hers. “Piper Hawthorne.” Her smile crooks a little higher on one side than the other as she studies me even closer than before.

      “But you’re not really are you?”

      I spin around to face her, propping my hip against the sink and crossing my arms over my chest all in one quick motion. Her chatter stops immediately when I quirk an eyebrow in her direction, and her head cocks to the side slightly. “Shouldn’t you be, I don’t know, practicing your speech or something right now?”

      “Whatever, it’s bullshit anyway,” she says flippantly as she pushes herself away from the edge of the tub. She stretches her arms over her head and yawns, and I remember that she’d admitted to staying out late with Rhys the night before rather than prepare the speech—insisting at the moment that she would just wing it and hope for the best. She’s goddamn reckless sometimes, and I appreciate that about her more than I probably should. “Who the hell cares about being Valedictorian? It’s a construct that doesn’t actually mean anything in the long run. I already got my acceptance letter to CalTech, it doesn’t actually fucking matter that I give some dumb speech to a group of bored kids that just want to go sleep off their hangovers. I thought about making them give it to Brennan when they wouldn’t let me skip out on the speech, but then I remembered that shithead landed himself an internship at HBI—I can’t let him have it all, right?”

      “You’re ridiculous, you know that right?” I ask her as I shake my head at her antics, and she shrugs at me with a smile before moving around me to check her own reflection in the mirror. She’d finished way before me, happy with her minimal makeup and simple hairstyle. “I’m glad you’re my ridiculous best friend, though. I can’t imagine having done this year without you.”

      She wraps an arm around my shoulders and squeezes once before stepping away and tugging at the ends of my hair. “Yeah, you’re okay.” Macie laughs as she escapes into my room. I take one last look in the mirror and nod at my reflection in reassurance. This is it—the last hurdle before I face the rest of my life. And even though I don’t really know what exactly that entails right now, I’m happy to get lost in the joy of the day. I smile even as I heave a sigh and turn into my bedroom to follow my erratic best friend. The answers to life’s little questions sure as hell aren’t going to come to me standing in the middle of a fucking bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      I fly through the parking lot behind Macie as she runs toward the doors, pushing past parents and scrambling around stalled groups of people. Our robes are flying behind us, still unzipped in our haste to get to the part of the coliseum we were supposed to report to almost an hour ago. We’re tragically late, and I’m secretly worried we might actually miss our own graduation ceremony.

      We have no one to blame but ourselves, too. Stan warned us that Saturday afternoon traffic might be bad when he left the house a full half an hour before us, but we brushed him off in favor of trusting a GPS app that showed no indication of stopped or slowed traffic. The irony that the tech genius was right and the app was wrong wasn’t lost on me.

      I’m panting as I slide against the over-waxed floor behind her, nearly wiping out as we round the corner to the massive hall where our peers are already gathered. Heads swivel in our direction as we clatter into the hallway, breathing heavily and looking a fucking mess. We scurry between the two lines of students, apologizing as we go. Tyler reaches out and snags me by the arm before I can accidentally pass him, and I wave at Macie as she continues her way toward the very front of the line.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” Tyler asks through clenched teeth. He reaches down to zip my gown as I pin the cap into my hair, and I reward him with a quick kiss as the opening chords to Pomp and Circumstance start playing loudly. I pull back to peek over his shoulder, and I catch sight of Brennan staring at me from his spot further up the line with wide eyes. Jude’s shaking his head at me as he smirks and taps his watch. You’re bad, he mouths at me, and I smirk back in response.

      “Traffic,” I manage to mutter when I turn my attention back to the frantic boy in front of me. Tyler runs his hands down the front of my gown, straightening the crumpled material the best he can, and my heart feels so fucking light in the moment. I throw my arms around him and squeeze him tightly before letting him go and running my hands over the front of my gown myself.

      “I can’t believe you almost missed your own graduation,” he says with disbelief lacing his tone, and I shrug before shoving him forward to fall in line with the rest of the seniors that have already started the processional ahead of us. I fight the urge to tell him that the ceremony itself isn’t what matters—it’s not like I actually needed high school or really earned my diploma—it’s sharing the day with him, Jude, Brennan, and Macie that’s the important part.  I keep the thought to myself, though, smiling at his back as he shakes his head at me.
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        * * *

      

      “When we started this school year, we all had a pretty good idea what to expect: more difficult courses, college essays and applications, one last year to spend with the friends we’ve made over the years, and even the best parties money could pay for—c’mon we’re Rosewood Academy, if there’s one thing we could always do better than any other school, it’s throw a freaking party,” Macie jokes into the microphone, and a wave of nervous laughter ripples through the students. I lean against Tyler’s side and chuckle at her even as the entire administrative team looks like they suddenly wish they’d granted Macie’s wish of not delivering the required Valedictorian’s speech.

      “Nothing’s ever that easy, though, is it?” She sobers in a second as her eyes rove over the heads of our peers, searching me out with a grim smile before turning her attention away and continuing to survey the gathered crowd. “We were given an unexpected reminder at the beginning of the year that life isn’t black and white, it’s not even close. There’s more to our existence than grades and parties and being the most popular person in school, we have to want to be more than grinding cogs in the ceaseless machine, and our little shade of gray came with shadows and darkness and shock. It’s that shock, that unexpected element to life, that we need to learn about more than anything else. Because life isn’t ever going to be easy, it’s full of those shadows and gray areas, and it’s up to us to take our lessons in whatever form they come in and actually set out to change ourselves, accepting the things that we don’t understand, and surviving in spite of all that darkness.”

      My throat tightens painfully as her somber words wash over me. Tyler reaches over to grab my hand, rubbing his thumb over my knuckles with gentle reassurance as I seek out Brennan and Jude sitting a few rows ahead of us. Both of their heads are turned in my direction, and I offer them a soft smile as Macie continues, even though the Headmaster looks seconds away from ripping the microphone away from her and ending the melancholy speech. “What you should have learned this year is what it takes to be a better human, to live a life worth something deeper than the next party, or the best grades, or who’s going to the best colleges. What you should have learned is that there’s beauty in those dark places, that even though something might be dark in the moment, there’s always light waiting for you on the other side. Your lesson, fellow graduates, is that you owe yourselves a life worth living, and now the chance is in front of you. You just have to take it.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m still thinking about Macie’s speech hours later. She, Rhys, and the rest of the guys are sprawled over the couches in the entertainment room, bone tired from a long day of spending time with their families, but opting against going to graduation parties when I tell them I’d rather just spend a quiet night in with them. We only have a couple weeks before everyone starts getting busy for the summer, and I want to spend as much time with them all in one place as I can.

      I made a passive excuse that I wanted to go grab some more snacks and drinks for them from the kitchen, but the second I left the room, I turned in the opposite direction. I wander along the dark hallway toward the more expansive lab I’ve gotten used to finding Stan in late at night. I knock on the door before I push it open, and his head pops up from the papers spread out over a desk in front of him.

      “Is there something wrong, Piper?” he asks as he starts to stand, but I wave my hand dismissively in his direction.

      There’s nothing wrong technically, but a general sense of unease makes my stomach ache as I pace closer toward him. He settles back into his chair as I stop by the desk, crossing my arms over my chest as I stare down at him. He pulls his glasses from his face, dropping them on the table and running his hand down his wrinkled face before turning tired blue eyes back up at me. I chew my lip for a long second as I consider all of the questions slipping through the cracks of the wall I’d built in my mind for them over the past couple of weeks.

      I heave a sigh before asking him the one that seems the most important in the moment. “What do I do with myself now, Stan?”

      His smile is gentle and reassuring as he leans back in his chair. His head tilts slightly to the side, and my heart soars as he answers, “You’ve far exceeded all my expectations, and even though what happened with the Hawthornes isn’t ideal, you’ve still come a very, very long way. Your life is yours, Piper, and I rather imagine it’s up to you to choose what you do with it.”
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          Piper, One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      The sound of traffic whizzing by isn’t enough of a distraction from the buzzing anxiety running through me. I heave a long sigh as my eyes slide in Stan’s direction. He’s standing out in the middle of the walkway as he talks quietly on the phone, smartly dressed people skirting around him with annoyed faces as they dodge him to get up the stairs to the courthouse.

      I don’t spend long focusing on those other people. Not today when so much is hanging in the balance. There’s too much at stake to risk looking too far outside of my own little bubble at the moment. Especially when I feel so sick to my stomach before we’ve even made it inside. This is it. Today is the first day of the trial where I’ll fight for my right to be considered my own citizen. After today, our arrival won’t be so peaceful. Anne’s already warned me that once the media catches wind of what we’re doing, there’s going to be a serious media frenzy at the front of the courthouse each day.

      Some of the tension does give away when I finally catch sight of Tyler hurrying my direction from the other end of the long sidewalk. I rush to meet him, wrapping my arms around his neck as he whispers gentle platitudes into my ear. He kisses me softly before pulling away, and even though his presence normally calms me, the sight of his tousled hair reminds me that I’m not the only one with something at stake today. There’s a nervous glint in his eyes, and I know his hair looks like shit because he’s been running his hands through it all day.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I say as I reach up to flatten his hair. He scoffs, as if to tell me I’m stupid for thinking he wouldn’t be here, but he doesn’t get a chance to respond because Jude appears behind him, and I’m launching myself at him too.

      He wraps me in his arms, kissing me with a demanding sort of urgency. My body shakes as he holds me tightly against him, and I wish it was from anything other than the fear and dread that are making themselves at home in my gut. “It’s going to be fine,” he whispers against my lips, and I try so fucking hard to offer him a smile in response, but I can barely muster one for him.

      “Sorry I’m late!” Brennan sounds far off, and I wrench myself out of Jude’s arms so I can search him out. He’s literally running down the sidewalk toward us. Brennan’s arms circle my waist the moment he reaches me, and he drops a kiss on my lips before pulling back to cup my cheeks.

      “Everything going to go perfectly, Pi.” He says it like there’s not a doubt in the world. “And hey, no matter what happens in there, we’re all in this together, just like we always are.”

      “Nothing changes between us, Piper. Not now, not ever.” Jude gives me a very serious look as he says the words. Tyler nods in agreement from behind him. And my heart swells with love for all three of them, the way it does every time any of us are together. It’s a big day, and god there are a million things that could go wrong, but I also know they’re right. Whatever happens, we’re facing it together.

      Stan clears his throat from behind us and we all turn to look. “It’s time,” he says.

      Insecurity starts to rear its ugly head again as we all start up the steps, but then I feel the hands. All three of The Thorns reach out with reassuring touches, reminding me that I’m not walking into this battle alone. They have to stop touching me for all of us to walk through the metal detectors inside, but after that they don’t let go again until we enter the courtroom and they’re forced to take their seats in the row behind where I’ll be sitting.

      I walk through the short swinging doors and take my place, Stan joining me on one side as Anne comes to join us on the other.

      I take one last comforting look back at The Thorns as the bailiff announces the judge. I square my shoulders as the man enters, his eyes sweeping over the room before landing on me and my support group. And I might be imagining it, but it almost looks like the man smiles.

      “Good morning, ladies and gentleman. Calling the case of the People of the State of California versus Piper Hawthorne. Are both sides ready?”

      I’ve never been more ready for anything.
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