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      I breathe in the salty air as I look out over the ocean, trying desperately to remember why I used to love this place.

      California is beautiful, but it’s hard to see any of that right now.

      I came out to San Diego for the day just to get away, making the journey on my bike. It’s almost Christmas, and the cool breeze coming off the water makes goosebumps rise on my skin, but I don’t care. I need the vastness of the ocean. I need some space to untangle the mess of emotions in my head and my heart. Clearwater has turned to muddy waters.

      There was once a time when Clearwater was home; it was safe. Now, for the second time in my life, it’s become a battleground between me, Trent, Reese, and West. After everything that went down over the past semester, maybe someone smarter than me would get her ass out of town in a hurry. After all, I’ve been kicked out of Clearwater University, and my dad doesn’t even want to speak to me—so what the hell is keeping me here?

      I’m not proud of it, but the answer to that question is simple.

      Revenge.

      My three tormentors have wreaked havoc on my life, and I want fucking vengeance. I’m going to get it if it’s the last thing I do.

      My stomach churns at the thought of them, and I wrap my arms around myself, sucking in another breath of ocean air.

      I hate them.

      I fucking hate them.

      All three of them fucked me over, and I’ll never forgive any of them for it. But I’ve reserved the purest, most vicious hate in my soul for Trent. He’s the one who started all this, who turned the other two against me in high school and convinced them to come after me again in college. He’s the one who made me think we could have a fresh start, who stripped my walls down, and then devastated me.

      He’s the one who refused to trust me.

      Tears burn the backs of my eyes, and I blink them away furiously. So what if Trent thinks I betrayed him by telling his dad about our parents’ affair? I didn’t, but it’s obvious he’s never going to believe that. At least now he can hate me for something I actually did do—spreading naked pictures and videos of him all over the Clearwater campus.

      Fuck. Stop thinking about it, Emma. You’re supposed to be clearing your head, getting those assholes out of your system.

      But now the night I captured those pictures and videos of Trent is playing on repeat in my mind, and my whole body flushes with an uncomfortable rush of desire. Wetness slicks my panties as my lower belly turns to liquid heat.

      And that’s the most fucked up thing about this whole damn mess.

      I still want all three of them.

      Goddammit. I know how totally absurd that sounds.

      Pride and rage made me declare this war, but my body doesn’t seem to have gotten the memo that whatever was developing between me and those three men is over; it was burned to the ground before it ever really started. I don’t know what exactly existed between us, and I won’t let myself think about it.

      In high school, I turned them all down when they asked me out because I knew there was no way I could ever choose between them.

      Last semester, for just a brief moment, I started to entertain wild ideas—to think that maybe I wouldn’t have to choose between them. That maybe I could have all three of them. That they could… share me.

      I guess the upside of this total fucking shitstorm is that I’ll never have to find out whether that was a pipe dream or not. I’ll never be with any of them again, no matter how much my body hungers for them.

      Still, as much as I try not to, I dream about them at night. Sometimes all three of them.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, yanking me out of my thoughts. Thankful for any distraction, I pull it out and tap the button on the side to reveal the text I just got.

      LESLIE: Hey, girl. Just checking in on ya. How’s the beach?

      Crap.

      Pressing the button again, I slip the phone away, leaving the text unanswered for now.

      I used to tell my roommate pretty much everything, but after the shit hit the fan at the end of fall semester, I’ve been avoiding talking to her about any of this. I don’t want to admit to her that I still crave Trent, Reese, and West in a visceral way. She’ll think I’ve totally lost my mind if I tell her that, especially considering I was the one who pushed so hard for her to help me upload those pictures of Trent to the Clearwater U student portal.

      So I confine the three men to my own thoughts and let them linger there. Every time I think of them, a strange combination of fury, longing, and pain rises in my chest, each emotion so powerful and overwhelming it nearly dwarfs the others.

      I know I’ll have to go back to campus soon, back to the dorm Leslie offered to let me stay in on the down-low after I was expelled from school. But I can’t get my feet to move just yet.

      As satisfying as spreading those pictures of Trent around campus was, it didn’t undo the shit he pulled on me. It didn’t get me back into school or smooth over the bitter pain of letting my dad down after his job arranged a provisional scholarship for me at Clearwater.

      I’ll never forget the conversation Dad and I had when I went home the day after learning I was expelled. He was sitting at the counter in the kitchen and turned to me, anger and disappointment heavy in his eyes.

      “You’re going to have to find a job.”

      “I know.”

      “Because I can’t condone what’s happened here, Ems. You neglected your studies in high school, but I thought this was going to be different. I thought you were motivated to make the most of this opportunity.”

      “I—I tried, Dad.”

      “I’m not so sure you did. And if I continue to support you, that would be like me saying that all of this is okay, and it isn’t.”

      “I know. It isn’t.”

      The tone in my dad’s voice will haunt me forever. It’s just been me and him since my mom died, and it breaks my heart to let him down. I wish to God I could tell him everything, that I could explain why I completely failed my Anthropology class, but I can’t. There’s no way my dad or Trent’s mom are going to get wind of any of this if I can help it. I’ll struggle to the bitter end to hide the truth of what’s gone on between me, Trent, and the other two men, because if Dad ever found out, it would fucking kill him.

      And then he’d kill them.

      I can’t let him know how messed up things have gotten. Can’t let him know that I’ve slept with the three men who tormented me for nearly a year in high school. That I’ve stooped to their level and don’t plan to rise up out of the trenches anytime soon.

      This is a war that’s better fought in secret.

      Remembering the look on Dad’s face makes me want to cry all over again, and I dig my fingernails into my palms. Motherfucker. I didn’t bike all the way out to the beach to get stuck in the same endless loop of thoughts I’ve been cycling through over and over again back at the dorm room.

      Kicking off my shoes, I roll up the legs of my jeans a few inches and wade into the foamy surf. It’s a sunny day, but it’s still mid-December, and the water is fucking freezing. But the bite of cold is just what I need. It moves up my body like a bolt of lightning, and it feels like it cauterizes my wounds as it goes.

      Wounds nobody can see, but that ache every single day.

      I’m at the lowest point in my life, and it’s all because three guys who used to be my best friends, three guys who I gave parts of myself to that I’ll never get back, have betrayed me. They’ve taunted me, lied to me, and gotten me kicked out of school.

      Don’t they understand how awful all of this shit feels?

      I seriously doubt it, and that’s why I’m gonna do everything I can to make sure they get their own taste of this bitter fucking medicine.

      As my toes start to go numb from the cold water, my phone buzzes again—several times in quick succession.

      Dammit. It’s Leslie again; I’m sure of it.

      She’s been hovering a lot since the semester ended, probably worried about me. I also think she got a bit invested in this whole thing since she was the one to help me upload those pictures of Trent. I’m grateful for her help, and I know I should let her in more. There’s really no one else I can talk to about this, and I could use a friend more now than ever.

      The buzzing continues, each text coming in such quick succession that it’s like my ass is vibrating. I shake my head, huffing a soft laugh as I pull my phone out of my back pocket again.

      Per usual, Leslie is talking about random things and rapid-firing messages one after another. Sometimes I wish she would just compose her thoughts into one long text instead of several thousand of them, but I think this is her way of trying to get my attention and drag me out of my depression.

      And it works, at least temporarily.

      I manage to get through all of her messages and send some responses as I wade back toward the shore. The randomness of her thoughts makes me grin, and I wonder if this is what it’s like to be inside her brain.

      Leslie pays her own way at Clearwater with a little side business she has as a hacker. It shocked the hell out of me when she told me that, but as I tap out another message, shivering in a sudden gust of wind, a new idea occurs to me.

      She helped me make the first strike in my war against Trent, West, and Reese.

      Maybe she can help me finish this battle.

      I feel like an asshole asking for more help, but it’s beginning to seem like the only way for me to get out of this mess.

      ME: You still at the dorm?

      LESLIE: Yup. Bored out of my fucking skull.

      ME: I’m on my way back. Can we talk when I get there?

      LESLIE: Totes.

      ME: K. See you soon.

      A shiver of excitement runs through me as I tuck my phone away, quickly rolling down my pants and slipping my shoes back on.

      The time for wallowing is done. It’s not getting me anywhere, and it’s been five days since I found out that Trent deliberately tanked our Anthropology group assignment. I need to move on and start taking action. And that means I’ve got a proposal to throw at Leslie’s feet.

      I hop on my bike and ride back to campus, feeling the first tinge of hope in days. It’s awkward as fuck to still be living in the dorms, constantly looking from side to side to make sure I don’t run into any of the guys, but at least they have a place off campus. With classes out of session, the odds of any of them hanging around the school are pretty low.

      The ride clears my head and gets my blood pumping, but as I pedal into the parking lot and toward our dorm, my hope turns into serious anxiety as I realize that Leslie might not bite. Considering how much she helped me with the first hack, I feel pretty confident that she could help me with this as well.

      But will she?

      Quite honestly, at this point, my moral compass has gone to shit. Leslie doesn’t have the same motivation I do to compromise her principles though.

      All I can do is ask. She seemed to think all this drama with Trent was better than watching a good soap opera, so maybe she’ll do it just to see how this all plays out.

      I trot quickly up the stairs and down the hall, then slip inside the room.

      “Hey.”

      I smile tentatively when I see her lying on her bed, tapping away quickly on her phone. My roommate is pretty and vivacious, with an energy level I can only dream of achieving. She has dark chocolate hair and mismatched eyes—one blue and one green. My blonde hair and brown eyes always seem simple in comparison to her unique looks.

      “Hey!” She drops her phone and sits up quickly. “Where have you been?”

      “Crying at the beach,” I say humorously, even though it’s the truth.

      “Damn, girl.” She pulls a face. “That’s grim.”

      “Yeah.” I shake my head, chewing on my bottom lip. “Sorry I’ve been so MIA for the past few days. You helped me out a lot, and I don’t know if I ever told you how much it means to me.”

      “You didn’t.” She cocks her head at me, then laughs and waves a hand dismissively. “Don’t even worry about it though. I know it was important to you. And honestly, it wasn’t that much of a hardship to go through all that footage. Trent’s a dick, but he’s easy on the eyes.”

      She grins, waggling her eyebrows, and I have to suppress the surge of possessive jealousy that tries to rear up inside me. I don’t have any right to be jealous. I don’t have any claim over Trent, and what’s more, I don’t want one.

      “Right. So, here’s the thing…”

      I plop down on my bed and rest my elbows on my knees, meeting her gaze. It takes a moment for the words to come, but as soon as I start speaking, they pour out of me. My heart starts to beat faster as I tell Leslie the entirety of my plan to get my ass back in school and take the guys down once and for all.

      She listens intently, but I can’t read the expression on her face, so I have no idea what she’s thinking.

      When I finally finish, she’s silent for a few long moments, and I swear I can feel the very air in the room thicken as I wait for her response. It’s taking all my self-restraint to stay still.

      Finally, she purses her lips.

      “I dunno, Emma. What you’re asking for is dangerous and illegal.”

      “Wasn’t the student portal thing dangerous and illegal too?” I ask.

      “Yeah, but that was a favor for a heartbroken friend. For this kind of job, I’d normally charge at least ten grand.”

      I suck in a breath and almost choke.

      Ten thousand dollars? Oh, fuck.

      It suddenly makes sense to me how she can afford to pay her tuition herself. I think her family is pretty wealthy too, but damn, if she’s charging rates like these for her usual hacking jobs, she’s probably making more money than Dad.

      “Leslie,” I say slowly, my voice thick with embarrassment and disappointment. “I don’t have that. I just lost my scholarship, and I don’t even have a job yet. I-I can try to get something together, or maybe I could pay in parts—”

      She holds up a hand, narrowing her mismatched eyes at me. “I said I normally charge ten grand. But this is really important to you?”

      I nod, biting my lip against the sting of tears. I blink a few times, refusing to let them fall. I’ve cried enough over these fucking men.

      “It is. You know more about this than anyone else—you know what they did to me. So you know this is important, getting back at them,” I say, hoping she’ll understand and not think I’m a terrible person.

      “Yeah, I do understand that. They were shits. Handsome, hot, menacing shits.” She scrunches up her nose. “Ugh. I wish Rory was more menacing. Then our relationship might’ve actually had a heat scale.”

      I don’t bother pointing out that I’d give anything for a guy who isn’t “menacing,” whatever that means. That it may seem entertaining or hot from the outside, but on the inside of this mess, it feels like having my heart strings plucked with razor blades.

      It’s the difference between fantasy and reality, and reality fucking hurts.

      Pressing my lips together, I keep all those thoughts locked up. I don’t think she’s ever suffered the kind of heartache I have, and if she still has a rosy view of the world, I don’t want to ruin it for her.

      “Sorry about you and Rory,” I say instead.

      She shrugs. “Eh. It is what it is. I’m better off without him, honestly. We weren’t right for each other.”

      “So, will you help me?” I ask quietly. “I seriously will try to pay you, if you don’t mind waiting a bit until I can save up.”

      “Nah.” She shakes her head, seeming to have come to some sort of decision. “Keep your money. I’ll do it. But you need to make sure you’re serious about this. Because once we start, it’s gonna be hard to stop that ball from rolling. So are you really sure?”

      Elation and relief flood me, and I nod so hard it almost makes me dizzy. “Yes. Yes. I’m positive.”

      “Okay, then. I’m in.”

      She smiles broadly, and I can see an expression on her face that reminds me of the night she hacked into the student portal to upload Trent’s pictures. She might normally charge for this kind of stuff, but I have a feeling she gets a total thrill out of it too.

      We spend a little while talking about specifics and laying out a plan of attack, and when she suggests we order pizza at around seven, I actually feel hungry for the first time in days.

      When it arrives, we put on a movie and each curl up on our beds, stuffing our faces with greasy slices. For the first time since the end of the semester, things finally feel normal between us, and I’m grateful as hell for it.

      Because she’s my lifeline right now.
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      As I’m walking across campus, I see another naked picture of my ass tacked to a tree.

      Motherfucker.

      I rip it down, tearing it into pieces. When is this shit gonna fucking end?

      Granted, even though the camera only captured me, I wasn’t the only one there that night. A second after I finished jerking off—in front of her fucking webcam, how did I not notice that shit?—I fucked Emma so hard I almost blacked out, and I’m pretty damn sure she almost did too. So there’s some vindication in that.

      The thought of that night still haunts me. I can’t tell anymore if it was the best or worst night of my life, but I know I’ll never forget it. It was the most amazing sex I’ve ever had… and it was with Emma Holloway, the girl I’m supposed to despise.

      And don’t get me wrong, I do despise her.

      It’s just confusing sometimes. When she burst into the house I share with West and Reese and came after me tooth and nail, it made me hard. Yeah, you heard that right. The girl jumped on me like a fucking banshee, straddling me and whaling on me so hard she got a good enough hit in to cut my lip open.

      And I got a fucking semi just from having her that close to me.

      Jesus.

      It’s been almost a week since I’ve seen her, although I think about her all the time. But in the days since that video came out, I mostly think about getting even. Getting her kicked out of school wasn’t enough. I thought it would make me feel better, I thought I’d feel better having her out of my life, but I fucking don’t.

      I need to do something else. I just don’t know what yet.

      As I tear up the picture, I shoot a death glare at a freshman kid who’s walking by. He puts his head down and scurries away, and I think about how I wish everyone on campus would just fuck off.

      The guys and I are all staying at our house a few minutes away from Clearwater during the holidays, and I had to swing by campus to pick up a paper I turned in at the end of the semester. I’ve had to stop by a few times over the course of the week, and every time I come here, I can’t stop my gaze from seeking out flashes of light blond hair or pale skin.

      I don’t know why I keep looking for her. I have no fucking clue what I’d do if I saw her.

      Maybe I should’ve gone home. Gotten some distance from this damn place, and from Reese and West too. Mom wanted me to come home and spend the holiday with her and Paul, but I get mad just imagining how fucked up that would be in so many ways. I told her that it was a long semester and I need a little time to chill out and take care of myself, yada yada. Maybe I’ll go home on Christmas morning, but that’s about it.

      I grab my paper from Professor Harold’s office, then stalk back across campus with a quick stride. Most of the flyers are down by now, but it doesn’t really matter. Between the physical copies taped to streetlamps and trees and the sides of buildings, and the pictures and videos on the student portal, pretty much every student here saw that shit.

      People have been making fun of me, but I seriously don’t care anymore. I don’t regret fucking Emma that night. In fact, even though I hate her, I want to do it again.

      I want to make her scream, and I want to swallow her screams with bruising kisses. I want to feel her gush all over my hand again. I want her to fly apart under my touch, and I want to leave her as wrecked as I feel.

      Tension gathers in my muscles as I head back to the rental house the guys and I share, and when I unlock the front door and step inside, the silence is fucking deafening.

      Both West and Reese are home, but the place feels like a damn tomb anyway.

      There hasn’t been a whole lot said since I became a laughingstock on campus. And that’s fine by me, because honestly, I’m enjoying the quiet. What else is there to say? We finally got our revenge on Emma, even if it wasn’t enough.

      As I walk into the living room, I get the sense that my two best friends were talking about something before I came in, and then stopped. I wouldn’t be surprised. To be honest, I think I kind of scare the shit out of them right now, which is saying a lot. West tends to keep his emotions bottled up, but I’ve seen what he’s like when they break loose, and it’s pretty fucking intense.

      Right now though, I’m the wildcard of our group. I think the two of them just want to drop this whole Emma thing and forget any of this shit happened. Let her slink out of town with her tail between her legs and never talk about it again.

      But they know that’s not what I’m about, and they’re probably afraid of what I’m gonna do next.

      Shit. They should be afraid. My mind and my emotions are all over the place.

      “Sup.” West cuts his gray eyes toward me, crossing his thick arms over his chest.

      “Sup,” I reply, walking past them. I can feel Reese tracking my path across the living room with his gaze, but I ignore him.

      And those two words are all any of us say.

      For the rest of the goddamn afternoon, it feels like we’re three lions in a cage, circling one another, unsure what anyone is going to do next. For the first time since coming to Clearwater U, I wish I had my own place where I could just chill.

      Naturally, the tension arises from the fact that all three of us fucked Emma.

      We were starting to come to some kind of terms with the fact that we’d all slept with her, the fact that we all wanted her, before everything went to shit. In the aftermath of that, everything between the three of us has gotten fucked up as well.

      It doesn’t make any sense. I shouldn’t care at all if they fucked her, especially now.

      But I do.

      I hate that they’ve both been with her. It fills me with a kind of anger that I can’t understand. Sometimes, when I close my eyes at night, I see West fucking her, and then Reese doing the same. It makes me want to tear my eyes out, to be honest.

      Why the hell should I care? Why should it make my chest hurt like I’m being crushed to death when I think about it?

      All I want is revenge. Yeah, I want to screw Emma again, but not in a loving way. I thought I was falling in love with her before, and I won’t let myself feel those things for her again. I can’t.

      “Dude, should we order dinner?” Reese finally says an hour after the sun has set.

      “Whatever you want, man,” I reply.

      It’s a vague way of saying fuck off, I don’t want to share a meal with you. From what I can tell, the message is received, because Reese leaves the room without saying another word.

      So it’s official. All three of us are pissed at one another.

      We haven’t spoken to each other in more than few-word sentences in days, and we make use of every square inch of the large house to keep our distance from one another.

      Luckily for me, I’ve had the place to myself on most days because Reese got a job off campus for the holiday break. I think he’s in a law firm or some crazy shit. West took a job too, but it’s on-campus in the registrar’s office. It sounds boring as fuck, but a guy’s gotta do what a guy’s gotta do. When he isn’t working on campus, he spends the rest of the time at the gym, and it shows. Sometimes I’m seriously jealous of that dude’s dedication, because he’s getting ripped. I’m in pretty good shape myself, but I’m not jacked like West is.

      He works out to deal with his demons. Me? Well, I’ve been doing a lot of drinking. Mostly just beer and Jack and Coke, shit like that. I’m finding that it’s the only thing that numbs me.

      Maybe the other guys were smart to get jobs, to take their mind off things. German beer is my job right now.

      When my mom calls me later on in the evening, I’m already fully loaded.

      “Trent, honey.” Her voice is soft on the other end of the line.

      “Hey.” I rub my eyes, which are tired and bloodshot.

      “Christmas is coming up,” she says. “Only two more days. I hope you’ll come over that morning. Paul will be here, but I don’t know about Emma.”

      Just the mention of her name makes my heart pound in my chest. Why the hell is that?

      I rub at it absently, trying to banish the constriction that makes it hard to pull in a full breath.

      “Nah. I’m staying here, Mom,” I say, trying to keep my tone light and not let my words slur.

      “What?”

      “I’m staying here. I want to hang out with the guys.”

      I’m totally making this up as I go along. But I don’t want to go home. I’m not even sure I want to spend the holiday with Mom after finding out she lied to me for two years about her relationship with Paul, and I know I don’t want to see him or his daughter.

      There’s a pause on the other end of the line, and I can hear the disappointment in her tone when she speaks again. The hurt.

      “You’ve never spent Christmas away, Trent.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m a grown man now. This is what I want to do.”

      It seems harsh, but the last thing on earth I need right now is to sit around a fucking Christmas tree in a goddamn onesie opening presents and drinking egg nog with the person who ruined my life. Or the two people, if Emma actually does show up.

      Nope. No fucking way.

      I suck in a breath through my nose and soften my tone a little, explaining to my mom that I just need some time to get my head on straight after the bomb she dropped on me. I can tell she feels guilty about her lie, and after another halfhearted attempt to change my mind, she relents.

      “We’ll do something after the holiday, all right, Mom?” I say, and when she agrees, I promise to call her again soon.

      We hang up, and I lay back on my bed, gazing up at the ceiling as I come up with a brilliant new plan for Christmas day.

      More German beer.

      As I continue to drink, I start having… warmer thoughts about Emma. I know it’s fucked up, and it probably means I shouldn’t drink at all, but once I’m completely tanked and my defenses are down, I begin to remember how soft her skin was, the way she felt in my arms, and how beautiful she was below me as I was pulsing inside of her.

      Sometimes when this happens, I get so fucking hard that I need to jerk off. Actually, most of the time, I need to jerk off.

      It never works though. I fuck my fist like I fucking hate it, and even when I come so hard I feel it all the way down to the base of my spine, it still doesn’t purge the craving.

      Because it’s not Emma.

      Cocking my head to one side, I listen for sounds in the rest of the house, but I don’t hear anything. The other guys are either out or they’re holed up in their rooms like I am.

      I can’t take this shit anymore.

      I need fresh air, so I take my beer outside and make the ten-minute walk toward campus, passing in and out of the pools of light under streetlamps.

      When I reach the manicured landscape of Clearwater U, I don’t find any more fliers of my ass tacked up to any trees, so that’s promising, but aside from that, all is quiet. A lot of people already left for the holidays, but a few people pass me by here and there. I don’t care if they see the beer.

      I don’t even care if I get kicked out of this place. I just want Emma out of my head.

      Then I blink, my heart lurching into a gallop in my chest. To my great surprise—or maybe I shouldn’t be surprised—I spot Emma walking quickly across the quad. She’s moving fast, so I’m sure she doesn’t want anyone to see her. But she had to know there was a chance one of us would spot her if she stuck around here. We still go to this school, after all, even if she doesn’t.

      My drunken mind whirls, having a hard time believing this vision is actually real.

      Is she serious? Does she know what I would do to her if I was trapped in a room with her? If she did, she’d run hard and fast in the opposite fucking direction.

      I take another swig of my beer and watch as she disappears around a corner. I don’t move, but my gaze stays locked on the place where she stepped out of sight, fixed on that single spot like a predator.

      In my imagination, I start to think about all the fucking things I would do to her if we were trapped in the same room together. My cock strains against my pants, pressing uncomfortably against my zipper, and frustration rages through my veins.

      With a growl, I palm my dick and squeeze hard, trying to shut that shit down. It’s a good goddamn thing I’m obscured by shadows and the campus is mostly deserted, because I’m sure I look like a fucking perv, grabbing myself while holding a half-drunk beer in my other hand.

      I suck in a deep breath through my nostrils and comb my fingers through my hair, trying to think.

      All right, that’s it. This shit has gone too far. During the Christmas break, I wanted to clear my head of her, and all I’ve been doing is fantasizing about her and drinking. This shit has got to stop.

      An idea comes into my head. As I roll it around in my mind, I start to get more excited about it, and for the first time all day, a smile breaks across my face.

      Turning sharply, I head back toward the house. Then I trash my beer, drink some water, and begin to make plans. Not only are Reese, West, and I going to have our very own Christmas in our house, we’re going to throw a fucking house party sometime thereafter.

      It’s perfect. We can put up pictures of my ass all over the joint so that everyone can see I have a fucking sense of humor. We’ll have tons of booze, great music, all that shit. Planning this massive party will get my mind off of Emma. It’ll fix my reputation around campus and let everyone at Clearwater know I’m not ashamed of anything they might’ve seen.

      And maybe it can help me repair my friendship with the guys. Because the truth is, I hate the way shit is between us right now. I need to do something to shake us out of this stalemate before our friendship implodes entirely.

      We’ve thrown some epic parties in our day; it was always one of the ways we bonded.

      This party will go down in Clearwater history. And when Emma catches wind of it, I hope that it makes her feel like lowly shit.

      I get to work planning, and when Reese comes out of his room about an hour later, I’m sitting at the kitchen table making notes in the near dark.

      “Dude, what are you doing? Are you going insane?” he asks, a confused expression on his face.

      “Do I look insane?” I reply, knowing full-well that I do.

      “Yah, man.” He shakes his head, running a hand through his light brown hair as he opens the fridge to grab a beer.

      “I’m planning a party.”

      “Oh, damn.” He turns around, looking interested in spite of himself. “New Year’s?”

      “Christmas,” I say with a devilish grin… and Reese looks at me once again like I’m insane.

      “Thought you were going home for Christmas.”

      I shrug. “Things have changed.”

      “Do you really think people will come?” He sinks down onto the seat opposite me, taking a swig of his beer.

      I’m feeling kinda giddy, because this is the most the two of us have spoken in a number of days. I missed the fucker, whether I’m pissed at him or not. “We’ll have it on the twenty-seventh, so not on the actual day. But everyone wants something to look forward to after they survived Christmas with their families or whatever. I think it’s fucking perfect. I can dress up like Santa and have all the chicks sit on my lap.”

      The laugh that falls from my lips feels about as fake as it sounds, but neither of us comment on it. In reality, there’s only one chick I want sitting on my lap, and I already resolved not to invite her to this party. And if she had the guts to show up anyway, well… shit would get real interesting real fast.

      “Yeah.” Reese nods slowly, and I can tell he’s getting more excited about the idea. “I like that plan. A party sounds great, actually.”

      The front door opens, and footsteps sound on the hardwood. I didn’t even know West was out, but he’s back now. He was probably at the gym again.

      “Dude,” Reese calls out. “Trent is throwing a party.”

      “Fuck off,” West grunts, passing through the kitchen and down another hall to his bedroom.

      “He’s excited. I can tell.” Barely even fazed, the man across from me shoots me a grin.

      Yeah. Right.

      “Motherfucker hates me.” I say, staring down the hall where West disappeared.

      “We’re all messed up,” Reese admits softly, his grin slipping as he takes another long pull from his beer.

      “I think the party can help patch things up.”

      “Do you really want to patch things up?” His eyebrows raise as his beer bottle hits the table with a dull thunk, and I can tell that he’s testing me.

      Maybe he’s right. Why the fuck should we patch things up? I hate their sorry asses for screwing Emma. That being said, I live with these motherfuckers and they’ve been my best friends for years, so I at least have to try.

      “We have to at some point.” I shrug. Just a second ago, things felt almost normal, and now tension is clouding the air again.

      “Yeah, no. I don’t think we have to do anything,” Reese replies, getting up from his seat and taking his beer to his room. As I sit in the dimly lit kitchen, I hear him shut the door forcibly.

      “This shit is fucked up,” I mutter, to no one but myself.

      Shoving back from the table, I go to the fridge and pull out yet another beer. Although I still have a strong buzz, it’s nothing crazy. I take it to my room and lie on my bed, thoughts of Emma returning.

      She looked so beautiful in the darkness, one streetlight overhead illuminating her curves, her blonde hair shining like a fucking halo.

      My hand palms my dick again, and this time, I don’t stop.
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      Despite the awful tension between us, Dad has invited me to come home for Christmas.

      I appreciate the gesture, I really do. And I know it’s his attempt to show that even though he’s upset with me, he’ll always be here for me. But I can’t go. It’s just too mortifying and heartbreaking to be around him right now. Besides, he’s going to be spending part of the holiday with Claire, and I can’t stomach the thought of going and seeing Trent there.

      Leslie and I have spent a lot of time plotting, and there’s a plan in place to try to get me back into Clearwater U, but who knows whether or not it will work, or if my roommate will even hold up her end. Since she agreed to do this as a favor instead of charging me like a normal client, I worry a little about what will happen if she gets a more lucrative offer.

      But she seems dedicated to the cause, so I hope she’s invested enough by now to see this through to the bitter end.

      It’s been a relief being able to talk to her again. Things were awkward between us for a little while, but that seems to have blown over. Still, I’m a little relieved when she goes home for the holidays. I just want to be by myself and decompress, trying to get the guys off my mind. Honestly, I’ve never spent Christmas alone before, and I know my dad is worried about me, but it’s just how I have to be right now. My brain is total chaos.

      Leslie and I strung up little white strings of lights around the room at the start of the semester, and now I pretend they’re actually for the holiday—and I add a string of colored lights too, even though I really shouldn’t be spending money on anything non-essential right now.

      I have some money saved up, but it’s not enough to live on for long. The scholarship from Clearwater U was what was keeping me afloat, and now that I don’t have that, I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack over the job issue. Even though it’s Christmas Eve, I decide to take my bike and print out some resumes, delivering them to local shops, restaurants, and even the laundry mat—anyplace that’s open, really.

      On Christmas morning, I stay in my pajamas and pour myself a glass of eggnog, spiking it with a little bit of rum. And maybe it’s the carols playing softly on my laptop, or maybe it’s the splash of booze on an empty stomach, but I’m suddenly hit by a wave of nostalgia so strong it’s almost painful.

      I think back again, as I constantly do, to when Trent, Reese, West and I were so close. I remember the Christmas we spent together in my sophomore year. I transferred in early in the fall semester, and in just a few short months, the four of us became practically inseparable.

      We each spent Christmas morning with our respective families, but then we gathered in the basement at Reese’s house to exchange the gifts we’d gotten for each other. None of it was anything big—just cheap stuff that was fun and kind of funny. I even baked cookies and passed them around.

      Unconsciously, a soft smile curves my lips at the memory, and I clench my jaw hard, mentally chastising myself for having warm, fuzzy thoughts about those assholes. I try to distract myself, switching the music to something completely non-holiday before pulling open the little fridge in our dorm and topping off my egg nog. I add a little more rum too, and as I take a sip, the sweetness of the drink blends with the burn of the alcohol.

      Fuck. Isn’t that how it always is? An addictive sweetness mixed with a painful burn.

      Unbidden, my gaze tracks to my bed, and to the space under it.

      I kept those gifts; the little, stupid, meaningful ones that the guys gave me that Christmas. They’re in a little shoebox that I never open anymore. When I was accepted into Clearwater U, I thought of throwing that box away because I was determined to put the past behind me and turn a new leaf. It’s all so seriously ironic as I look back on it now.

      My heart seems to slow in my chest as I set my eggnog on the nightstand and go down on my knees, reaching under the bed frame until my fingertips brush the old, worn box. I slide it out, staring at the faded lettering on the side as I chew on my lip. Why the hell do I feel any nostalgia at all for three former friends who I now want to destroy?

      Only Christmas can do that to a girl. And boozy eggnog.

      My stomach churns as I push off the lid, and as I peer inside at the little mementos and keepsakes, I’m transported back to sophomore year, before I knew my world was going to turn into a living hell.
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      “Emma, this is for you.”

      Trent grins broadly as he holds up a wrapped box. When he hands it to me, his fingers brush against mine, and everywhere our skin touches, my nerves light up like fireworks. I’ve only known these boys for three months, but it feels like so much longer than that. I’ve never connected with anyone the way I connected with them. It was immediate and complete, as if the four of us just… fit.

      I keep trying to deny how big of a crush I have on Trent, partly because I don’t know if he feels the same way, and partly because if I admit I have feelings for him, I’ll have to admit I also have feelings for West and Reese.

      And I don’t even know what to do with that.

      So I keep the thoughts I have about each of them to myself, pretending it’s nothing. Pretending it’s normal to be a little bit in love with your three best friends.

      “Thanks.”

      I shoot him a smile, hoping my cheeks aren’t as flushed as they feel.

      We’re all sitting in a circle in the basement of Reese’s house, which is decorated to the nines for Christmas. The finished basement serves as an entertainment room, and it’s sort of become our top hang-out spot.

      The guys got presents for each other too, and we’ve been going around the circle, each giving our presents to one person at a time. I’m last, and one by one, I’m handed gifts from Trent, then Reese, and finally West.

      My fingers brush against Reese’s and West’s the same way they grazed Trent’s, and each new touch sends a lick of fire through my veins. Are they doing this on purpose? Do they have any idea what those little touches do to me?

      It’s probably better if they don’t, but sometimes I wish they did. I wish they were doing it on purpose.

      I clear my throat as I open Trent’s present, focusing on the task of unwrapping it as I try to get my wild thoughts back under control. He’s not the world’s fanciest gift-wrapper, and he used so much tape that it’s like trying to break into Fort Knox. He and the other two boys chuckle as I struggle to get it open, and Reese teases him mercilessly when I have to resort to using my teeth to break through the tape. We’re all laughing hard by the time I finally tear away the tape and wrapping paper to reveal a small box.

      But when I pull the lid off, my laughter dies away. Butterflies erupt in my stomach.

      “Oh my God.”

      I blink, pulling out the small pair of earrings. They’re made of carved pieces of shell that shimmer and gleam in the light, delicate and pink. And I recognize them. I spotted them in a shop window weeks ago when the four of us were out in San Diego to see a movie and grab a bite.

      They caught my eye as we walked down the street, and I stopped for a second to look at them. We hadn’t even gone inside the shop, but Trent must’ve noticed which ones I was staring at and gone back later to get them.

      Something warm and impossibly sweet spreads through my chest, and the butterflies flap so hard I feel a little giddy. I don’t know what this means, and I don’t know if I’m ready to find out.

      But I know how it makes me feel, right now, in this moment.

      It makes me feel… seen.

      “Thank you, Trent.”

      My smile is a little shaky as I look up at him, and when I meet his light blue gaze, I feel like I’m falling. Like I’m careening through space.

      “Yeah. Sure, Ems. Of course.” His grins slips as his expression turns suddenly pensive. “You like them?”

      I nod, swallowing. “I love them. They’re beautiful.”

      He shrugs, brushing that off. “It’s nothing that big.”

      He’s wrong. It is big. It’s huge. But I don’t tell him that.

      I slip the earrings on, conscious of the weight of them as I pick up West’s gift. His face is blank, unreadable, and I wonder if he’s nervous. He gets quiet sometimes, and even though I can usually break him out of his shell when that happens, I know there’s a lot he keeps locked up inside.

      But if he’s worried about his gift not being good enough, he’s got no reason to be. I open it up, and as soon as I see what’s inside, I smile so wide my cheeks hurt. A laugh bubbles up my throat, and West leans forward a little, reaching for the gift.

      “It’s stupid. I’ll get you something else.”

      I snatch it away, refusing to let him have it back. “No way! I love it.”

      He got me a set of temporary tattoos with rainbows and unicorns. It seems silly, but it’s so full of meaning. The first time I ever got high, I did it with these three boys, and for some reason, I decided it would be a brilliant idea to cover myself in a bunch of temporary tattoos. We laughed so hard we cried, and when we finally came down, West was the one who took me into the bathroom and used alcohol swabs to help me remove them all.

      “Are you sure?” He shakes his head. “It’s dumb.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, grinning like an idiot. “It is. That’s why I love it.”

      A slow smile spreads across his face, and it’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen. West doesn’t smile like this often, and the sight of it feels like a gift too.

      “Good thing you saved the best for last,” Reese comments, nudging his present toward me as he waggles his eyebrows. He’s teasing, but I can feel a slight shift in the air, a sort of competitiveness between the three boys.

      Ugh. This is what I’m terrified of. I don’t want things to change. I want us all to be together, happy and united.

      Switching gears quickly, I pick up Reese’s present and make a big production of shaking the small box next to my ear.

      “Ahh! Don’t shake the puppy!”

      He gives me a horrified look, and I giggle. I’ve been hounding my dad about getting a dog, and Reese knows it. He keeps promising that he’ll get me a dog if my dad won’t, and even though I know he wouldn’t go behind my dad’s back like that, I love that he wants to give me one.

      This box is way too little to hold an actual puppy, but I tear it open eagerly anyway.

      Inside is a tiny figure of a dog, and as I draw it out of the box, Reese catches my gaze.

      “It’s a placeholder, Ems. Someday I’ll get you a real one, ’kay?”

      He sounds like he really means it, and my heart squeezes. It’s not the promise of a dog that makes my stomach flutter. It’s the promise of “someday.” The assumption that we’ll be in each other’s lives for a long, long time. I want that more than I want a puppy, even.

      “It’s perfect, Reese. I love it so much.”

      Putting the little dog back in the box, I crawl across the little circle to each boy, one by one, to hug each of them.

      Their warmth and their unique scents envelop me, and as each boy’s arms wrap around me in return, I realize that these hugs don’t feel friendly at all.

      They feel like… something else.

      Something bigger.

      Something better.

      And something so much more terrifying.
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      My fingertips brush over the objects inside the shoebox, and I jerk in surprise when a wet droplet lands on the back of my hand.

      Fuck.

      I reach up angrily to swipe the back of my forearm over my face.

      God, how could things have been so perfect and innocent before becoming so fucked up? I’m pissed as shit at myself for reliving that happy Christmas with them. Those men don’t deserve my tears anymore. They deserve my fists. They deserve my wrath. They deserve to be brought down, every single one of them.

      Closing up the shoebox, I consider throwing it in the trash, but instead, I shove it back under the bed. What the fuck is wrong with me? There are other little gifts and mementos in there, as well. Just small things, but they’re all attached to memories of a time when everything was good.

      I should burn that fucking box.

      My phone rings as I’m clambering to my feet, and my stomach twists as I swipe the screen to answer it.

      “Merry Christmas, Dad,” I say softly.

      “Merry Christmas, Ems.”

      “Hope you’re having fun.”

      “Yeah, we are.”

      I sink down onto the mattress, pressing my eyelids closed. “Good.”

      “Wish you were here.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      We talk for a few more minutes, and he says he wants to arrange a time to exchange gifts with me since we can’t be together today. I think maybe he’s regretting coming down so hard on me after I got expelled, mourning the divide that’s opened up between us, but I don’t even blame him for it. He doesn’t know the why and how of it all, but he’s right about one thing. I made stupid mistakes and got careless with my future, and now I’m paying the price for it.

      There’s not much I can do to fix my current situation on a holiday, so I spend the rest of the day lazing around the dorm, watching movies and trying to distract myself from the gnawing pain and fear that eats away at my soul, and the rage that seems to fester under my skin.

      The next day, I throw myself into my job search, dropping off resumes in a wider and wider perimeter around campus. But nobody seems to be hiring. They’ve already staffed up for the Christmas season, and with the university so nearby, they’ve got more applicants than they know what to do with.

      Leslie is still away at her parents’ house, so there’s no time to talk more about our plan. I feel like I’m spinning my wheels, and I hate it.

      I got an early start, so I’m almost out of resumes by noon, and I stop in to drop my last one off at Zia Sofia’s Pizza, a greasy joint just a five-minute ride from school. When I walk through the front door, I see an old Italian guy behind the counter who looks like he’s right out of the Sopranos.

      “Um, hi. I wanted to drop this off,” I say, extending my resume across the counter. “Just to see if you’re hiring anyone.”

      The guy looks at me like I’m some kind of alien, but he takes the resume from me. It’s instantly covered in grease.

      “Your phone number on here?” he asks, and my heart falls a little. If he actually looked at the resume for two seconds, he’d see my number written in bold.

      “Yes, it’s right at the top,” I tell him with a falsely cheerful smile.

      “Great. Then we’ll call ya sometime,” the guy says, and the man behind me steps up to the counter to order a slice.

      Yeah. I bet not.

      I’m pretty sure my resume is going to be used to slop grease off a slice of three cheese pepperoni, and that’s about it.

      Walking outside empty-handed, I put my head down and hurry toward my bike, anxious to get the fuck back to the dorm before I lose it for what feels like the dozenth time this week.

      I’m in such a rush that I don’t even see the body in front of me until it’s too late. I collide with a solid frame, letting out a little yelp of surprise as hands reach out to steady me.

      “I’m so sorr…”

      My words of apology die out as the scent of amber and musk tickles my nostrils. My body goes stiff as a rod, and my head snaps up to find West standing in front of me.

      We stare at each other in absolute silence for a heartbeat. My first thought is that I should start running, but I can’t get my feet to move. He’s still holding onto my arms, and it’s not his grip that’s keeping me rooted to the spot. It’s his touch. Just that brief physical contact with him does something to my senses, and I feel dead pieces of me spark back to life. I hate that even after everything, he affects me this way, and I jerk backward, forcing my body into motion and tearing myself from his grip.

      “Emma.”

      His voice is low and rough, and he’s looking at me like he’s just seen a ghost or something.

      Is that what you wanted, West? For me to be nothing more substantial than a ghost? For me to drift out of your life and never come back? Well, I feel fucking dead inside, so you’ve practically gotten your wish.

      “I wasn’t looking where I was going,” I say stiffly, refusing to meet his gaze. “And obviously you weren’t either.”

      We lapse into silence again, and he’s still standing between me and my bike. I want to shove past him, to tell him to get the fuck out of my way, but I don’t want to touch him again. It feels like touching an electric fence, the touch both painful and pleasant, and I can’t allow myself to do it again.

      West’s entire body is tense. He seems so bottled up, like he’s about to explode. What is he thinking?

      He’s just staring at me, his gray eyes slightly narrowed and his jaw locked tight. He’s probably thinking I’m a horrible person and a slut and whatever else. And you know what? Let him think that. I don’t fucking care anymore. I can’t control his assumptions about me, lies that have been told about me, so I shouldn’t even try. If he wants to believe everything Trent told him, I’m not going to waste a single breath of air trying to convince him otherwise.

      The silent tension builds between us until it pricks like bee stings against my skin, and then finally, it snaps.

      West opens his mouth to speak, and I realize in a rush of panic that I don’t want to hear anything he has to say.

      I don’t want to hear more taunts or cruel words.

      And I absolutely don’t want to hear kind ones.

      There is nothing he can say to make any of this okay. No matter what words he utters, it will only make everything worse.

      So I don’t give him a chance.

      Lurching into motion, I skirt around him and hurry toward my bike, unlocking it with trembling fingers and climbing on quickly. I pedal hard, and I don’t look back as I ride away down the street.

      I don’t need to though.

      I know he’s watching me. I can feel his gaze on me until I turn the corner, leaving him out of sight.
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      My heart beats like a fucking war drum in my chest as I watch Emma disappear from view.

      Fuck.

      I wasn’t prepared. Unlike that asshole Trent, who I know keeps coming up with flimsy excuses to stop by campus, I’ve been intentionally avoiding going anywhere near Clearwater except when I have shifts at the registrar’s office. Even then, I take the less traveled paths, doing everything I can to make sure I don’t run into Emma Holloway.

      Not that I haven’t been thinking about her.

      She’s all I’ve been thinking about ever since the day she came over to our house and gave Trent a beating. Wanna hear somethin’ funny? I was fucking jealous. I wanted to be the one on the receiving end of her wrath. I wanted to be the one she was furious with.

      In fact, I want to be the only one of the three of us who’s in her life.

      I’m still struggling with the fact that I’ve sided with Trent all this time. The bond between us matters to me. We’re like goddamn brothers, and that’s not something you drop just because you’re pissed at someone or whatever. And I know what Emma did to him was seriously fucked up. She should never have torn Trent’s family apart like that.

      Did she though? Or is he wrong about this? Has he been wrong this whole time?

      That question’s been eating away at me, feeding my anger at Trent and my disgust with myself all in one go. It’s one thing to stand by your best friend when someone has wronged him. It’s something entirely different to join him in a vendetta against an innocent person just because he’s too fucked up in the head to know who’s innocent and who’s guilty anymore.

      If he dragged me and Reese along in this, and it turns out he’s wrong? I’ll hate that motherfucker. But I think I’ll hate myself more.

      I don’t move from where I’m standing for several long moments, still staring after Emma, even though she’s long gone by now.

      Dammit. She’s fucking gorgeous. She seems to grow more beautiful every time I see her. Is there something about my anger toward her, Trent, and this whole situation that makes me want her more? Or is it her anger that draws me to her?

      She was like a damn avenging angel as she went after Trent, and all I could think about was how much fucking passion she has. How even though some people would’ve been broken by what he did, she just used her pain as fuel, rising up even stronger, like a phoenix from a pile of ashes.

      Shaking off the leaden feeling in my limbs, I finally turn and walk over to get a slice of pizza from Zia Sofia’s. Then I head back to campus, cutting across the front lawn toward the registrar’s office. I got stuck working the day after Christmas because a bunch of other students from out of state all went home for the holiday, and I didn’t.

      I don’t really mind, since at least having something to do keeps my mind occupied, although the work itself is boring as fuck. And besides, I have to earn some extra cash over the winter break. Unlike Emma, I never had a fancy scholarship, and I definitely don’t have a rich family like Trent does.

      Not that Emma has that fancy scholarship anymore.

      Guilt rushes through me like fucking poison as I settle in behind the desk at work. I think about how many times I’ve considered confronting Professor Sykes and telling him that Trent purposefully tanked our group project, flunking us all out of the class just so he could take Emma down.

      I almost did it a couple of times, but something held me back every time. Cowardice, maybe. Or maybe the fact that I don’t know who the hell to trust anymore, who to believe.

      My home life growing up was pretty fucking shitty, and Trent was there for me through all of it. He had my back, always. So I want to have his too. I feel like I owe it to him.

      But where the hell do I draw the line?

      As I sort through student files, my guilt turns to fury when I think about how long I’ve been playing along with Trent’s vendetta. For three years of my life, I’ve been following him and his need for revenge, making those things my own. But what if I hadn’t? What if, years ago, I decided that I didn’t want to play this game and instead, tried to make Emma mine? Would she have fallen for me? Would we be together now?

      I think maybe we would, and that thought is like a balm and an ice pick in my heart all at once.

      Now? I’ll never have her. All I’ll have is the knowledge that both of my best friends have fucked her.

      God-fucking-dammit.

      I slam several files down too hard, and the only other person working in the office today jumps. Sucking in a deep breath, I scrub my hands over my face. God, I wish I could forget that. I wish I could un-know it. Every time that I think about it, I want to tear Trent’s and Reese’s heads off.

      And I could, too, considering how much time I’ve been spending at the gym, going every day and sometimes twice a day. It’s become my only sanctuary. The only place where I can unleash my fury and the pent up frustration inside me.

      She doesn’t even know it, but Emma has torn me apart.

      I was the one who took her virginity.

      I was the one who fucked her first.

      Years have passed since then, but my need for her hasn’t diminished. My craving hasn’t faded at all. Even though things were totally fucked up between us by the time she and I stumbled our way into that supply closet at Amundsen High, our lips and teeth and tongues colliding, tearing at each other’s clothes in desperation, I thought… I still thought that moment meant something.

      But here at Clearwater, even though she made it abundantly clear she wanted all of us to fuck right off, she still slept with not just Trent or Reese, but both of them. My two best fucking friends.

      And not me.

      That wound is deeper than I want to admit, and to be honest, I think the rage and hurt I feel have dictated a lot of my choices. I followed along with Trent’s vendetta this time because I wanted to inflict pain on Emma for what she did to me.

      Had I made other choices, I’m sure things would have gone differently. So I guess I’m just as mad at myself as I am at her.

      Was sex all that Emma wanted from me in the first place? A quick fuck in a closet and no more? Did she just want a warm body and a cock to take her virginity and didn’t give a shit who it was attached to?

      I’m more experienced now than I was then, but our encounter in the closet is still hands down the best sex I’ve had in my life. I wanted more of that.

      And Emma, apparently, didn’t.

      Fuck.

      “Hey, West, I’m gonna sneak out a little early,” my co-worker Aaron says, shoving back from the desk. “I got all my work done, and I’m supposed to meet my girlfriend’s family tonight. You mind?”

      “Nah, man. Do what you gotta do.”

      He grins at me and sketches a wave as he heads out, but I barely even acknowledge it.

      Aaron might be eager to get out of here, but I’m not. If I didn’t have a job to go to, I’d probably obsess about Emma all day long. I don’t know how Trent keeps his sanity sitting around the house all day. And I know that motherfucker is thinking about Emma just as much as I am.

      Reese seems to be keeping his cool, which is very Reese-like. But not Trent. I know that dude is drinking heavily these days and still considering even more revenge. He’s been planning this holiday party for days now, but in all honesty, I wish no one was coming over to our fucking house tomorrow, because I just want to be alone.

      Actually, that’s not entirely true.

      I want to be with Emma.

      I want to knock down her door and haul her into my fucking arms and never let go.

      She was in my arms today, for the briefest of moments—before she realized who I was.

      I can still remember the heat of her skin on my palms, the way her whole body seemed to shudder slightly, the way her breath caught and her deep brown eyes widened. The way she leaned into my touch for just a heartbeat, as if she couldn’t help herself, before pulling away.

      Fuck. I don’t want her to pull away from me. I don’t want her to look at me with that mixture of anger and fear and disgust she had on her face today.

      I keep playing the moment when Emma barged into our house and went after Trent over and over in my head. He accused her of introducing their parents, and she admitted to that. But when he tried to get her to confess to telling his dad about Claire and Paul’s affair, she wouldn’t do it. She kept insisting she was innocent.

      There was so much rage burning in her eyes that it was hard to see anything else, but I think maybe there was a spark of truth there too. I tried to ignore it because I was still blinded by anger. But now I’m beginning to wonder… if Emma was telling the truth, what would that mean for the future of all four of us?

      More importantly, what would it mean for our future?

      Hers and mine.

      The thought clings like a burr to the edge of my mind, refusing to leave.

      You know what? Maybe it’s too damn late for me and Emma. Maybe things have been torched beyond recognition, and we’ll never come back from it. But that doesn’t mean I can’t try.

      It doesn’t mean I can’t try to make things right.

      And it doesn’t mean I can’t try to find out the truth for myself.

      Then, at least, I’ll know. I won’t have to blindly follow one path or the other, and if I break ties with Trent, it’ll be for a damn good reason.

      Aaron is long gone by now, so I’m totally alone in the office. I shove my chair back from the desk and settle deeper into it, letting my legs spread wide. Then I dig my cell out of my pocket and pull up a contact I haven’t called in years.

      There’s an old high school buddy of mine, one of the few people I was friendly with besides Trent and Reese. Jack Wyman.

      I sort of fell out of touch with him after the guys and I started torturing Emma. He’s a good enough dude that he wanted nothing to do with it, and I can’t say I blame him. We haven’t spoken since graduation, and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t think too highly of me, but I’m hoping he’ll be able to shed some light on things.

      Someone told Trent’s dad about Claire and Paul kissing each other, and if it wasn’t Emma, I want to know who the hell it was. I doubt Jack knows, but he was pretty well-connected—he dealt weed out of his locker, so almost everyone at school knew him, and he knew almost everyone.

      The phone rings so many times that I’m sure he’s not gonna answer, and I’m just debating whether to leave a voicemail when he finally picks up.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s West.”

      There’s a long pause, and I can practically hear the question marks coming through the line. We weren’t close when we graduated, and that was years ago now. I’m sure he’s wondering why the fuck I’m calling, since I’m not usually the type to reach out in any way.

      “West?” Jack finally repeats.

      “Yeah. Been a long time.”

      “Uh… yeah. I would say so.”

      “You good?”

      “I’m pretty good,” he says, still sounding confused as fuck. “Just working and keeping busy. You know how it is.”

      “Nice,” I reply, then proceed with caution because I want to make sure I’m using the right words. “Listen, I have a question for you…”
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      Sitting just inside my dorm with my back pressed to the door, I’m finally able to get control of my breathing. My racing pulse slows a bit, and I shove my windswept blonde hair away from my face.

      Now that I’m back in the safety of my room, there’s a tiny part of me that wishes I’d listened to whatever West was going to say. Maybe it’s just because he doesn’t speak as often as the other two, so it feels more meaningful when he says something.

      Since he’s the quietest of the three men, sometimes I wonder if he’s merely going along with Trent’s plan for the sake of maintaining their friendship. And sometimes, in his eyes, I see a guy who actually gives a shit about me. But it’s impossible to tell because West barely speaks. And considering I just shoved past him and ran before he had a chance to speak, I suppose I’m not helping in that matter.

      I hear footsteps in the hallway outside, and a moment later, they stop in front of the dorm room door. I scramble to my feet, not wanting to get caught wallowing by Leslie. She’s agreed to help me, and that’s huge. I don’t want to burden her with my fucked up jumble of thoughts and doubts and shameful cravings.

      She only spent a few days at her parents’ house before coming back to campus, and I’m a little sorry to lose my private sanctuary. I have no right to bitch though, considering she’s the only rightful tenant here. And the good thing about her being back is that it means I won’t be able to fall into my own thoughts so easily. I can’t dig out any more old mementos from the guys and go for painful and pointless strolls down memory lane.

      Plus, now that she’s back, we can carry out our plan against the guys. I can finally fucking do something.

      “Oh my God!” Leslie dramatically staggers into the room. She tilts her head up toward the ceiling before throwing her bags down onto the floor. “That was like the longest Christmas of my life. My parents are way too much to handle. But I did get loads of presents,” she adds with a grin.

      “Cool,” I say, swallowing down my bitterness. I still haven’t met up with Dad to exchange gifts, so I haven’t gotten anything. All I managed to do was rifle through an old box of presents from the guys.

      “So…” She lifts an eyebrow at me. “You ready to get started on our little project?”

      Adrenaline floods my veins as I perk up immediately. I didn’t know she’d be raring to go this quickly after returning to campus, but if she’s in, I’m definitely ready.

      “Yeah. Anytime,” I say.

      “Great. I’ve been thinking about our plan, and first things first, we need to get inside their house.”

      “Wait, what?” I blink. “I thought you were a hacker.”

      “I am,” she explains patiently, heaving her bag up onto her bed before unzipping it. She pulls out a laptop and several computer cables. “But I’ll be able to access a bunch more of their stuff if I can get it directly from their computers. There’s a lot I can do remotely, but for the kind of stuff you want, I need direct access.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      I lick my lips, nerves shooting through me. That is what I want. Not just mildly embarrassing stuff. Not just more naked pictures. I want access to the things that could truly wreck them. The things that could fuck up their lives beyond repair.

      “It shouldn’t be that hard,” she says. “I did a little digging and found out that West and Reese both got jobs over the break, so they’ll be out of the house all day. That just leaves Trent, and he’s gotta leave the house sometime. We’ll just wait until he does.”

      Leslie’s eyes gleam as she speaks, and I find myself suddenly grateful that I got paired up with such a badass roommate. Not all people would help their dorm-mate get revenge on three guys who had hurt her, let alone have the means to actually do it.

      “All right.” I nod, nerves dancing through my veins like fireworks. “Let’s do it.”

      With my go-ahead, Leslie gets down to work immediately. She grabs a small backpack and shoves her laptop and the cables inside it, then throws it over her shoulder.

      “We’ll walk,” she tells me. “Better not to have my car or your bike seen anywhere near their place today, just in case.”

      I acquiesce, trusting her experience on this.

      “Have you done this kind of thing before?” I ask in a low voice as we head across campus.

      She shrugs. “Not often. Partly because there’s not always opportunity. If I get hired to hack someone all the way across the country or overseas, it’s not practical to try to get my hands on their actual hardware. But since I have the opportunity here, I think it’s worth it. I’ll be able to get deep into their lives.” She smiles at me, nudging me with her arm. “Those assholes won’t know what hit ’em.”

      Honestly, I sort of hope they do. I don’t want the hacking to be traceable to me or to Leslie, but when the rug gets yanked out from under my three bullies, I hope they know exactly who pulled it. I hope they realize it was the girl who decided she wasn’t going to take any more of their bullshit, ever again.

      It’s about a ten-minute walk, and we both grow quiet and focused as we near the house the guys share off campus. When we’re about a block and a half away, Leslie suddenly grabs my arm, yanking me behind a car that’s parked on the street.

      “Ooh, we’re in luck. Check it out.”

      She jerks her chin ahead of us, and I peer through the car’s windows, keeping my head ducked. As we watch, Trent finishes locking up the house and heads toward his car, climbing in and slamming the door. He drives off in the opposite direction from us, toward Clearwater’s small downtown.

      “That’s perfect.” Leslie grabs my hand and tugs me forward as soon as Trent’s car disappears from sight. “We gotta get in there fast so we can get out before he comes back.”

      Right. Shit. Okay.

      We dart down the street, and when we reach the large house, my skin prickles with awareness. The last time I was here was the day I came to confront Trent about deliberately tanking our Anthropology project, and the memories that flood my head make my heart beat so fast I’m afraid it might burst.

      “Hey.” Leslie gives my hand a squeeze, a concerned look on her face. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” I straighten my spine and steel my resolve. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      There are no cars parked out front, so I’m confident that Leslie is right about the other two guys being gone right now. Unfortunately, we just watched Trent lock the front door, so I don’t quite know how we’re going to get in.

      But Leslie is way ahead of me. Before I can even articulate my worry to her, she’s stepping around the side of the house. I hurry quickly, and by the time I catch up to her, she’s already sliding a window up, using the palms of her hands until she can get her fingers underneath the frame.

      She grins excitedly at me. “Easy peasy. Give me a boost, okay?”

      I thread my fingers together and hold out my hands, allowing her to step into the little cradle I’ve created. She steps up and slithers through the window, and a second later, her head pops back out.

      “Bedroom, it looks like. Not sure whose. Come on.”

      She reaches out to help me clamber inside too, and although my entry isn’t nearly as graceful as hers, I make it through the window without making a sound. She nods approvingly and slides it shut again, so that no one on the outside will notice anything amiss.

      Then she casts her gaze around the room, excitement lighting up her face when she sees the laptop sitting on the desk. She crosses to it, digging hers out and connecting it to the other one. She slips into the desk chair, flipping both screens up before turning to glance back at me.

      “I’m gonna get started here. Keep an eye out, would you? And go through the other rooms to see what you can find. Grab laptops if they’re in there, and if you find anything blackmail worthy, take a picture.”

      “Okay.”

      I glance around the room one more time before heading for the door. I hate to admit it, but I know exactly whose room this is. It’s Reese’s. I recognize several shirts I’ve seen him wear tossed on the bed, but the rest of the room is neat and tidy. He was always the least messy of the three guys, and I guess that hasn’t changed since high school.

      But even without those clues, I would know it was his. His scent lingers here, tickling my nostrils with the woodsy citrus smell of his body wash. It’s such an addicting scent that I want to pause and take a deep breath before I leave the room, but I restrain myself. It would be too fucking pathetic.

      I creep through the house toward the other bedrooms, moving through the kitchen and down the hall until I reach what I’m certain is West’s room. I can practically feel the atmosphere change as I slip inside, the air becoming heavier somehow—as if all the feelings he keeps bottled up have permeated the space.

      At first, I poke around slowly, tentatively. I don’t know if I’m holding back out of fear of getting caught or because of whatever remaining moral code I still have… but after a few minutes, it doesn’t seem to matter. I forget any hesitancy as I pull open drawers on his desk, dig through his closet, and flip through the books on his shelves.

      It’s an illicit glimpse into a man who sometimes feels like a complete mystery to me, and I soak it up eagerly—too eagerly, probably, considering what we’re actually here to do.

      I’m so absorbed in my search that I barely register the sound of an engine purring and then going silent, or the thunk of a car door closing. It’s only when I hear the front door start to open that my entire body goes stiff.

      Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck!

      Shoving West’s desk drawer closed, I run out of the room. I don’t have a single fucking thought in my head except for the fact that Leslie is still in the house, and I can’t let her get caught.

      As soon as I enter the living room, I skid to a halt. Trent stands just inside the front door, and his eyes go wide as he catches sight of me. Then they narrow into slits.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Oh God. My heart is beating so hard it feels like my chest is on fire. I can barely breathe.

      I shift my gaze quickly toward Reese’s room. Shit. Leslie is trapped in there. I need to keep Trent distracted long enough for her to sneak back out the window.

      Rolling my shoulders back, I meet Trent’s suspicious gaze again. His dark brown hair is slightly unkempt, and he has a hint of stubble on his jaw. He looks a little rough, actually, and I would take pride in that fact if I weren’t so scared shitless right now.

      I’ll be damned if I’ll let him know that though. I’m done letting Trent think he can scare me.

      “I thought I lost an earring here,” I say smoothly. “You know. When I was kicking the shit out of you.”

      His jaw clenches, and a little thrill of satisfaction goes through me.

      “I don’t recall you ever ‘kicking the shit of me,’” he grates. “Although I do recall you going full-on psycho bitch. And that still doesn’t explain what the fuck you’re doing here right now.”

      “I lost my earring,” I repeat, as if he’s slow and needs a little help understanding. “I came here to get it back.”

      My voice is loud enough to carry into the bedroom, and I hope to fuck that Leslie understands I’m buying her time to get out. We didn’t talk about what to do in a situation like this, so I’m flying by the seat of my pants, going totally on instinct.

      Trent still hasn’t moved. And the suspicion on his face hasn’t faded. Of course it hasn’t.

      I’m wracking my brain for how else to stall when I catch a flash of movement through the window behind Trent. Leslie sprints across the front lawn and disappears down the sidewalk, and a flood of relief nearly makes my knees buckle.

      Thank fuck. She’s out.

      Turning back to Trent, I shake my head. “It’s not here. I… I snuck in because I didn’t want to see you. Trust me, it won’t happen again.”

      He doesn’t respond at all this time, just keeps watching me suspiciously. Forcing my legs into motion, I head for the front door. I know he’s not buying my excuse, and I need to get the fuck out of here before the pressure fucking kills me.

      But as I reach for the door handle, Trent finally moves, putting his large body in front of mine and cutting me off. I almost slam into his chest and arrest my movement just in time, yanking my hand back.

      “You’re lying, Holloway.”

      His voice is quiet, his gaze like a laser that’s burning into my soul.

      And he’s right. I am lying. This time.

      But this is the first time he’s accused me of lying and been right about it, and something about hearing him say those words flips a switch inside me.

      He’s never fucking believed me.

      He’s never trusted me.

      And I hate it.

      My hands are moving before I even give them the command, flying forward to slam against his chest. I shove him so hard that he stumbles back a step, taken off guard by the sudden, vicious movement.

      “Why do you always think I’m lying?” I scream. The words tear at my throat, summoned up from the very depths of my soul. They scratch like glass, and the sounds come out ragged and broken. “Why? That’s not what you do when you care about someone! When you care about someone, you think the best of them, not the worst! You don’t keep waiting for them to betray you. You don’t blame them for everything that goes wrong in your life. You believe in them! You believe them!”

      I shove him again, but he’s ready for it this time.

      He grabs my hands as they connect with his chest and pulls, yanking me off balance and then spinning me so my back slams into the front door. His large, muscled body crowds mine as his hands grip my wrists in a tight, unyielding hold.

      We’ve been in this exact position before.

      But not here. In my dorm room.

      My mind tries to shut out all the memories of that night, but it’s too fucking late. They pour through me in a torrent, visceral images and sensations, and I feel a flood of wetness dampen my panties as my breath catches.

      God, please don’t let him see it on my face. Please don’t let him know.

      I can’t tell if he’s noticed my reaction or not. But I can tell I’m not the only one who just had a fucking flashback, because his pupils dilate as his expression darkens, and his body seems to press even closer to mine.

      His voice is thick when he speaks, and every word makes goose bumps dance across my skin.

      “You want me to believe you, little liar? Then tell me something true for once.”

      There’s a threat in his voice. A dark promise.

      But something else too.

      A plea.

      No. No, I can’t fucking let him get under my skin again.

      Shoving at him with all my might, I force him back a few inches and then make a break for it, trying to slip past him and out of his hold.

      I almost make it. I get two steps before he yanks me back, and this time, he doesn’t push me up against the door. My back slams against his chest as his arms come around me in a bear hug, and my heart flutters wildly in my chest like a bird locked in a cage.

      He’s breathing hard. I can feel the rise and fall of his broad chest against my back, and he’s holding me so tightly I can barely even wriggle in his grasp. One arm bands around my waist while the other is wrapped around my upper chest, and I’m sure he can feel the too-fast thrum of my heart against his skin.

      He knows.

      He knows I’m afraid.

      He knows I’m…

      I press my eyes shut, gathering my fury and letting it rise to the surface as I try to shove down the heat gathering in my belly. No. I won’t let myself feel anything but rage. Better to be angry than to feel anything else.

      “Do you really want to hear the truth, Cooper?” I ask, my voice a low rasp. “You want to know?”

      Trent’s grip tightens, and for a moment, he stops breathing entirely.

      His cheek is pressed to the side of my head, and I can feel the whisper of his lips as he answers.

      “Yeah. I do.”
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      Emma goes silent as my words die on the air.

      We’re locked together in a violent embrace, our bodies moving in sync as we breathe hard and fast.

      I don’t know how the fuck this happened. I went out to get a few things for the party, and the next thing I knew, I was staring into Emma Holloway’s eyes as she stood in my living room like a deer in headlights.

      Maybe I should’ve let her go when she ran for the door. Maybe I should’ve let her lie slide and pretended this never fucking happened.

      But I couldn’t. I know she didn’t leave a damn earring here, and I know even if she did, it wouldn’t be enough to entice her back. She came here for some other reason, and I want to know what it was.

      Is that the only reason you stopped her? A traitorous voice in the back of my mind taunts me. It wasn’t because you couldn’t stand to watch her go?

      I grit my teeth, refusing to answer that question even inside my own head.

      “Well?” I say instead, hauling Emma tighter against me. “What is it, Holloway? What’s the truth?”

      “The truth…” Her words are low, and I can feel her body pressing against the confines of my arms. I can’t tell if she’s trying to escape my touch or to get closer to it. “The truth is… I didn’t fuck up your parents’ relationship.”

      I grit my teeth. Goddammit. We’ve been over this already.

      “Liar.”

      If I expect her to stop there, or to seem cowed by my response, I’m dead wrong. Her voice gains strength as she continues, her body practically vibrating with anger.

      “And the truth is, I didn’t tell your dad jack shit about anything. I didn’t want your parents to get divorced.”

      “Bullsh—”

      “The truth is, I introduced your mom to my dad because I had a fucking crush on you!”

      That stops me.

      My body goes rigid, and my brows pull together as I try to process what she just said. I only found out recently that Emma was the one who introduced our parents, and it all made perfect, twisted sense. Her mom died when she was twelve, and I figured she must’ve been so desperate for someone to fill that hole in her life that she went after my mom, hooking our parents up before betraying them to my dad.

      The shitstorm that followed blew my life apart, and my heart hasn’t fucking recovered since. My mom lied to me for years just like she lied to my dad when she cheated on him, and I don’t know who to trust anymore.

      So I’ve chosen to trust no one.

      “You had a crush on me?” I murmur. We’ve both gone completely still, both of us barely even breathing anymore. “Then why did you say no when I asked you out?”

      “Because I had feelings for—” She breaks off, shaking her head slightly, as if she won’t let herself say what she was about to. “Because it was too… complicated. But I—I cared about you, and I wanted our parents to know each other.”

      There’s something heartbreakingly sweet in her words, and it tears a hole in my fucking chest. It makes every self-preservation instinct I have rear up, warning me not to trust the warmth that creeps in at the edges of her voice or the way her body relaxes against mine a little as she speaks.

      But I can’t help it. I want more.

      This girl is poison to me. She brings out the absolute best and the absolute worst in me, equally strong impulses to protect and destroy.

      To love and to ruin.

      I should shove her out the door and tell her to never come back. I should give up this fucking vendetta against her and just try to find my way back to a place where she doesn’t live under my skin, infecting my every thought and feeling with her presence.

      But I can’t.

      I’m an addict, and I’m holding my fix in my arms, wrapped up so tightly I can feel her heart beating against my chest.

      “Tell me something else that’s true, Ems,” I say. “Something you’ve never told anyone else.”

      My lips just barely brush the shell of her ear as I speak. She shivers and sags against me even more, and my dick, already semi-hard from holding her this close, twitches in response.

      She inhales a jerky breath, and for a moment, I don’t think she’ll answer me. When she finally does, her voice is so quiet it’s as if she’s granted me access to her innermost thoughts instead of speaking them aloud.

      “I think about that night.”

      Oh, fuck.

      My cock jerks to attention, straining against my pants as her words make blood rush in my ears.

      I’ve fucked my fist until my damn dick was raw more times than I can count thinking about that night.

      And now she’s telling me she thinks about it too.

      The arm around her upper chest stays locked in place, keeping her pinned against me. But my other hand moves slowly, sliding over her stomach. I feel her abs contracting and releasing under my touch, and she shifts her hips slightly, as if she can’t keep herself still.

      My hand slides even lower, and when I cup her pussy through her clothes, a tiny, unintelligible noise falls from her lips.

      I can feel her heat against my palm, can imagine her slickness. How wet and swollen she is.

      For me.

      “You think about that night?” I slide my palm between her legs, rubbing the heel of my hand over her clit, my touch rough and possessive. “The night you seduced me and fucked me so you could get blackmail material on me?”

      I slide my hand up and down again, and her breath picks up.

      “That wasn’t why I—”

      She starts to speak, but I cut her off, not wanting to hear whatever excuse she’s about to give.

      “Uh uh. No more lies, Ems.”

      I grind my hand against her clit again, then deftly pop the button on her jeans and unzip her fly.

      This is insanity, pure fucking danger, absolute stupidity.

      But I couldn’t stop if I tried.

      My hand delves into her pants, and my cock throbs, a flood of desire shooting through me. Goddammit. She’s wet. She’s so fucking wet that she’s soaked through the crotch of her panties, and I can feel her sticky arousal coating my fingers as I slide them through her folds.

      We both groan, and she grabs onto my forearm with both hands, her nails digging into my skin like tiny pinpricks. But even that bite of pain isn’t enough to wake me from this dream, to snap me out of this madness.

      “What do you do?” My voice is hoarse, my throat tight. The pads of my fingers find her clit and work circles around the hard, swollen nub. “When you think about that night, what do you do?”

      She’s breathing faster, her ass grinding against the hard-on that’s pressing into her through the layers of fabric that separate us. I don’t even think she realizes she’s doing it, but it makes spots dance before my eyes, makes my cock ache to bury itself inside her.

      “I touch myself,” she gasps, her fingernails leaving little crescent-shaped marks along my arm. “I touch myself, and I pretend it’s you. I think about the way you fucked me, and I make myself come over and over.”

      “Like this?” I grunt, picking up the pace of my fingers. “You touch yourself like this?”

      “Harder,” she groans, her head tipping back, her body shaking. “Faster.”

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      I thrust my hips, pulsing my cock against her firm, round ass as I massage her clit in a blur of motion. The arm that’s wrapped around her chest moves just enough for me to grab her chin, my fingers splaying across her jaw as I angle her head so I can kiss her.

      She tastes like honey, damnation, and regret.

      Her hips buck into my touch as her tongue brushes against mine, and the noise she lets out nearly makes me come in my fucking pants.

      It’s… surrender.

      I don’t know if she’s surrendering to me or to the uncontrollable chemistry between us, but I don’t even care.

      All I know is that her back arches, her ass grinds against my dick, and she whimpers helplessly as she writhes in my arms. A fresh gush of wetness coats my hand, and I want to bring it to my mouth, to suck every bit of her sweet-as-fuck cream from my fingers, but I can’t stop touching her.

      I can’t stop making her come.

      It’s my goddamn addiction, and I don’t even care how fucked up that is right now.

      Sliding two fingers inside her, I imagine it’s my cock she’s gripping so tightly. She comes again with my fingers stuffed inside her, and I don’t even give her a chance to catch her breath before I move back to her clit, forcing another orgasm out of her. She rips her mouth away from mine on a loud, broken cry as she convulses in my arms.

      When the orgasm finally subsides, she nearly sags to the floor, but I catch her around the waist again and carry her to the couch. She doesn’t resist. She just sprawls on the cushions, her arms over her head as her chest rises and falls with quick breaths.

      She looks dazed, almost drunk, high out of her mind—just like I feel.

      My cock is so hard I feel like I’m about to explode, but I turn and walk to the window, quickly drawing the blinds closed. Anybody walking past might’ve been able to guess what we were doing as we stood with our backs to the window, but they don’t get to see Emma like this.

      Only I do.

      This belongs to me.

      When I turn around and stride back toward her, her hooded eyes track my movement. Her shirt has ridden up a little, revealing a patch of smooth white skin on her stomach, and her pants are hanging open. Her soft blue panties peek through the opening, darker where her arousal has soaked the fabric.

      I don’t slow as I near her. I don’t hesitate. I grasp the waistband of her jeans and peel them off her body, tossing them to the floor. Then I hook her legs under the knees and haul her toward me, leaving her ass perched on the arm of the couch, her upper body still resting on the cushions and her back arched. Her eyes fly wide, and she stares up at me as I use my grip on her knees to spread her legs wider apart.

      “What are you doing?” she gasps.

      “Giving you something new to think about when you touch yourself, little liar.”

      That’s all I say before I bury my face between her legs. My mouth clamps over her pussy, and I suck hard on the fabric of her panties, tasting her. Tasting the need she doesn’t want me to know exists.

      I suck on her so long and so hard that she comes again, her hips twisting and her legs quivering in my grip.

      But I’m not done. I’m not satisfied.

      I’ll never be fucking satisfied.

      I need more.

      “Jesus. So fucking sweet…”

      Lifting my head, I stare down at the soaked, bunched fabric that barely covers her pussy anymore. Her panties are wet from both of us now, and that thought makes a possessive growl work its way up my throat.

      “You’ve wrecked me, Emma,” I mutter, dragging her panties down her legs, my gaze fixated on the sight of her pink, swollen lips. They’re glistening with her wetness, slick with her cream, and flushed from arousal. “You’ve fucking ruined me. How did you do that?”

      She blinks at me, her chocolate brown eyes regaining focus for a second, as if her mind has clawed its way out of the haze of lust. And for just that brief second, a look like hatred passes across her features.

      It hits me like a knife to the heart, like a death sentence, like someone snuffed out my fucking soul.

      I freeze, rendered completely immobile by the look on her face.

      I half expect her to shove me away, to gather up her discarded clothes and storm out. But instead, her hands whip out to grab fistfuls of my hair, and she drags my face back to her pussy, grinding herself against my lips like a punishment.

      Is she trying to punish me? Or herself?

      Maybe both of us.

      My heart still feels like a dead lump in my chest, but I lap at her as she rides my face, our movements choppy and harsh, as if it will fix everything between us if she just comes hard enough.

      But it won’t. It doesn’t, not even when she screams out my name, gripping my head with her thighs and rolling her hips against my tongue over and over.

      I can barely breathe. My face is mashed against her pussy, and she’s squeezing me so tight it’s like she’s trying to kill me.

      But I don’t fucking care.

      I don’t want to move.

      I don’t want to let the bubble of this moment break.

      As soon as her grip on me loosens enough for me to move, I haul her up into my arms. She’s still half dressed, her body limp with exhaustion and sated pleasure, and she feels tiny and fragile in my embrace as I carry her toward my bedroom. My stalled heart tries to beat harder at the feel of her curled up against my chest like this, and I clench my jaw as I fight back emotions I have no right to feel.

      When I lay her down on my bed and shuck my clothes, she watches me with her full bottom lip clamped between her teeth. My cock springs free, painfully hard from being jammed up against my zipper while I humped the air and devoured her pussy like a horny fucking teenager.

      I wrap my fist around it and stroke myself, and she sucks in a breath. Her rich brown eyes look dark and deep as endless pools, and when I crawl up onto the bed with her, she yanks her shirt off so fast it almost gets stuck on her head. She reaches back with one hand to unclasp her bra, and when I settle between her legs, my cock sliding through her wet folds and breaching her entrance, she grabs my ass with both hands, urging me deeper and deeper until I’m buried inside her.

      She’s wet. And tight.

      So fucking tight.

      She came so many times that her pussy is swollen and puffy, and she squeezes me like a vise as I draw out and thrust back in. Her hands stay on my ass, and she bumps her hips up to meet mine, her eyes closing as her face contorts with a mixture of agony and ecstasy.

      “Harder,” she mutters, her voice strained. “Fuck me harder.”

      She wants this to be a hate fuck.

      She wants it hard and fast and dirty, the same way I abused her pussy out in the living room.

      But for some reason, I don’t want to give her that. I don’t want to let her have that.

      I can already feel an orgasm gathering at the base of my spine, my balls drawing up tight as she squeezes my shaft. But as I thrust in deep, even strokes, I lower my head and press my lips to hers.

      Her body jerks, her eyes flying wide, and she tries to push me away, shoving at my chest. I don’t let her though. I cradle her jaw with one hand and delve my tongue into her mouth, tasting her and exploring her, sliding my tongue over hers as I breathe in her sweet scent.

      I kiss her the way I might if I loved her, if the seed of something perfect between us hadn’t been poisoned by anger and lies.

      I kiss her the way I might if there was any future between us.

      The way I might if she were mine.

      Gradually, incrementally, her body softens beneath me. Her legs wrap around my waist, holding me close, and her lips move against mine. I release her jaw to thread my fingers through her hair, and she grabs onto my shoulders, clinging to me as we move together.

      I don’t last long. I can’t.

      Before I’m ready for it, an orgasm tears through me. I explode inside her, thrusting in shallow pulses as I fill her up with my cum.

      “Fuck, Ems. Oh, fuck,” I groan, resting my forehead against hers as I grind my hips in rough circles against her pelvis, my dick still twitching with aftershocks.

      Our lips come together again in a dazed kiss. It’s slow and deep, and I think maybe I’d like to die here. Just like this. Wrapped up in her perfect warmth, my weight resting against her.

      Then something shifts.

      Her body, which was so warm and pliant beneath mine, goes stiff. She wrenches away from the kiss and shoves at my chest, and when I pull out of her and roll away, she scrambles off the bed like the mattress is on fire.

      She snatches up her bra and t-shirt, her chest rising and falling fast. She’s fucking gorgeous like this, freshly fucked and claimed by me. Her skin is flushed, her blonde hair is wild and tousled, and my cum is dripping down her thigh. A sight like this would make me crave another round immediately, if it weren’t for one thing—the look on her face.

      The hatred that flashed across her features earlier is back, and this time, it’s not a fleeting expression. She clutches her clothes to her chest, her eyes flashing with fury like an avenging angel.

      “Here’s one more truth, Trent,” she says in a low voice. “Since you want to know so bad. Every time I think of you and touch myself? I want to cut off my fucking hand afterward.”

      She starts to turn, then stops, glancing back at me.

      “And this?” Her hand sweeps out to encompass me, the bed, the whole fucking house. “This will never happen again.”

      Without another word, without a backward glance, she disappears from the bedroom. I hear the rustling of clothing, a thump and a muffled curse, and less than a minute later the front door slams shut.

      Swinging my legs off the side of the bed, I rest my elbows on my thighs, dropping my head.

      “Yeah,” I mutter. Absently, I reach up to rub at my chest where my dead heart sits. “Yeah. I know.”

      This will never happen again.

      Of all the things Emma Holloway has ever said to me, I believe those five words the most.
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      My legs feel like they’re about to give out beneath me, and I weave across the sidewalk like a midday drunk as I walk back toward campus.

      I feel wrung out, numb almost, my mind in shock from bouncing so quickly between so many emotional extremes.

      How did that happen?

      It’s hard to even remember how this day started. Hard to believe that earlier today, I dropped off a resume to a man with greasy hands and ran into West outside that pizza joint. It feels like something that happened to another person in another lifetime. Even the original purpose of our break-in at the guys’ house seems fuzzy and unreal right now, as if it was a different Emma who helped Leslie crawl through the window into Reese’s room.

      I know those things are all real, that they all happened to me, but none of them are as visceral as the feel of Trent that lingers everywhere on my body.

      Inside my body.

      My clit is so tender it’s almost painful, and even the slight amount of friction generated by walking makes jolts of sensation shoot through me, radiating through my limbs. Trent’s cum is slowly leaking out of me, mingling with my own wetness in my soaked panties. My muscles are sore and exhausted from tensing and releasing so many times, and I can’t seem to catch my breath.

      I have never, ever come like that—so hard and so many times in a row.

      It was something beyond pleasure, beyond desire, an onslaught of sensation that’s left me feeling dazed and shaky.

      It was fire.

      It was pain.

      It was need.

      It was obsession.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I draw it out, half-dreading I’ll see Trent’s name pop up on the screen.

      But it’s not him. It’s my partner in crime, the reason I ended up at the Icons’ house today in the first place.

      LESLIE: Hey, chica. You okay?

      No.

      The thought is immediate. Nothing about me is okay right now, but I don’t even know how to articulate what’s wrong. And Leslie doesn’t need to know how broken I am inside. She’s been helping me more than I deserve, and I worry if I lean on her too heavily, she’ll break just like I have.

      So instead of typing out that single-word response, I write a different message.

      ME: Yeah. I got out okay. I don’t think he knows you were there. You get anything useful?

      LESLIE: Yup. Only got to go through Reese’s stuff though. We’ll have to go back for the other two.

      My stomach clenches, and my thumbs fly across the screen as I tap out my response.

      ME: No. It’s not worth it. If I go back again, they’ll get too suspicious. We’ll have to find another way.

      I can’t go back to that house. I can’t risk running into Trent again, or the other two Icons either, for that matter. I meant what I told him before I left.

      Never again.

      But that’s the problem. I didn’t mean for it to happen this time. I don’t even think he did either. It’s like our bodies have decided to channel all the hatred between us into sexual chemistry, and the stronger our rage burns, the more insatiable we feel.

      Because that’s how I felt with him today. Insatiable. Like I could tear myself apart trying to satisfy my craving for him, and it still wouldn’t be enough.

      The rage would still burn.

      The hatred would still consume me.

      And I would still want him.

      LESLIE: Okay, if you’re sure. There are other ways I can get most of what I need. It won’t be easy, and it wouldn’t be quite as much. But if that’s what you want…

      ME: It is.

      LESLIE: Your call. Where are you?

      ME: On my way back. Sorry, I got held up.

      LESLIE: No worries. Hurry tho! I’ve got something to show you.

      I’m already stepping onto campus as I text her back telling her that I will. But instead of speeding up, my footsteps slow. I run my fingers through my wild hair to tame it, then press my palms to my cheeks, letting the late afternoon air cool the flush I can feel warming my skin.

      All I really want is to shower and try to erase the memory of Trent from my skin. Then I can deal with Leslie and whatever she wants to show me. But I don’t want to show back up at the dorm looking freshly fucked. What happened back at the Icons’ house doesn’t make any sense to me, so I can’t even imagine what it would seem like to an outsider.

      I don’t want to try to explain how hate can turn into something else entirely, something just as visceral and violent.

      As soon as I get back to the dorm, I mutter an excuse, grab a fresh set of clothes, and duck into the bathroom. Then I crank the faucet handle and let the hot water pour down over me as I wash my hair twice. Trent’s spicy ginger scent fades from my skin as I scrub at it with a fruity body wash, but it’s not enough. I can still feel him everywhere.

      And even now, even worn out and exhausted as I am, heat flashes through me at the thought of him.

      I turn the shower to ice-cold for a few seconds before I get out, hissing at the sting as freezing sheets of water cascade over me. That doesn’t help either. But when I step out and wipe the condensation off the mirror, I at least look more put together.

      When I step out of the bathroom, Leslie shoots me a curious look, and I shrug as I cross the room to sink down onto my bed.

      “It was my first time breaking and entering. I guess I got a little freaked out. I’m not as good at it as you are.”

      “I dunno. You did pretty good.” She grins at me. “You saved my butt, so thanks for that.”

      “Yeah, of course. You’re only doing this for me. I can’t let you get busted for it.” My stomach twists itself into knots as I add, “But we really can’t go back there. If I get caught again, I don’t know what’ll happen.”

      I mean that in so many more ways than she could ever guess, but Leslie doesn’t press me to explain. And to my surprise, she perks up immediately at my words.

      “You won’t have to go back,” she says, walking over to me with a flier in her hand. Thankfully, it’s not a picture of Trent naked—I really don’t think I could fucking handle that right now. Instead, it’s an invitation to a holiday party. “They’re posting it all over campus. The party is tomorrow.”

      I recognize the address immediately, and the knots in my stomach pull tighter. That’s the house I was just at. The Icons’ place. Why are they having a holiday party? Most likely, they’re just trying to throw shit in my face. If I had any hope that they didn’t know I’m still in Clearwater, that hope is dashed now.

      “Um, I can’t go to this,” I say, swallowing hard as I look up at Leslie.

      Can’t. Don’t want to. Would rather shove hot needles under my fingernails than go.

      “Oh, I know.” She sits down on my bed next to me, her multi-colored eyes still flashing with excitement. “But I can. Tons of people are gonna be there, it sounds like it’s gonna be pretty epic. I’ll blend right in with the crowd, and I can use the opportunity to finish getting all the shit I need.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Fuck, I hate this. I hate the idea of her going into what feels like a risky situation without me.

      “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ll get all the dirt I can, and then we can get this shit moving—put our plan into motion.”

      A flicker of excitement makes me sit up straighter. My body is still buzzing, my core still throbbing slightly, and even though I tried to wash any traces of Trent away, I can still feel him.

      Water won’t do it. But maybe fire will.

      The plan Leslie and I have put together will burn the Icons to the ground. And then maybe, finally, I’ll be able to walk away.

      “Thanks, Leslie,” I say faintly.

      “Hey, you don’t have to thank me. I’m invested in this now. People can’t just get away with shit and think there are no consequences. If we work together, we can make them pay.”

      “You’re a really good roommate,” I say with a chuckle, glancing over at her. “I feel like I won the dorm assignment lottery or something.”

      She laughs. “See? And some people would think it was a bad thing getting stuck with a hacker for a roommate. We’re like the perfect team.”

      I never thought about that, but I guess she’s right. What she does is totally illegal, and if I was in a different, better place in my life, maybe I’d be less enthusiastic about her college side job. But as it stands, I’m grateful as hell for it. I feel like I’ve lost even my dad, the one person I always used to count on, and what I need more than ever is someone to be on my team.

      “Yeah. We are a good team.” I grin at her.

      “Hell, yes. We’re gonna get some solid dirt on those fuckwads, make it clear to the world what scumbags they really are, and then we’re going to get your ass back in Clearwater U so you can graduate and conquer the world.”

      “Well, I don’t know about conquering the world, but I’m all in on the rest of it,” I say with a laugh.

      It suddenly strikes me that not only has Leslie stepped up to the plate, she’s also really cheered me up. I think this is the first time over the Christmas break that I’ve even been able to smile and genuinely mean it. She seems so certain that we can make this work. And I really want it to.

      More than anything, I want to stay at Clearwater University. I want to be Leslie’s real roommate again, not just some squatter she’s allowing to stay at her place under the table. I want to continue my studies and graduate with solid marks. To make my dad proud. I want to prove to him—and to myself and the whole damn world—that I can do this.

      Still, I hate the fact that the next phase of our plan involves sending Leslie into the lion’s den. It’s nowhere near as deadly in there for her as it is for me, but I still feel like I should be the one to go.

      “You don’t have to go to the party if you don’t want. They know who you are.” I chew my lip, worry tightening my chest. “They’ll recognize you.”

      “So?” She shrugs, looking totally unconcerned. “They still don’t know I had shit to do with the naked pics going up on the student portal. As far as they know, I’m just your roommate. An innocent bystander in all this.”

      “Yeah. Just be careful, okay?”

      “If it makes you feel better, I could wear a disguise tomorrow night,” she says, sticking out her tongue as she considers it.

      When I look over at her, her eyes are dancing with humor, and I get the feeling she’s trying to distract me, to draw me out of the black mood that keeps trying to envelop me.

      “What?” I ask, shaking my head and pulling a face.

      “Maybe just a little something.”

      “Like big glasses and a scarf?”

      “A fake nose,” Leslie jokes back. “Ooh, or maybe a mustache!”

      “Or one of those peel off masks like in Mission Impossible.”

      She laughs, and we pass ideas back and forth, each one more ridiculous than the last.

      By the time Leslie leaves to go get some food off campus, I feel almost normal again. Almost like myself.

      But as I stretch out on the bed, reaching for the book on my nightstand, a twinge between my legs sends a flood of fresh memories rushing through me.

      I fucked one of the Icons today.

      That was never part of this plan. I don’t even know how it happened.

      And that’s the worst part.

      I promised Trent it would never happen again, but I wish I knew that was a promise I could keep.
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      Music blares through the house, wireless speakers hooked up to play music from Trent’s laptop.

      The holiday party he’s been all gung-ho about is tonight, and I’m trying to get into the mood for it. I got excited when he first brought it up, but honestly, it’s been such a weird couple of weeks that I’m totally off my game. Normally, I’m the life of the fuckin’ party, but I feel like I’m dragging tonight, and the damn thing hasn’t even started yet.

      Trent keeps insisting this thing is going to be epic. It reminds me of the parties we used to throw in high school, and the parties we had last year, before Emma arrived at Clearwater University.

      Back when shit was a whole lot less complicated.

      It’s still tense between me and the guys. West and I are both pissed at Trent, but we’re wary and tense around each other too, so sharing a house with the two of them has been a real fucking picnic lately.

      When I got home last night, I found Trent almost blackout drunk in the kitchen. He’s been drinking a lot over the break, but I haven’t seen him that shit-faced in a while. I helped him to his room, because even though we all kind of hate each other right now, these dudes are still like my brothers. I have to assume that we’ll get back to a better place someday, and in the meantime, I’m not gonna just blow them off entirely.

      I swear to God Trent was muttering Emma’s name as he stumbled into his room though. I couldn’t make out what he was saying exactly, but I’m positive I heard her name.

      It pisses me off.

      He shouldn’t have any right to be thinking of her anymore.

      I would’ve asked him about it this morning, but he was like a completely different person when he woke up. He had to have had the hangover from hell, but he didn’t act like it. He’s been almost manic all day, getting shit ready for the party and talking about how amazing it’s gonna be. I dunno who he’s trying to convince though, us or himself.

      Whatever.

      Let him work through his issues on his own this time. I’ll drag his drunk ass to bed, but I’m not gonna go along with any more of his stupid schemes or vendettas. I’ve made up my mind. I’m done with that shit. It doesn’t undo any of the things I did in the past, but at least I won’t let him drag me into another war I’m not even sure I should be fighting.

      The three of us managed to avoid talking to each other for most of the day, but at around eight, we all emerge from our rooms, ready for people to start arriving. Trent wears ripped jeans and a white v-neck shirt, and a beer dangles from his fingertips as he brushes a hand through his dark hair.

      “Rocking the rebel without a cause look tonight,” I say, not in the nicest tone. Yeah, I’m still pissed at him and he’s still pissed at me. But we’re going to get through this.

      “How many people coming to this thing?” West asks, coming into the living room as well.

      “Like, fifty,” Trent says.

      “Shit,” West replies, not sounding impressed by that number so much as annoyed. I’ve been on the fence about this party, but West definitely isn’t. He picked a side a long time ago, and that side was anti-party.

      “Hell, yeah. It’s gonna be epic.” The manic glint is back in Trent’s eyes, and he either doesn’t notice the tone of West’s voice or just chooses to ignore it.

      The three of us sit down on the couch, drinking beer and waiting for people to arrive. For a while, the only sound is the music coming through the speakers, but after a while, we start to talk and joke amongst ourselves a little. The beer doesn’t hurt, and I’m sure either Trent or West—or maybe both—have been smoking weed too. It relaxes a bit of the tension between all of us, and gradually, things start to feel a bit more like old times.

      Goddamn. How did everything get so fucked up in just a single semester? Emma exploded into our lives like a bomb, and there’s basically nothing left at the epicenter of the blast. I know she’s still planning to come after Trent, and probably me and West too, but I wonder if she knows how fucked up things already are. If she knows that our friendship, which has survived for years through plenty of bullshit, is fracturing.

      I don’t say any of this to the guys though. I don’t want Emma’s name lingering in the air. If we start this evening off with Emma as the subject head, then we’re fucked. That’s why I stick to small talk and joking. This is what our friendship desperately needs right now.

      Soon enough, people start to arrive, and the next thing I know our house is totally packed. Trent was right about people wanting to blow off steam after surviving Christmas with their families. And our house is the perfect location for a huge party because we’re within walking distance of campus, so no one has to drive.

      “Dude, this is lit.” An hour later, I glance around at the bodies packed in around us, grudging respect entering my voice. I gotta hand it to Trent, he knows how to throw a party.

      “Totally.”

      He nods, his gaze scanning the room. He’s still acting a bit weird. Like half his brain is somewhere else or something. I don’t know what the fuck is going on with him.

      “I think my fucking ears are going to explode,” West grunts, his massive arms crossed over his chest.

      He’s not really a party type guy in the best of circumstances, and all this shit with Emma has made him even more anti-social than normal.

      I’m about to give him some good-natured shit, try to drag him out of his bad mood a little, when I glance up and see the front door open.

      A girl with brown hair and one blue eye, one green eye steps inside, making a beeline toward a group of people in the corner by the keg.

      My gaze tracks her movements like a hawk. Granted, I barely know this chick, but I know she’s Emma’s roommate. My heart starts pounding in my chest and I don’t know whether or not I should bring it to Trent and West’s attention. What sucks the most is, upon seeing Leslie, I’m desperately looking around the room to see if Emma is here with her.

      But although I catch flashes of blond hair in the crowd around us, none of them are the one I’m secretly looking for.

      Waiting for.

      Hoping for.

      Emma is nowhere to be found, which isn’t fucking surprising at all—why the hell would she be here? But still, an incredible sense of disappointment flows through me.

      Dammit. I need to get my head on straight.

      I’ve been telling myself for the past week and a half that I need to stop thinking about Emma. That I need to let this shit go and recognize that it’s over between us. That whatever we had—whatever the hell it was—is done.

      But maybe instead of trying to shove her out of my thoughts, what I really need to do is ask myself whether I want her out of them. Am I really ready to let her go? To walk away from what we had?

      Trent sees Leslie. I know he does, because his gaze stops on her, and his face freezes the same way I know mine just did. Then he shakes himself, like he’s trying to shake off a bad dream or something, and chugs the rest of his beer.

      “I need another drink. Then I’m gonna go make the rounds,” he says, and there’s something grim in his voice. He doesn’t sound like he’s having any fun either, but I’m sure he wouldn’t admit that if I called him on it. “You guys coming?”

      “Nah, man. I’m good.” I shake my head.

      “I ain’t going in there,” West says, eyeing the throng of people dancing in the middle of the living room before retreating from the crowd and leaning against a wall like a literal wallflower.

      If wallflowers were made of over two hundred pounds of solid muscle and radiated a serious “fuck off” vibe.

      Trent wanders off through the packed crowd, and West and I chill for a few minutes. We don’t talk, but it’s a comfortable silence. It feels like we’re on the same page about this party, at least. Neither of us really wants to be here anymore.

      And that’s when I see Trent on the dance floor. He’s grinding up on some chick I recognize from our Anthropology class like there’s no tomorrow, his hands sliding over her ass as they sway together to the beat of the music.

      Motherfucker.

      I don’t know why, but the sight pisses me the hell off. It’s probably hypocritical as fuck, because it also pisses me off to think he might have feelings for Emma.

      But that’s why this makes me so goddamn mad.

      He was muttering Emma’s name last night in a drunken stupor, and now he looks like he’s trying to find the next warm body he can latch onto so he can fuck Emma Holloway out of his system.

      “Dude,” I say to West, jerking my chin toward the dance floor. He looks where I’m indicating, and his expression shutters.

      “Is he fucking serious?” His voice is hard. I don’t know exactly why he’s mad too, but I can tell he is. Probably from the same combination of fucked up, conflicting emotions I’m feeling.

      “Apparently.” I huff a breath through my nose. “What an asshole.”

      God, this is so fucked up.

      I don’t want Emma to belong to Trent in any way, but I know a part of her does. And a weirdly protective impulse makes me want to yank Trent away from the girl he’s dancing with and bash his head against the wall for toying with Emma’s heart.

      Truth? I wish Ems had said yes to me and no to the other two guys.

      I wish she had turned down Trent and West so that I could be with her. Only me. That’s just the reality of the situation, but sadly, that’s not how things went down. Now Trent is going to fuck some girl from our Anthro class, probably for revenge, and we’ll all find ourselves back in the fucked up place where we began. I can’t believe that he’s doing this right now.

      Dick move, Trent. Dick move.

      I look away from the train wreck that I don’t want to witness.

      Part of me gets it, at least a little. Part of me thinks Trent’s the only one of us who’s got the right idea. That I should follow his lead and pick a random girl in this house, take her to my room, lock the door, and really get some aggression out. But that would be layering a dick move onto a dick move, and I don’t even feel like fucking anyone right now.

      I want to see Emma, goddammit.

      It hasn’t even been that long, but it feels like an eternity since the last time I saw her. It’s like I just can’t get enough or something. I love taunting her, I love taking care of her, I love getting under her skin. Anything that has to do with Emma, I crave it like a fucking drug. Both the negative and the positive. How fucked up is that?

      “He’s playing with fucking fire,” West finally says, and I sigh to myself in exhaustion from the whole situation. A second later, he shoves away from the wall and tosses his empty beer into a trashcan. “Fuck it. I’m getting my ass out of here.”

      With West gone, I’m left standing alone, staring out at the sea of bodies and wondering if I should leave too. Maybe I’ll go for a walk or something, because there’s no fucking chance I’ll sleep while this party is still raging through the house.

      Mind made up, I start to make my way through the crowd, shooting one last look in Trent’s direction. He’s still dancing with that chick, and his features are set in a determined sort of mask. He looks like he’s making himself do this, and I want to punch him in the fucking face—to snap him out of whatever bullshit he’s fallen into.

      I know Trent well enough to know that if he sleeps with that girl tonight, he’ll fucking regret it. But for once, I’m not gonna clean up his messes for him. If he wants to self-destruct, he can do it all on his own. I won’t have his back in this.

      The house suddenly seems too damn small and claustrophobic. I need air. I shove my way through the crowd, and just as I’m nearing the door, some girl comes up to me and starts grinding on me. I’m taken aback at first, wondering why this chick is all up in my personal space. We’re not even on the dance floor.

      “Hey, baby,” she says, putting her arms around my neck and coming in to kiss me.

      I push her off of me in disgust. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      “You’re so hot,” she slurs. Clearly, she’s absolutely hammered.

      “Yeah, I’m taken,” I tell her shortly, turning away before she can say anything else. I manage to get out the door, and once I’m in the cool night air, I suck in a deep breath, feeling my lungs expand. Music still pulses from the house behind me, but now that I’m outside of the noise, I can think better.

      Why did I tell that girl that I was taken? I’m not.

      But even as I tell myself that, a pair of soft brown eyes pop into my head, wide and innocent and so fucking sweet. They belong to a girl with silky blonde hair that I love to run my fingers through, and a spirit that’s so much stronger than anyone would ever guess.

      Maybe I am taken, whether I want to be or not.

      Emma Holloway fucking owns me.

      She may not want my heart, but it’s hers anyway.

      I turn left and wander aimlessly down the street, not even really sure where I’m going. I’m not sure where West went either, and a momentary surge of jealousy rears up in me when I consider that maybe he headed toward Clearwater’s campus.

      Is he going to find Emma?

      Fuck, would she even talk to him if he did?

      As I continue to walk, I look up at the dark night sky and take a deep breath. I can already feel myself sobering up in the night air, and that’s a seriously good thing. I need my head on straight. I need to figure this mess out.

      Without conscious thought, my feet take me toward the heart of Clearwater, and when I pass the laundromat where I ran into Emma once—the night we had sex in my car—I glance inside, half expecting to see her there again.

      Then I jerk to a stop mid-step.

      Because Emma is inside.

      Unless I’m fucking imagining things now, which is a very real possibility, Emma Holloway is inside the laundromat, pulling clothes out of the dryer and folding them neatly.

      She’s the only one inside. It’s late, and it’s still Christmas break. Not a lot of students out doing laundry at this time of night.

      My heart surges, taking off at a gallop as I stare at her like some kind of fucking creep. Here I thought West might’ve gone to see her, to try to reach out and make amends or something, to try to fix this somehow—and I’m the one who found her.

      Something hits me in the chest. A certainty like nothing I’ve ever felt before.

      I want to fix this. And by this, I don’t mean the mess between Trent, Emma, me, and West.

      I mean whatever exists between me and Emma.

      I mean Emma herself.

      I want to fix her. To take the broken pieces, the pieces my friends and I shattered, and put them back together.

      Over the past semester, and over the years before that, I made some bad fucking decisions. But none of them were worse than letting Trent Cooper turn me against Emma Holloway.

      And that shit ends now.

      I’m still a little tipsy, it’s late, and a laundromat probably isn’t the best place to confront the demons of one’s past.

      But I can’t wait any longer.

      I need to tell her. She needs to know.

      She needs to know I’m fucking sorry.
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      As I fold my laundry, I look down at my phone every few minutes and frown to myself. I’m waiting for Leslie to give me some updates, but all I’m getting is radio silence, and it’s killing me. My heart squeezes a little in my chest as I realize that my roommate might actually be having a good time.

      She’s in the same house as the guys, and I’m unreasonably jealous about that.

      I wish I was the one who’d gone to the party, even though my stomach churns at the thought of going back to that house. It’s an uncomfortable blend of longing and revulsion, and I don’t think I’ll ever fucking understand it.

      Admittedly, I was never the biggest partier in high school or since, so I don’t really know what goes on at these sorts of things. But Leslie seemed certain that some kind of illegal activities would happen—it looks like it’s a huge blowout, so even if the guys don’t know about it, they have enough people at their house that something is bound to go down.

      The plan we came up with was for Leslie to go to their house, keep an eye out, and get photographic or video evidence of anything illegal or illicit. That’ll be another facet of our attack on them, another thing to use against them down the line. It makes me nervous that I haven’t heard from her yet though, and I wonder if she got busted by the guys somehow.

      Trent almost caught us sneaking into their house earlier, and if I hadn’t distracted him—

      I cut off that thought, not allowing myself to go there in my mind. The memories are still vivid and fresh, and I feel him everywhere on my body.

      After sitting at home for hours without hearing a thing from Leslie, I decided I needed to get out of my house instead of just staring at my cell phone. Since I barely have any money, going to the movies was out of the question, so I decided to do the laundry instead.

      Sometimes when I’m here, I think of Reese and that night that we shared. Actually, every time that I’m here, I think of Reese. I think he confuses me the most of all three of the guys, and in some ways he hurt me the worst.

      Because he surprised me. His betrayal actually took me by surprise.

      I think maybe part of me always expected the other shoe to drop with Trent, even when things seemed to be getting better between us. Even when I was starting to fall for him.

      And West? I don’t know how to read that fucking guy. He’s so moody and gruff, and he runs completely hot and cold. Sometimes I think he would do anything for me, and other times, he looks at me like he wishes he’d never met me.

      But Reese made me feel… safe. He protected my secret, even when he could’ve used it against me. And even during last semester when Trent was being a dick, there was always something warm in Reese’s eyes when he looked at me. It seemed like he wanted things to be different.

      So when he took Trent’s side, it fucking crushed me.

      The buzzer on the dryer goes off, and I check my phone one more time before pulling open the machine’s door. My clothes are warm and fluffy, and I try to let the smell of fresh laundry soothe me. Just because I haven’t heard from Leslie, that doesn’t mean our plan isn’t working.

      I grab my clothes out of the dryer and begin folding them, glad that I’m the only one in here right now because it means I don’t have to hide the emotions that are written all over my face.

      There’s a soft swish as the door opens behind me, but I keep my head down, concentrating on my laundry.

      “Emma.”

      The word almost stops my heart.

      I look up quickly, but I already know who it is. I know that voice. My gaze locks with Reese’s, and every muscle in my body freezes. I’m instantly in fight-or-flight mode, just like I was with West that day.

      Only today, I don’t pick flight.

      Maybe it’s because I’ve been on edge all day with this fucking party, or because I’m still furious at myself for letting Trent get under my skin again. Or maybe it’s because I feel like I somehow summoned Reese here with my thoughts, and I hate myself for thinking about him at all.

      But whatever the reason, my impulse when I see his green gaze locked on mine isn’t to run this time. It’s to attack. To destroy.

      I throw the last of my clothes into the laundry basket, rounding on him.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, you asshole?” I demand, unconsciously mimicking Trent’s words from when he found me in his living room.

      Reese puts his hands up in surrender.

      “Emma,” he says again.

      “What, are you following me around now? Have you been following me around this entire time? I don’t know what the fuck you’re doing here, but if it’s not laundry, get the hell out.”

      “Will you just listen to me for a second?”

      “Why would I? Nothing you say is going to make a difference.”

      “How do you know? I haven’t said anything yet.”

      That’s not fucking true. He’s said my name twice—pierced my heart with a single word twice.

      I want to shove at his chest, to take out all my anger at the three men on Reese, just because he’s here. But his words remind me of what happened with West when I ran into him outside Zia Sofia’s. I wouldn’t let him speak either. What was he going to say?

      The need to know overtakes me, and I clench my hands, reeling in my anger. There’s no chance that he can make up for what he’s done, but if I don’t let him say whatever he’s trying to say, the question will always haunt me.

      “Fine.” My voice is sharp as a knife. “Talk.”

      He gazes at me for several long moments, his lopsided smile nowhere to be seen. He looks sad and serious, and a little disheveled. It occurs to me for the first time to wonder why he’s not at the party the guys are throwing. There’s no way it’s over already—given what a huge blowout it was set up to be, it’s probably going to be raging until the early hours of the morning.

      So why isn’t Reese there?

      “I think… things have gone too far,” he finally says. He stumbles over the words, as if he’s not quite sure how to articulate what he’s trying to say.

      But instantly, my plan to stay quiet and let him speak goes off the rails.

      “Too far?” My lip curls. “Oh, do you fucking think so? Well, who’s fucking fault was that, Reese? I wasn’t the one who started this! Did Trent send you here? Is he scared of what other shit I might pull on him? On all of you? Because you know what, he should be. After everything you assholes did to me, I’ve got a long, long way to go before we’re even. Do you get that?”

      I shouldn’t be saying all of this. I shouldn’t be giving him any warning about what’s coming. Leslie’s and my plan will be a lot more effective if it takes them by surprise.

      But I can’t stop myself. The anger I’ve been keeping pent up for the past week and a half all bursts out of me in a rush, mixed with a pain that makes it hard to fucking breathe.

      “Shit has gone too far? Yeah. It has! It went too far in fucking high school, but that didn’t stop you then, did it?” I step closer to him, my chest rising and falling fast as my voice rises. “You know, the more I think about it, Reese, the more I wish we’d never met in the first place. I wish the four of us had never become friends. This—whatever the fuck this thing is between us—was a curse from the very beginning.”

      Tears are stinging my eyes, and I blink them back. I’d rather gouge my fucking eyeballs out than let him see me cry. He knows he hurt me. He knows they all hurt me. But I won’t let him see me break.

      I keep expecting Reese to interrupt me, to fight back or make some excuse or do something. But he doesn’t.

      He’s just standing there, absorbing my wrath. Anguish and resignation are clear in his expression, and for a moment, my stomach twists with regret. I hurt him. I don’t know how that’s even possible, given how little these men seem to care what I think, but my words have hurt him.

      My hand twitches with an impulse to reach out for him, to try to soothe that hurt, but I can’t let myself do that. I can’t let myself believe a single thing any of these men say anymore.

      So instead of touching him gently, I shove at his chest, making him stumble back a step.

      “Don’t you fucking dare act like I’m the asshole here. Don’t look at me like that, you prick! Like I’ve wronged you in some way. I haven’t done shit to you yet. Don’t look at me like you’re all hurt or sorry! How the fuck am I supposed to believe you? You guys have yanked my emotions and lied to me over and over. That’s all we have between us, Reese! A pile of fucking lies.”

      “No, Emma.” He shakes his head, looking stricken, and catches my wrists when I move to shove at him again. “That’s not all it was. Not for me.”

      I rip my arms out of his grasp and beat my fists against his chest. “Stop it. Stop it, stop it, stop it!”

      “I can’t stop.” His voice is soft, and his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. “I can’t. Believe me, I fucking tried, but I can’t stop thinking about you. And I don’t want to anymore. I don’t want to pretend this never happened. I don’t want to pretend there’s nothing between us. I fucked up, Ems, and I want to make it better.”

      Something cracks open in my chest, bleeding poison into my veins. I can feel it seeping through my body, and it feels like I’m turning to stone. Like I’m dying with every feeble beat of my heart.

      I waited for him to say those words.

      For months.

      For years.

      And now he says them?

      There’s a part of me that still, even now, wants to believe that he means it. Even though it’s too little, and way too fucking late. Even though I’ve opened my heart and been burned before. And that little part of me is what hurts the most.

      “You. Can’t. Make. It. Better,” I tell him, my voice low and strained, vibrating with pain and anger. “And even if you could, I don’t want you to. I don’t want you in my fucking life.”

      “Emma—”

      “No! I don’t want to hear it, Reese. I. Hate. You. Don’t you get that?”

      Turning my back on him, I pick up my laundry basket and storm toward the door, my heart slamming against my ribs so hard I can feel it rattling my bones. When Reese makes a move to cut in front of me just like Trent did the other day, something inside me snaps. Maybe it’s panic that if he touches me, I’ll cave. That I won’t be able to leave.

      But whatever the cause, pure fury floods out of me, and I scream at him. A torrent of angry words flies from my lips as he freezes, looking stunned. The venom pouring from me burns my throat like acid, and as I shove past him and push through the door, I hiss, “I wish you would fucking die.”

      Then I’m outside and charging down the sidewalk, the laundry basket clutched in a death grip in my hands. The tears I’ve been holding in blur my vision, and a horrifying thought comes to mind that I can’t let go of; that was exactly how I lashed out to my mom before her car accident.

      Those exact words.

      I wish you would fucking die.

      And she did. Less than an hour after I screamed those words at her, she got in a car accident that took her life. I’ve never been able to forgive myself for what I said to her that day, never been able to convince myself it wasn’t my fault Mom died.

      That I didn’t cause it somehow.

      That my cruelty didn’t kill her.

      Pain shoots through me like I’ve been struck by a bolt of lightning, and my footsteps stutter. I drop to a crouch on the sidewalk, the laundry basket hitting the cement with a dull thud. Then I bury my face in my hands, my body shaking all over as a sob tears through me.
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      I remember the day Emma burst into our house and let loose on Trent. The whole thing was completely fucked up, but I couldn’t help watching her with just a little bit of awe. She was like a force of nature, a hurricane that tore through the landscape, leaving destruction in her wake.

      As fucked up as it is, I was sort of turned on by it. And as equally strange as it is to say, I was almost proud of her for it. West and I were still catching up on everything that’d gone down, since Trent neglected to fill us in on his little battle plan that included tanking all of our grades in Anthropology. And as worried as I was that the whole thing would turn into a blowup we couldn’t come back from, I couldn’t help but be impressed by Emma.

      Being on the receiving end of her rage though?

      Holy fuck.

      I don’t know what I expected to happen when I came in here tonight. I knew it was a bad idea, but I did it anyway. Maybe the booze still lingering in my system was what convinced me that maybe it would all work out, that maybe she’d listen and believe me when I said I wanted to make things right.

      Well, whatever drunken buzz I had going when I walked in here, it’s gone now. As I watch Emma storm out the door, I feel stone cold sober.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, mentally berating myself for being so stupid.

      I’m not gonna give up. I’m not gonna just walk away from this. That moment of clarity as I stared through the window at Ems wasn’t brought on by booze, and it hasn’t faded—not even in the wake of her rage.

      But I went about it all wrong. I should’ve had a real plan, an idea of how to show her I was serious, to make her believe this wasn’t yet another about-face meant to toy with her emotions.

      All I came in here armed with were words, and by now, after everything that’s happened, words are fucking useless.

      Well… not all of them.

      Some of them can still cut to the bone. The last words she spoke to me echo in my ears, and I clench my jaw as my gaze tracks Emma. She’s hurrying down the sidewalk with a determined stride, and I think if she wasn’t carrying the laundry basket, she might be sprinting.

      But then as I watch, her stride falters. Her shoulders slump, and her entire body seems to crumple. The laundry basket hits the ground, a few pieces of clothing tumbling out of it as Emma crouches over it, her body shaking, curling in on itself.

      A jolt of fear lances me, and adrenaline floods my stomach.

      Shit. What’s wrong? Is she hurt? Is she—

      Then it hits me in a rush, and I let out a sharp breath.

      Fuck. Her mom.

      I may be the only other person in the world who knows what Emma said to her mom when they fought the day her mom was killed in a car accident. She shared that secret with me years ago, and I’ve never breathed it to another soul.

      My hand is reaching for the door before I even realize I’m moving. I yank it open and stride toward Emma, who’s still collapsed over her laundry basket. The pain radiating from her is so palpable that it breaks my fucking heart, and I pick up my pace, reaching her in a few long steps and crouching down right beside her, trying to see her face.

      “Emma?”

      A harsh sob pours from her lips, and it rips through me like a jagged blade.

      I don’t care. She can hate me for it later. She can add it to the list of reasons to despise me, but I’m not leaving her alone like this. I’m not letting her bear this grief on her own.

      Wrapping my arms around her, I crush her to my chest, pulling her close to me as my ass hits the cool cement of the sidewalk. I haul her into my lap, cradling her with my body as she cries.

      We probably make quite a fucking sight, sitting in the middle of the sidewalk with a basket of laundry next to us, clothes spilled across the cement. But I don’t give a fuck what any late night partiers walking by might think. They can go fuck themselves for all I care. Emma is breaking apart in front of me, and I can’t let that happen.

      She must be far gone, lost in her pain, because she didn’t answer me when I said her name and she hasn’t protested or put up a struggle since I pulled her into my arms. In fact, she’s clinging to me, her face buried in my chest as tears wet the front of my shirt. Her hands grab onto the fabric, clutching it in a death grip as if she needs something—anything—to hold on to. Something to ground her.

      “Fuck, Emma. It’s okay. I know you didn’t mean it. I know you’re a good fucking person, and you would never mean that.”

      I stroke her hair, pressing my chin to the top of her head and breathing in her sweet, fruity scent. I can smell the laundry too, fresh and clean and warm, and I suck in a deep breath through my nose, rocking her gently from side to side.

      She’s still crying, and I wonder how long this grief and guilt has been pent up inside her. I was glad she trusted me enough to tell me about her fight with her mom and her secret belief that she had somehow contributed to her mother’s death, but I didn’t know how to make her see that it wasn’t her fault.

      And then I became the world’s biggest asshole and turned on her. And then she moved away.

      We never got to have the conversations we should’ve had—the ones where she could’ve let out her pain, and I could’ve taken as much time as I needed to convince her that she wasn’t to blame. That she said something cruel and stupid out of anger, but that it doesn’t make her a monster. It makes her human.

      Maybe if I hadn’t taken her secret and walked out of her life, she wouldn’t still have this gaping wound in her heart.

      “Goddammit,” I mutter, my own heart aching for her. “I’m sorry, Ems. I wish I’d been there for you. I wish I hadn’t been such a fuck-up.”

      The truth of my own words surprises me, and I tighten my grip on her, as if I’m afraid the universe or my own stupidity will yank her away from me if I don’t hold on with everything I’ve got.

      I press my lips to her hair, speaking against the soft strands as if I can implant my words directly into her brain.

      “Your mom knew you loved her. I guarantee it. I don’t have to have known her to be sure of that. Anybody who’s lucky enough to know you knows what a fierce spirit you have. How passionate you are. And sometimes passion makes us say and do shit we wouldn’t normally do. Just because you had a fight with her, that doesn’t erase the love you guys had. Nothing could erase that.”

      She shudders, still clinging to me tightly as she gasps for air, trying to overcome the sobs that seem like they might tear her apart.

      My hands roam her back, rubbing soft circles and brushing down her spine, soothing her with my touch as much as I can.

      “You’re a good person, Ems. The fucking best. I’ve always been in awe of your huge heart, and even when the three of us were the biggest assholes in the world, even when we went out of our way to torment you, you didn’t let us break you. You didn’t let us make you hard or bitter. You kept your softness, your goodness, and I don’t know how the fuck you did it, but it makes you a better person than I can ever hope to be. The kind of person your mom would be proud of.”

      I can’t even tell if she’s listening, or if she’s absorbing anything I’m saying, but I don’t let that stop me. I keep talking, whispering softly into her hair, telling her all the things I’ve wanted to say for so long. All the shit I held in check because I was trying to have Trent’s back, trying to stand by my friend—by denying my feelings for this incredible woman.

      Finally, her sobs subside. And as they do, I can feel tension gathering in her body again. When she was broken down by grief, she let me comfort her, but now that she’s getting herself back under control, I can feel her pulling away.

      Fuck.

      I don’t want to let her go. I want her to be happy, and I never want to hear such wrenching sobs fall from her ever again, but I know her sadness is the only reason she allowed me to hold her like this.

      Sure enough, as her tears begin to dry, she wipes her hands over her cheeks and sits back, leaning away from me. She blinks at me, her brown eyes glistening, as if she’s trying to piece together how we ended up like this. Then she scrambles off my lap and stands up, quickly bending down to pick up the clothes that spilled from her basket.

      She’s still breathless and on edge, and it takes her two tries to pick up a fallen sweater because her hands are shaking so badly.

      Ignoring the hole that seemed to open up in my chest when she pulled away from me, I rise to my feet, then reach down and take the sweater from her trembling hand. I lay it over the other clothes in the laundry basket before picking up the few other scattered items. When I put those with the others and then pick up the basket, Emma stares at me, distrust washing over her features, like she thinks I’m gonna go dump her clothes into a sewer drain or something.

      And whose fault is that? I remind myself. You gave her every reason not to trust you, dickwad. She’d be an idiot to change her mind without any solid evidence.

      So I’ll give it to her. I don’t know how yet, but I’ll find a way to prove to her that this isn’t something I’ll ever go back on. That the games and lies and bullshit ends now.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, her voice raspy. I’m sure her throat is raw from how hard she cried, and I’m half-tempted to drop the laundry basket and pull her into my arms again.

      But I can’t. She’s wary and angry, and I know if I move too fast, all I’ll do is scare her away.

      “I’m carrying your laundry for you, Ems,’ I say simply. “I’m not letting you walk home by yourself like this. We don’t have to talk or anything if you don’t want. But I’m not just gonna walk away.”

      She hesitates for a moment, biting her lip. I’m bracing myself for another attack, another flurry of movement or torrent of words. But it doesn’t come. She nods once, slowly, then sets off down the street toward campus.

      I fall into step beside her, taking smaller strides to match mine to hers. For a long time, we do walk in silence, and I wonder if she’s doing her best to pretend I’m not here.

      But as we reach campus and hang a left to hook onto the path toward her old dorm building, she finally speaks.

      “I replay that fight in my head all the time. I think of all the things I wish I’d said instead of what I did. I imagine hugging my mom and telling her I loved her—because if I’d known that was the last time I would see her, that’s all I would’ve wanted her to know. Nothing else would’ve mattered. Not whatever stupid shit we were fighting about. Just that… that I loved her, and I was so glad she was my mom.”

      My gaze finds hers in the darkness, and I nod. A few streetlamps dot the paved path we’re walking on, and her blond hair glows like a halo around her head.

      She looks like a fucking angel.

      “I think she knew that, Ems. Our relationship with someone isn’t defined by one single thing we say or do. It’s defined by how we are with them all the time, the entirety of how our lives intersect.”

      Something passes over her face that I can’t quite read. It looks like guilt, but I can’t tell if it’s about her mom, or about something else entirely. Then she says softly, “If that’s true, what defines us?”

      She sounds like she’s really asking, and a lead weight settles into my stomach. What defines us?

      It’s not this moment—this peaceful moment of walking across the deserted campus while I carry her laundry and our arms occasionally brush against each other.

      I’m not even sure it’s the times in high school when things were good between all of us and we were a four-person unit that felt unbreakable.

      The overarching theme of our relationship, the thing that seems to pop up over and over, the thing that’s defined how we see each other and colors every one of our interactions is… torment.

      “I don’t know,” I say softly. “But whatever it is, I don’t think it’s too late to change it, Ems. I’m still here. You’re still here. The story isn’t over yet.”

      Her footsteps stutter slightly, but before she can say anything in response to that, we reach her dorm building. She glances up at the window and sighs, shaking her head as her lips purse.

      “Guess Leslie still isn’t back.”

      I know where Leslie is—I saw her at my house before I bailed on Trent’s fucking party—but I don’t tell Emma that. I’m not sure why the hell Leslie decided to come, but it seems like kind of a dick move to me. Why go to the party of the three guys who fucked with your roommate and got her kicked out of school? I have a feeling it would hurt Emma if she knew Leslie was still at my house, drinking and dancing and doing who knows what else. So I keep my mouth shut.

      We walk up to her dorm room door in silence, and when we reach it, she unlocks it while I set the basket down.

      With her hand on the doorknob, she turns back to me.

      “Thank you for…” She swallows. “I didn’t want you to see me like that.”

      “Like what? Human?” I smile gently and tilt her chin up with my fingers. “We’re all human, Emma. We all make mistakes. I don’t know how to make you believe me, and I don’t know if I’ve got any right to expect you to anymore. But I’m serious. What happened to your mom wasn’t your fault.”

      She goes still, her wide brown eyes trained on me. I can feel the slightest shiver pass through her from the connection between us, and suddenly, I become intensely aware of how close we’re standing. Of how just one step forward would bring us flush together. Of how her sweet scent drifts through the air toward me like an intoxicating lure.

      My fingers shift to run along the line of her jaw, and I see her swallow. Her eyelashes flutter slightly, and her pulse drums wildly in her neck.

      I don’t know who moves first, me or her.

      I don’t know who closes the distance between us.

      All I know is that when my head drops and my lips find hers…

      I’m home.
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      The kiss takes me by surprise.

      I think it takes Reese by surprise too, because his body jerks slightly before his arms wrap around me, hauling me into his body as my hands find his shoulders.

      I don’t know what shocks me more—the fact that I’m kissing Reese or the fact that I was the one who stepped forward, the one who pressed my lips to his. For the second time in as many days, I’ve broken my vow never to touch another Icon again, and I don’t know what to do with that.

      “God, Ems. I missed you.”

      His words are a groan, and he spills them into my mouth as he keeps kissing me, slanting his lips against mine as though he’s afraid if either of us come up for air, we’ll lose each other forever.

      I don’t answer with words, but I tug on his shirt, pulling him into the room. It’s dark inside the dorm room since Leslie still isn’t back, and the laundry basket gets abandoned in the hall as Reese kicks the door shut behind us. Little slits of light fall across the floor and my bed as the yellow glow of the streetlamps outside seeps into the room.

      Reese’s green eyes glitter in the dim light as he takes my face in both hands, pulling back to look at me for a second before swooping in to kiss me over and over.

      This doesn’t feel the same as kissing Trent did.

      The same powerful, almost violent need is there, seeming to infuse my entire body. But Trent and I were resisting the pull between us, and every kiss we shared, every touch, every thrust as he fucked me, was full of a sort of desperation as we each tried to stop the uncontrollable force of nature that swept us both up in its wake.

      There’s desperation in Reese’s kiss, and bruising need.

      But unlike Trent, he’s not resisting it.

      He’s giving in to it, choosing it.

      There’s something deliberate in his movements, a sort of certainty in his touch as he runs his large hands over my body possessively.

      He’s sure of this.

      For some reason, that terrifies me almost more than what it was like with Trent. With Trent, I could convince myself we were two people who hated each other, and that the electric chemistry between us was nothing more than out of control pheromones.

      But with Reese? I can’t tell myself that same lie.

      Because he kisses me like he means it. Like this is everything he wants in the world.

      We stumble backward in the dark, hands tugging at each other’s clothes. I pull his shirt off before he tugs mine over my head, and when he reaches back to flick open my bra and let it fall from my arms, my nipples brush against his bare chest.

      His skin is warm and smooth, and just that little bit of contact sends sparks dancing through me. Then he pulls me to him again and kisses the breath out of me, bending me backward as his lips devour mine. Our chests are pressed flush together, and when we hit the edge of my bed, we tumble onto it, limbs entwined and lips still tasting, exploring, colliding.

      “I’m gonna make everything better, Ems. I’m gonna fix this. All of it. I promise.”

      He breaks away from our kiss to brush his mouth over the line of my jaw, and I bite my lip as new sensations crash through me. He whispers his promises against my skin, and I don’t ask him how on earth he thinks he’s going to undo my expulsion from Clearwater, or how he’s going to get my scholarship back. They’re empty words, and I try to remind myself of that even as I arch into his touch, begging him silently for more.

      His tongue traces a path down the sensitive skin of my neck, and when his teeth scrape over my collarbone, I jerk in his arms.

      “I missed this. I missed you,” he mutters, one hand sliding between us to flip open the button of my jeans. “I want you so fucking bad, Ems. All of you. Every part.”

      As if to demonstrate what he means, he drops his mouth even lower and wraps his lips around one of my nipples, swirling his tongue around the hard peak. My toes curl in my little ballet flats, and my back arches off the bed as I grab onto his head, clutching at it for dear life.

      “Do you still want me, Ems?” His voice is half pleading, half demanding, and I writhe in his arms as his words hit me right in the chest.

      God fucking help me. Yes.

      He switches to my other breast, licking a path over my skin that has me panting with need.

      “Do you?” His tongue flicks my nipple back and forth before he draws the pink bud into his mouth in a long pull. “Do I still have a chance to make this right? Will you let me?”

      I can’t answer that. How the fuck does he expect me to answer that?

      Right now, everything feels perfect. The connection between us feels undeniable and pure. But I’m not dumb enough to believe it’s real. I’ve fallen for that before and gotten burned so badly I’ll never recover.

      So I don’t give him an answer. I just slip a hand between us and palm his cock, stroking him and making him groan against my bare skin.

      He pulls back and looks down at me, and I see something like resignation and determination in his eyes.

      “That’s okay. You don’t have any reason to believe me yet. I’ll prove it though. I swear, I will.”

      I need him to stop talking. I need him to stop saying the right fucking thing. I need him to stop making the foolish parts of my heart want to believe. So I stroke him harder, drawing another low noise out of him. He thrusts into my palm, and then he draws back suddenly, leaving my body cold and my hand empty. I’m about to whine in protest when he tugs down my zipper and hooks the waistband of my pants, drawing them down my legs.

      Oh, thank fuck.

      I’m well aware my behavior is that of an addict, but can’t seem to get myself to stop. I tell myself it’s just one more time, that this time will be the last one, but it feels less and less true every day.

      The three Icons have changed my life irrevocably. Maybe it’s unavoidable that we’ll spend the rest of our lives in each other’s orbit, crashing into each other over and over like stars colliding.

      Maybe the true insanity was in thinking I could ever escape this endless cycle of desire and fury, of sweetness and brutality.

      Reese pulls off my pants and ballet flats in one quick movement, and when his hands slide back up my legs to grasp my thin cotton panties, I shiver in anticipation. Cool air hits my pussy as he draws them down my legs, and this time, there’s nothing quick about it. He takes his sweet time removing my last article of clothing, teasing me and making me squirm as the fabric brushes against my legs.

      Then he kneels between my splayed legs to unbutton his own pants, and I watch as he pushes his jeans and boxers down over his hips, allowing his cock to spring free. He kicks them off along with his shoes, and everything falls to the floor with a dull thunk as he fists his cock at the base.

      I can’t stop staring at him.

      The first time we had sex, it was in his car, and we both kept almost all of our clothes on. There was something so fucking hot about it, about feeling him inside me while the rough texture of his jeans rubbed against my inner thighs.

      But this is better.

      He’s lean and cut and gorgeous. The broad planes of his pecs draw my attention first, and then my gaze slides down the cut six-pack of his abs. He’s not quite as bulky as West, or even Trent, but every one of his muscles is defined and chiseled. He has a cut V at his waist, and it takes all my self-control not to sit up and lick it.

      His cock is hard and thick, a darker color than the rest of his skin, and as he strokes it slowly, I swear I can see the long vein that runs along the top pulsing.

      Unconsciously, my tongue darts out to wet my lips, and as it does, Reese makes a choked noise. When my gaze flies back up to his face, he’s watching me watch him, and his expression is almost tortured.

      “Fuck, Emma. You’re so perfect. How did I ever let anything come between us?”

      My heart clenches again, harder and more painfully this time, and I clench my jaw as I reach up to pull him down on top of me, shutting him up with a kiss that’s anything but sweet.

      No more fucking talking. I can’t bear it.

      He doesn’t resist my silent invitation, draping his body over mine and kissing me so deeply we’re both gasping for air.

      Then he wraps his arms around me and rolls. The world spins in my vision, and the next thing I know, I’m straddling him on the bed, my lips still attacking his with desperate ferocity.

      But that doesn’t last long. Reese grabs a fistful of my hair at the roots, tugging gently to break my mouth away from his. As we break apart, both breathing hard, he taps my ass with his other hand.

      “Up. I have to taste you.”

      Up?

      I blink at him stupidly, not quite sure what he’s getting at—until he brings his other hand down to my ass and pushes me upward on his body. Suddenly understanding what he’s getting at, I follow his urging, crawling up until I’m straddling his face, my knees braced on either side of his head.

      He latches onto my thighs with both hands, spreading them a little wider and holding on tight as his tongue darts out to run up my slit, sliding through the arousal that’s already coating my pussy lips.

      “Oh, fuck,” I groan, dropping my head forward as he repeats the action, plunging his tongue deeper inside this time. His gaze flashes up to meet mine, and the possessiveness I see in his green irises makes my clit throb even as terror makes my heart beat faster.

      I don’t want to be his.

      That’s not what I want.

      Is it?

      He doesn’t give me the opportunity to spiral into panic over that question, because as soon as he gets a taste of me, he doesn’t seem to be able to stop. He licks me again, swirling the tip of his tongue over my clit before lapping at my pussy like he’s trying to devour me whole.

      I may be an addict, but Reese is too.

      Desire hardens his features, and his fingers dig into my thighs so hard it’s almost painful as he feasts on me.

      I can’t help myself. I swirl my hips, grinding against his face as I chase the pleasure his tongue is giving me. His mouth closes around my pussy, and his tongue dances over and through my wet folds, and when my eyes droop shut, he uses his grip on me to pull me even closer to him.

      My eyelids fly open again, and his emerald gaze catches mine, holding me captive as he works my clit with his lips, teeth, and tongue.

      Fuck. I don’t want him to see.

      I have a feeling he can see all the way down to my soul right now, that all my usual defenses have been broken down by his assault on my pussy. He can see the things I’ve tried so desperately to hide.

      But I can’t look away. I can’t break the connection between us, even as I shatter into a million splintered pieces. I shudder in his grasp, my hips jerking and riding his face as he continues lapping at me, drawing out the torrent of pleasure that floods my body.

      When my orgasm finally subsides, Reese doesn’t let up. He runs his tongue up and down my slit, gathering the new wetness that seeped from me as I came so hard I saw stars.

      He doesn’t look like he ever wants to stop, and he doesn’t release my gaze as he feasts, licking and sucking and swirling his tongue. It’s filthy and dirty and so fucking hot, and my muscles clench again as aftershocks shoot through me. He finally releases his grip on my thighs, sliding his hands up over my stomach to massage my breasts, tugging and rolling my nipples between his fingers.

      I moan, arching my back and reaching one hand behind me. I can just reach his cock, and when I wrap my fingers around it, Reese jerks beneath me. He wasn’t expecting that, I don’t think. All his focus was on me, and now that I’m returning the favor and torturing him, his tongue and lips become even hungrier, more demanding. He grunts against my pussy, and I roll my hips against his face, no longer caring how fucked up or wrong this is. I might hate myself tomorrow, but I’m beyond giving a shit about that right now.

      “Fuck. Oh, fuck.”

      Reese’s cock thickens in my grip, and he massages my breasts harder. Then, suddenly, he releases them and grabs my ass again, lifting me off his face. I lose my hold on his shaft as he slides out from under me, leaving me kneeling on the mattress, and a second later, his arm wraps around me from behind.

      His cock slides between my thighs as his chest presses against my back, and my pussy clenches, suddenly feeling so empty I can’t stand it. I don’t want to be empty. I want to be full.

      I want Reese to fill me up.

      Maybe when I’m full of his cock, there won’t be room for any doubt and pain, for fury and obsessive thoughts of vengeance.

      Maybe it will just be us. Maybe we won’t feel so broken.

      My breath is coming in staccato gasps as I angle my hips, bumping back against him. I feel him fist his thick length, drawing it through my folds, teasing my entrance as he holds me up with his other arm. Then the fat head of his cock slips inside me, and he bottoms out in one hard thrust.

      A guttural noise falls from my lips, and he echoes it, the sound full of both agony and relief.

      I’m still sore from Trent, and I can’t quite wrap my head around the fact that yesterday, he was inside me. Tonight, Reese is the one fucking me, and I know there are so many things I should feel about that—guilt, anger, confusion.

      But all I feel at the moment is an overwhelming sense of rightness. As if this is how it’s meant to be.

      He strokes in and out of me, his hips slapping against my ass with the force of his thrusts, and I swear I can feel him everywhere. He doesn’t let up the pace as his hand slips down to work my clit, fingertips moving in fast, rough circles as he drives into me.

      “Come for me, baby. Come again. I want to feel you choke my cock. I want to feel you lose yourself.”

      Without even realizing it, I’m clawing at his forearms, a sheen of sweat covering my body as my head falls back against his shoulder. My back is arched, and it arches even more when he grasps my chin with his free hand, tilting my head back farther.

      Reese’s cock hits a place inside me that I’ve never felt before, and I come on a scream, the orgasm taking me by surprise as it hits me like a runaway train.

      His fingers keep moving on my clit, and he keeps fucking me hard and fast, and I keep coming until he follows me over the edge, biting out a muffled curse as he plows into me one last time. I can feel his cock pulsing inside me as he floods me with spurts of hot cum, and my walls convulse around him.

      “Oh… fuck…”

      His voice is raspy and strained, and he wraps his arms around me so tightly I can barely breathe as we both come down from the high. For several heartbeats, we just stay like that, both kneeling on the bed, his body seeming to encase mine, making me feel small and vulnerable and… protected.

      Finally, he slides out of me. My body seems to have gone boneless, and I sink down onto the mattress, already missing the warmth of him at my back. But I don’t miss him for long, because a second later, he collapses onto the mattress beside me, pulling me into his arms and wrapping me up tight. I can feel the heavy beat of his heart against his ribs, and I try to ignore the way the rhythm of mine seems to echo it.

      Exhaustion steals over me like a blanket, the emotional ups and downs of the night leaving me feeling wrung out and dazed. I’m half-way asleep when I feel an actual blanket settle over me, and I realize that Reese has covered us up, enclosing us in a warm little cocoon.

      It feels safe in here.

      Perfect.

      And even though I know I shouldn’t, as sleep steals over me, I let myself imagine it’s real.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Buttery light spills into the room when I blink my eyes open again.

      It’s early. I don’t even have to look at the clock to know that. I can feel it in my body, which still feels a little strung out from last night.

      Last night.

      I twist under the blankets, rolling over onto my other side. There’s no one there though. The bed is empty, except for me.

      Something painful settles in my gut, and I try to smile and laugh it off—this was what I expected, after all. Right? What I wanted? For Reese to be using me once again, and for me to be using him right back?

      I’m about to roll back over when I notice two small pieces of paper on the pillow beside my head. One is a business card, and the other is a torn piece of paper with a note written on it.

      Propping myself up on my elbow, I pick up the note and brush my hair out of my face as I read it.

      
        
        Ems,

        I didn’t know if you’d get busted if I slept over, and I don’t want to get you in trouble. I hate to go. You look so peaceful right now, and it breaks my heart. I want you to feel that way all the time. I was serious. I’m gonna fix this.

        ~R

      

      

      I chew on my lip as I read it over again, and then once more. I don’t know what I’m expecting to find. Am I hoping to spot the lie? To see it coming this time so I’m not taken by surprise when the other shoe drops?

      But it’s hard to see it. It’s hard to read anything but sincerity in his messy handwriting.

      Setting the note down, I pick up the business card. It’s for a law firm in downtown Clearwater, and across the back, Reese has scribbled, Call about a job. Talk to Devon Clarke and tell him I sent you.

      A job.

      That would fix at least one of my problems, even if it doesn’t solve the larger issue of getting me back into school.

      Still, distrust and anger burn so strongly in my veins that I’m tempted to rip the card to shreds and tell Reese to go fuck himself.

      I don’t though. I just shove the note and the card under my pillow and roll back over to my other side. As I do, my gaze settles on a lump under the covers in the bed on the other side of the room, and my heart skips a beat.

      Fuck. Leslie.

      What time did she get home last night? Was Reese still here when she came back? Did she see him? Or was she too drunk to notice?

      God, how the hell can I explain this to her? What will she think if she finds out?

      Shame spirals through me, not because I might’ve gotten busted with a guy in my bed, but because of who it was. What kind of person does this?

      I draw in a deep breath and let it out through my nose, trying to pull myself together. Leslie has stuck with me through all of this insanity so far. I don’t know if I can ever fully explain to her how complicated things are between me and the three Icons, how reason and restraint seem to fly out the window whenever I’m around them. How I can want them and want to destroy them at the same time.

      All I can do is hope she’ll understand.

      Flopping back on the mattress, I grope around on the nightstand for my phone.

      I was right. It is early. When I press the button to light up the screen, I see that it’s only 6:27. But my gaze skates right past the clock icons when I notice a new text message alert. It came in around eleven o’clock last night, right around the time I was screaming at Reese in the laundromat.

      It’s from West.

      My grip on the phone tightens as I tap the screen to read the message.

      WEST: I know you don’t want to talk. But I need to see you. Can we meet? Tomorrow, 12 p.m. Trattoria.
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      The woman beneath me moans in pleasure, and the sound goes straight to my dick. I’m hard as fucking steel, and I pound into her over and over, holding one leg in a firm grip and pressing it forward, folding her nearly in half as our skin slaps together.

      I feel manic, almost out of control, teetering on the edge of reason as my need consumes me.

      It’s beyond all rational thought, beyond love or hate. It’s primal and visceral and all-consuming.

      And finally, like a roaring tidal wave, it pulls me under.

      “Fuck. Emma!” I grunt out, coming hard inside her tight, sweet channel. She comes with me, gripping me so tight I think I might fucking die, her pussy walls clamping around me as she milks my cock, drawing every last drop of cum from me.

      My eyes fly open, and I jerk awake, sitting up quickly. Light streams through the window, and the brightness feels like a thousand blades piercing my retinas. I close my eyes and flop back onto the bed, draping an arm over my face.

      Fuck.

      I feel like shit.

      My mouth has that cottony taste of too much booze and not enough water, and my head throbs out a steady beat in time to my heart, my temples aching with each pulse. My cock is so hard it fucking hurts, and I realize I was about to come in my sleep. Reaching my free hand under the blanket, I fist my dick and stroke it a few times, taking the edge off of the consuming need that’s built up inside me. My mind floats back to the dream I was just having, and I jerk myself harder, lost in vivid memories of what it feels like to be buried inside Emma Holloway.

      Then new memories begin to trickle into my brain, and my hand freezes as nausea churns my stomach. My dick begins to soften as the trickle of memories turns into a torrent, and horror fills me.

      The party.

      The drinks.

      The dancing.

      Oh, fuck.

      I remember Reese and West both looking like they’d rather be anywhere else. I remember more and more guests arriving, and I remember seeing Emma’s roommate Leslie walk through the front door. I remember scanning the room for Emma, searching for a glimpse of soft blonde hair, a burst of hope rising in my chest that I would see her.

      I remember being furious with myself for even having that thought, and furious with Emma for still being under my skin.

      I remember resolving to get her out of my head and my heart once and for all.

      Then…

      Drinking. Dancing. Grinding up on some girl in the midst of sweaty bodies and loud music.

      That girl—what the fuck is her name? Shit, I can’t even remember. I recognized her from our Anthropology class, and somehow that seemed fitting. That class was the beginning and the end of whatever might’ve developed between me and Emma, so it seemed grimly appropriate that a girl from that same class would be the final nail in the coffin.

      So I pounded a few shots and invited her onto the dance floor. I shut off my brain and my heart and tried to remember what it was like when I was just a casual player, fucking whoever I wanted with no attachments. I saw the glares West and Reese both cast my way, but that only spurred me on.

      I knew they were pissed, and I knew why, and that only made me more determined to follow through on my plan.

      My two best friends are falling in love with a girl I was falling in love with. One who I have no right feeling anything for.

      So why do I want to grab them each by the throat anytime I think of them with her? Anytime I imagine them laying a claim on her?

      Last night, I couldn’t take it. I didn’t want to feel that way anymore. I didn’t want to hate the two guys who’ve been the most important people in my life. I didn’t want to hate Emma, or love her, or obsesses over her like I’ve been doing.

      It seemed like it would be easier to just hate myself.

      So I forced myself to grind up on some girl I barely know on the dance floor, letting her wrap her arms around me and rub her body against mine like a fucking cat in heat.

      After Reese and West both stalked out, I brought the girl back to my room… but as soon as the door closed behind us, something in me snapped.

      I couldn’t fucking kiss her.

      I couldn’t even look at her.

      It was wrong.

      All wrong.

      So wrong.

      I kicked her out, grabbed the bottle of Jameson I keep on my desk, and drank myself into a fucking stupor, letting the party rage unattended in the main house. I didn’t care at that point if they burned the place to the damn ground.

      Maybe it would’ve been better, honestly. Maybe that’s what we need. To burn everything down and make a fresh start from the ashes.

      Running a hand down my face, I let out a low groan. Then throw the blanket off and stagger out of my bedroom, taking in the carnage left behind by the party. Any illusions I might’ve had that this holiday party would smooth things over with West and Reese, that it’d help me get over my obsession with Emma, are completely dashed in the harsh light of day. This was a fucking mistake, and it’s only made things worse.

      I don’t know where the fuck the guys went last night, or if they’re back home now. Both of their bedroom doors are closed, and I’m sure as fuck not gonna knock on either one.

      Reese might forgive me for being a dick eventually. He’s got a good heart, and he’s a pretty easy-going dude. But West? Fuck, man. We’ve been like blood brothers for years, but he’s not the type to let go of a grudge once it’s started.

      And I should know. I’m the same fucking way.

      Shuffling into the kitchen, I head toward the sink. I down a glass of water and a couple of Advil and pray they get to work quick. I feel like absolute hell, although I’ve got a sinking suspicion that only part of that is from the hangover. The part that’s not? Well, that’ll be a fuck of a lot harder to fix than just some water and a few pain pills.

      I lean against the kitchen counter, taking in the array of empty bottles, Solo cups, and other detritus left over from the rager last night.

      What the fuck do I do now?

      Where do I go from here?

      I’m not with Emma Holloway. About the furthest thing from it, in fact. But somehow, dancing with that other chick felt like a betrayal of Emma, and the second I brought that girl back to my room, I hated myself for even touching her. My body felt physically repulsed by the idea of fucking her, or even kissing her. I couldn’t do it.

      Emma’s wrecked me.

      And I know I’ve wrecked her too.

      God, this is so fucked up.

      I need to talk to someone who won’t tell me lies. Someone I can trust. I just wish I knew who that was anymore.

      A sudden thought strikes me, and I push away from the counter, ignoring the fact that my head still throbs like a son of a bitch. I shower and throw on a t-shirt and a pair of dark-wash jeans, then head outside and slide into my car. I send a quick text before pulling out of the driveway and heading toward San Diego.

      My headache slowly starts to clear as I drive, and I feel a little more human by the time I pull up outside Dad’s condo building. I haven’t seen him in months, and unlike Mom, he didn’t invite me over for Christmas at all. That hasn’t really been his style, ever since the divorce. I don’t think he and Mom talk at all, and it’s always sort of felt like I got lumped into that same boat. When he walked away from her, he walked away from me too. And he’s never looked back.

      He texted me back while I was on the way over though, so I know he’s home.

      I haven’t gone out of my way to see him since he and Mom split, mainly because he’s made it pretty clear he’s not interested in keeping up ties with his family, and it’s not in my nature to beg.

      But with shit so fucked up in my life right now, I need someone to talk to.

      Dad’s living the total bachelor life, in a fancy-ass condo with an ocean view. I’m greeted by a doorman, and then I take the elevator up to the top floor.

      As the doors open with a ding and I step out, I almost bump into a woman stepping in.

      “Oops! Excuse me!”

      She gives a little laugh, hiking her purse up higher on her shoulder. She’s dressed in a slinky dress and heels, and her hair is a little disheveled, her makeup probably leftover from yesterday.

      She’s young, maybe mid-twenties, and when she glances up at my face, she does a sort of double-take. I step aside to let her into the elevator, and she blinks at me for a moment before shaking her head and slipping inside. The doors close behind her, and I glance down the hall.

      Huh. There are only two condo units on this floor.

      That gives pretty good odds that this chick just came from Dad’s place. That would explain the weird look she gave me, considering he and I look a lot alike. Same dark brown hair and blue eyes, same build. He’s got some silver in his hair now, but it obviously hasn’t made him less appealing to the ladies.

      I shoot one look back toward the elevator before heading toward Dad’s door. He opens it as soon as I knock, and a strange feeling tightens my chest when I see him.

      Fuck, we really do look alike.

      Staring at him sometimes seems like staring at a vision of my future, and though there was a time when I would’ve thought this was the ideal life—kickass condo, a new chick every night, no responsibilities—now it just seems hollow.

      “Trent.” He beams at me as if it hasn’t been weeks since we’ve spoken. “What brings you here?”

      “I just wanted to say hi,” I answer vaguely. “You know, with the holidays and all. Wanted to see you.”

      “Sure, sure. Come on in.” He gestures me inside.

      The place is nicely decorated, in a minimalist sort of way. I haven’t been here often at all, and I can tell that both of us feel it. We’re both uncomfortable, and I suddenly wish I hadn’t come at all.

      “So, what can I do for you?” Dad asks, leading me into the living room and gesturing for me to sit on the sofa.

      I sink down onto the expensive-looking piece of furniture, my sluggish mind grinding away as I try to figure out how the hell to answer that.

      “Dad, do you—” I scrub both hands down my face. He’s obviously not really in the mood for a big father and son heart-to-heart, and honestly, neither am I. But I need to know. “Do you have any idea who it was that told you about mom and Paul Holloway?”

      His expression freezes. He sits in a chair near the couch, leaning back in it and crossing one ankle over his knee. “No. I don’t.”

      “You don’t have any suspicions?”

      “No.” His brows pull together, and he looks annoyed. “All I know is I got an unsigned note telling me what’d happened. And when I confronted your mother about it, she confessed everything.”

      “Did you ever try to find out?”

      His jaw clenches. “No, Trent. I didn’t. Once your mom admitted what she’d done, I had more pressing things to deal with.” Then he snorts, and a sardonic smile passes over his face. “Although if you ever find out, be sure to let me know. They saved me from wasting any more years on your whore of a mother.”

      Anger bursts through me like an explosion of fireworks, and I grit my teeth. Before she cheated on him, before he found out about it, there was a time when he looked at her like the sun rose and set because of her.

      Now he’s living in his bachelor pad in the city, screwing girls half his age and casually calling my mom a whore.

      I blink at him, a red tinge of rage clouding my vision, and it’s like I see him clearly for the first time.

      He’s a fucking asshole.

      And whether he became this way because Mom cheated on him or she cheated on him because he was this way, it doesn’t change the fact that he’s a prick. He never gave Mom a chance to explain herself, and he never tried to work things out. He just turned on her completely, every bit of love he’d ever had for her morphing into hatred.

      And as I look at him, I have the sudden uncomfortable feeling that I’m looking at my future.

      My dad is unbending, stubborn, and prideful—just like I am.

      And this is where all of that got him.

      I can’t excuse what my mom did, but for the first time, it occurs to me that maybe I’ve been wrong all these years. I always assumed that if Emma hadn’t told my dad about the illicit kiss, the whole thing would’ve blown over—that Mom and Dad would’ve been happy again.

      But maybe that never would’ve happened. How could it, if they were never happy in the first place?

      “You know what, Dad, I’ve gotta go,” I mutter, standing quickly. “I forgot I have a thing today. Maybe I’ll see you next Christmas. Or sometime.”

      He looks vaguely annoyed, probably wondering why I drove all the way out to ask him random questions about his and Mom’s divorce before suddenly bailing. But I don’t care. I need to get the fuck out of here.

      I thought Dad might be able to help me. I thought talking to him would make me feel better.

      But the truth is, it’s only made me feel worse.

      Because it’s given me a glimpse of the man I might become.
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      EMMA: Okay. I’ll see you at noon.

      My phone rests on the checkered tablecloth in front of me, and when I swipe the screen to exit my text messages, I glance at the time.

      It’s 12:25.

      I’ve been sitting at Trattoria for nearly half an hour, and the waitress has basically stopped bothering to come by. She probably got sick of my one-word answers and the tension radiating from me like a physical force. I can’t help it though. All my muscles feel like they’ve turned to stone, and I can’t get them to relax.

      Fuck. Emma’s not gonna show.

      I deliberately picked a little, out of the way pizza joint and asked her to meet in the middle of the day so she’d feel safe. So she’d know this wasn’t something shady on my part.

      But of course she doesn’t believe that. Why would she, after all the shit the three of us pulled on her?

      12:26.

      I should probably leave. This has already reached the point of being embarrassing, and now it’s edging into humiliating. The place is mostly empty, thank fuck, but I know my waitress thinks I’ve been stood up.

      And she’s not wrong.

      Goddammit. I just want to talk. Not something I ever thought I’d say, but there you fucking go.

      I haven’t made as much progress as I was hoping in tracking down who ratted on Trent’s mom back in high school. Jack didn’t know, but he’s put me in touch with a few people, and hopefully they’ll be able to steer me in the right direction. It’s slow going, and I wouldn’t say I’m enjoying this trip down memory lane at all, but I’ll keep digging until I find something.

      But that’s not what I want to talk to Emma about today. I know it’s a violation of privacy and could probably get me fired, but after I talked to Jack, I accessed her school records in the registrar’s office. I saw her high school transcripts, and something about seeing it laid out so clearly in black and white like that made my stomach feel like it was full of lead.

      She was a good student… until the three of us decided to break her. I could see, in plain numbers on her transcript, just what our torture had done to her. And she never really recovered, even after she transferred out of Amundsen High.

      But at Clearwater U? She was doing well. She was putting the effort in, and it was paying off.

      Until Trent wrecked her again.

      My gaze shifts back to my phone, and my hands curl into fists.

      12:30.

      Motherfucker.

      My jaw clenches as I shove my chair back from the table, and just as I’m about to stand up, I catch movement out of the corner of my eye.

      Emma is walking toward me, weaving her way through the other empty tables in the joint.

      I come to a stand just as she reaches me, and she tilts her head to meet my gaze. She looks smaller and more fragile than I remember her being, but also harder somehow. Like there’s steel beneath the softness of her curves.

      Her eyes are a little puffy, and she looks almost strung out, as if all of this has been wearing on her, grinding her down.

      She’s nearly a foot shorter than me, but she doesn’t shrink back from me. She stands straight and tall, her face an expressionless mask.

      “I didn’t think you’d come,” I admit, my voice low. Now that she’s here, I wish I’d invited her someplace more private, although I know that would’ve been a bad idea for a whole lot of reasons.

      “Yeah. I didn’t think I would either.”

      Something passes through her eyes, a flash of emotion, but it’s gone too fast for me to figure out what it was.

      I pull out the chair opposite the one I was sitting in, and she looks at me suspiciously, like she thinks I might yank it out from under her when she goes to sit down. She does sit though, still holding her back ramrod straight.

      I sink into my own seat again, taking in the sight of her across from me. She’s so close I could reach out and touch her, and I hope the fucking waitress doesn’t get all gung-ho about taking our order now that Emma’s here. I just want a few minutes to talk to her first.

      “What do you want, West?” Her voice is flat.

      “You really meant it, didn’t you?” I ask. “About Clearwater U being your fresh start.”

      She blinks at me, seeming surprised that’s what I asked her here to talk about. She shifts warily in her seat, then nods. “Yes. Of course I did.”

      “It should be.”

      Those words have been mulling around in my brain ever since I looked at her transcripts, and I know they’re fucking true.

      This is the place Emma Holloway should’ve flourished. This should’ve been the springboard to the future she deserves. Instead, she got dragged down into the mud with three assholes too tormented by their own demons to protect the fucking angel in their midst.

      There’s so much more I want to tell Emma, but I’m shit with words. That’s why I just dove in and said what I’ve been thinking. But her reaction catches me off guard.

      Fire flashes in her eyes, and her cheeks flush a pretty pink. Her lips press into a thin line, and her hands curl into fists.

      “Are you… fucking kidding?” she demands in a low, strained whisper.

      I shake my head. “I’m serious. I want to help you get back into school. I’m not sure how yet, but—”

      “No.”

      Her voice is like an anvil falling. I meet her gaze, surprised, and see something like panic mixing with the anger on her face.

      “No,” she says again, louder this time. “You guys don’t get to do this. You can’t do this to me. You can’t keep making promises, making me trust you, and then—”

      “It’s not like that, Emma. Not this time.”

      “Oh, it’s not?” She laughs softly, and the sound has a manic edge to it. “God, I’m losing my fucking mind. I almost believed him too. How do you get so far under my skin that you make me want to believe you?”

      Him? Him, who?

      Cold certainty fills me, followed by a rush of rage like I’ve never felt toward either of my best friends before.

      She’s not talking about Trent. I know she wouldn’t believe that fucker right now if he told her the sky is blue.

      Which means she’s talking about Reese.

      What did he do? Did he talk to her? Did he make promises to her too? Is he trying to claim her for his own?

      Maybe he’s the one who deserves her most. He’s done less to hurt her than Trent or I have. He didn’t steal her virginity in a supply closet or get her kicked out of Clearwater.

      But even as that thought occurs to me, primal anger burns in my chest, and I know I can’t just back down and let him have her.

      All my muscles have gone tense again, and I suck in a breath through my nostrils, working hard to get myself back under control.

      “I’m not lying, Emma,” I say slowly. “I want to fix this.”

      For several long moments, my words hang in the air as silence reigns between us. Her deep brown eyes are wide as she stares at me, and her body is frozen, poised, and still, like a prey animal who’s sensed danger but doesn’t know quite where the threat will come from.

      Then she moves, shoving her chair back so hard and fast that it nearly tips over. She stands, already backing away as she shakes her head. As if she’s afraid of me. As if she’s afraid of herself around me.

      “No. No. I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but I’m done playing this fucking game, West. We’re only playing one game now, and it’s ‘I ruin you before you ruin me.’ And believe me, I’m playing to win this time.”

      With that, she turns on her heel and strides toward the door.

      I watch her go, and for a split second, I imagine what would happen if I just dropped all of this. Emma is no good for me, clearly—and I’m even worse for her. I’m insane for this woman. I want her to disappear, but I hate living without her. I’m consumed by violent jealousy if another man touches her, and yet… I let Trent rip her from our lives.

      Maybe she’s better off without all of us.

      But whether she is or not, I can’t let her go.

      Surging to my feet, I stalk after her, catching up to her just before she reaches the door. There’s a hallway off to one side that leads to more seating in a separate room, and I drag her into the small space, pinning her to the wall next to the door to the men’s room.

      She yelps in surprise, and a look of fury passes over her face, mixed with a sort of vindication. As if I’ve just proved myself to be nothing more than the brute she thinks I am.

      “Get the fuck off me, you asshole,” she hisses, shoving hard at my chest.

      Leaning into her, I absorb the blow as if it was nothing, pressing her into the wall with more of my body. One hand comes up to cover her mouth before she can scream and bring the waitress running back here, and her eyes widen in shock.

      I feel her open her mouth, and I’m pretty fucking sure she’s about to bite me. So I lean in, putting my face within inches of hers.

      “I don’t know what anyone else told you,” I say softly, my voice a low rasp. “But I won’t play that game with you anymore. I’m on your side. I’ll pick you from now on. I’ll fight for you.”

      The words sound almost like a threat, but I need her to understand that I mean them. If I could cut open my chest and let her examine my heart, I fucking would. I would carve a hole in my ribs and let her see all the way down to the core of me. But since I can’t do that, all I have is my words, and the weight of my body against hers, keeping her from pushing me away again.

      She stiffens beneath me, and her nostrils flare. But she doesn’t try to bite, so I leave my hand right where it is, my fingers and thumb gripping her jaw as my palm covers her mouth. I can feel her heart beating wildly against mine, and her pulse flutters in her neck like a trapped bird.

      “I told you once that I would’ve treated you best, Ems,” I murmur. “And I meant it. I’ve wanted you since the first fucking moment I laid eyes on you, and I still want you. More than anything else in the whole damn world.”

      She blinks, gorgeous and fierce and frantic.

      Slowly, she drags her trapped hands out from between us and hooks my forearm, pulling my palm away from her mouth. I don’t fight her, although I don’t back away from her either. I’ve said my piece, and I just needed her to listen. She can do whatever she wants now.

      Her fingers dig into my arm, her grip surprisingly strong for such small, delicate hands. We’re so close together that her hands and mine get trapped between us just below our chins, and it feels almost like she’s holding my hand to her heart.

      Tension gathers in the fraction of space between us, seeming to spark something electric in the air.

      She pushes on my arm, and I finally take a step backward, releasing her from the wall.

      I think this is it. I expect her to slip away from me and run for the door, or maybe to scream after all.

      What I don’t expect—what I never even dared to fucking hope for—is for her to reach up and palm the back of my neck, rising up onto her tiptoes to kiss me.
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      West’s lips are as hard and demanding as the man himself is, and as soon as my mouth presses against his, he reacts.

      His arms wrap around me, holding me to him in a crushing bear hug as he kisses me with consuming hunger.

      Fury still burns hot in my veins, mixing with the kind of fierce arousal I felt the day I kissed him in that classroom at Amundsen High, back in my junior year. A need to possess and destroy. A need to tame. A need to fuse myself to the very thing that causes me pain, like a moth determined to extinguish itself in the flame.

      Memories crowd my mind, vivid recollections of that day, of that moment.

      This feels the same, but different. Familiar, yet wholly new.

      West is different now than he was then. He’s always been the biggest of the three Icons, tall and broad-shouldered, with arms so thick I can’t even wrap both hands around them. He was thick and muscular back in high school, but he’s bigger now. More man, with no traces at all of the boy he was then.

      There’s something rougher about him now.

      More dangerous.

      More powerful.

      His amber and musk scent only adds to his intense masculinity, making me feel lightheaded as I draw in breaths through my nose. I can’t get enough oxygen. It’s as if the fire burning between us has sucked it all out of the air, leaving me gasping and dizzy.

      This will be the last time, I tell myself, and I let myself believe the empty promise.

      I tried to fuck West out of my system all the way back in high school. I let him take my virginity, as if giving him that piece of myself would sever the connection between us.

      But it didn’t.

      Instead, the bond only feels stronger.

      More unbreakable.

      I’m drowning in his kiss, sinking beneath the surface of dangerous, violent waves. He unwinds his tight grip on me for a second as he gropes along the wall nearby, and a second later, he yanks the bathroom door open and we stumble inside.

      He walks me backward across the small, dingy room toward the sink along one wall, tearing at my clothes with rough hands as he goes. I’m wearing jeans and an off the shoulder sweater since the weather’s been a bit cold, and he shoves the knitted fabric up, making me gasp as his hand brushes over bare skin.

      He palms my breast roughly, pinching and tugging at my nipple through the fabric of my bra, and I moan into his mouth.

      As if my noises are a siren song he can’t resist, he kisses me harder, his tongue delving into my mouth so possessively I feel like I’m being consumed by him.

      He gropes and massages my breast as his other hand slides down my back to palm my ass. Then he lifts me with what seems like no effort at all, depositing me on the edge of the sink before nudging my legs open, settling his large frame into the space between them.

      I can feel the shape of his cock, the hardness and thickness of it, as he uses his hold on me to pull me close, pulsing his hips against mine. The feel of it elicits a whole new wave of memories, sensations my body has never quite forgotten. My clit aches for relief as my heart thunders hard and fast in my chest, each beat practically indistinguishable from the next.

      Grinding against him, I hook my legs around his waist, grabbing two fistfuls of his shirt to keep me balanced as I give in to the sensations coursing through me.

      I want him to fuck me again.

      God fucking help me, I want him.

      I want to know if he’ll feel the same as he did in high school, if his thick length will hurt me, tear me open, before pouring pleasure into my wounds. The way he touches me makes me think of that day. His hands are rough, his movements almost uncontrolled, as if there’s an animal that lives inside him, just beneath the skin.

      My body burns for him, and I arch my back, gazing dazedly up at the cracked, peeling paint on the ceiling as he scrapes his teeth along the column of my neck. I shiver in response, pulling him closer, trying to force him to follow through on the threat I can feel in his touch.

      The threat of what will happen when his control breaks.

      I want to feel it.

      I want to know what that’s like.

      And I think some small part of me hopes it will destroy us both.

      His movements are becoming harsher, the thrusts of his hips more jarring as we hump each other through our clothes, bodies writhing and colliding as low grunts and whispered moans fill the air. I don’t even think he locked the door. In fact, I’m sure he didn’t. His hands were on me, and they’ve stayed there the whole time.

      Anybody could come in and see us, could see West with one hand up my shirt, his mouth latched onto my neck, and his other hand gripping my ass so hard I’m sure it’ll leave a bruise.

      But I don’t care.

      The horrifying, awful truth is that I don’t give a single shit about that.

      West has overtaken my senses so completely that reason and self-control have abandoned me.

      Slipping a hand between us, I fumble for the button on his jeans, and as soon as I manage to pop it open, I yank his zipper down. I swear I can feel the heat of his cock through the fabric of his boxer briefs, searing my skin like a brand, and my breath comes faster as I dip my hand beneath the waistband, brushing against velvety smooth skin.

      His hips jerk, and I feel several drops of precum leak out, coating my fingers. An answering gush of wetness floods my panties, and I realize I could come like this. Just from the feel of his cock beneath my fingertips, just from the small pearls of liquid that wet my skin. Just from knowing that I’m breaking him apart as much as he’s breaking me.

      I slide my hand deeper inside his pants as he bites down hard on my neck, my heels digging into his ass as I wrap my fingers around him. His cock is broad, just like the rest of him, and my thumb doesn’t meet my fingers as I encircle him, pumping his shaft in short, choppy motions, using the liquid on my fingers to smooth my way.

      Then, suddenly, he releases the skin of my neck with a wet pop. He keeps one hand on my back to steady me while the other grabs my wrist, forcing me to release him as he drags my hand out of his briefs.

      I’m panting, the world around me is spinning, and I can’t quite figure out what happened. I tighten my legs around him and make a move to reach for his cock again, but he stops me, holding me in a firm grip.

      “No.”

      The single word feels like running into a brick wall at a hundred miles an hour. My eyes fly wide, and I gaze up at him in shock, the emotion quickly turning into anger.

      This motherfucker.

      Is this his new game? Get me to admit I want him, get me on the verge of giving in, and then pull away? Is he going to taunt me for how easy I am, mock me for being unable to stay away from the people I should hate most in the world?

      But when I take in the expression on his face, I don’t see mockery anywhere. I don’t see smugness or cruel satisfaction. In fact, he looks… pained.

      “No, Emma,” he rasps again. “I won’t let it be like last time. I fucked you the first time in a closet. The second time won’t be in a goddamn public bathroom.”

      “But I—”

      I try to pull my wrist out of his grip again, unsure exactly what I’m planning to do if he releases me—slap him or try to jerk him off again.

      It doesn’t matter though, because he doesn’t release me. He keeps his grip firm but not bruising, and although our bodies are still close enough that I can feel his cock pulsing against my core, he doesn’t grind into me again.

      “I want you,” he says, and there’s a raw truth in his words that makes goose bumps scatter across my skin. “I want to feel you wrapped around me. I want you to come on my cock until you go boneless in my arms. But the next time I fuck you, it’ll be because you know how I feel about you—and you believe it.”

      A lump rises in my throat, and I try to get my pulse under control as I process his words.

      They terrify me. Because I know he means them.

      These men and I have been in a vicious cycle of fighting and fucking and fighting and fucking. Hate and love and desire and resentment have all gotten mashed up into one awful morass that keeps pulling us back in no matter how hard we struggle to escape it.

      But right now, right here, in this grungy men’s bathroom at a pizza parlor, West decided to stop the cycle.

      I swallow hard, my arm going limp in his hold as I stare at him. He stares right back, and then he releases his grip on my wrist. I’m still perched on the edge of the sink, our bodies still wedged close together, and he lifts his hands to cup the sides of my face as I tighten my legs around him for balance.

      His hands are big, his palms slightly calloused, and his fingers delve into my hair as he tilts my head up.

      Then he kisses me.

      And this kiss? It’s not like any we’ve ever shared before. Not back in high school, and not in college.

      Our lips meet, and it’s not a soft kiss, but it’s not infused with the same sort of desperate violence as usual.

      It’s…

      …a promise.

      West’s tongue strokes against mine, his lips moving fluidly as he tilts his head to one side and mine to the other, giving him access to take our connection as deep as it can get. It’s full of heartbreak and hope, both existing simultaneously in this one kiss, and I want to keep my lips fused to his forever just so I never have to find out which one of those emotions wins in the end.

      But eventually, he pulls back a few inches, his hands still grasping my face.

      “Someday, you’ll believe me.”

      With those words, he slides his hands down to my waist and gently lifts me off the sink, depositing me on shaky legs. He tugs the hem of my shirt down, his fingertips grazing over my skin in a way that makes us both shudder with pent up need, and then he steps back.

      His pants are still undone, hanging off his hips, and his cock juts out against the fabric of his boxer briefs. There’s a dark spot on the fabric where more precum has soaked through, and I bite my lip hard as a shockwave of desire shoots through me. I want to latch my mouth onto that patch of fabric and suck.

      “Fuck,” West mutters, and when I wrench my gaze back up to his face, he looks like he’s about to snap.

      Before I can move, he adjusts himself quickly and yanks his zipper up, grimacing as he confines his dick behind his jeans again. It’s still obvious as hell that he’s got a hard-on, and it looks painful and uncomfortable.

      I want to help him with that. I want to take away that pain.

      I want to suck his dick until he comes.

      But I can’t.

      He won’t let me.

      Not until I believe he cares about me, and I doubt that will ever fucking happen.

      He looks like he wants to say more, but as so often happens with West, the words all seem to jam up behind his closed lips, and instead of uttering another word, he reaches out and tucks a stray strand of my wild blonde hair behind my ear.

      Then he nods once, turns, and leaves.

      I glance around, taking in the urinal near the door and the graffiti that covers the walls, the cracked mirror above the sink, and the empty paper towel dispenser.

      My gaze settles on the door again, and something I’ve never felt before rises in my chest—an emotion I can’t even quite identify.

      What the hell just happened?
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      The bike ride back to campus is a blur, the world rushing by nearly as fast as the thoughts spinning in my head.

      Of all the things that happened between me and West in that bathroom, the one I can’t stop thinking about is our last kiss. It clings to my lips, invading my senses and making my nerve endings tingle. The cool breeze hits my face, chilling my flushed skin, but nothing can erase that kiss.

      Did he mean what he said?

      My instinct is to refuse to believe him, to keep my walls up and my soul barricaded against any sort of feelings for these men. But he seemed so… determined.

      So did Reese.

      I don’t know what to do with any of this, so I block it out of my mind as I climb off my bike and lock it up near the dorm buildings. The moment the lock clicks into place, my phone vibrates in my back pocket.

      Nerves roil my stomach as I pull it out, and my muscles relax only slightly when I see that it’s not any of the Icons.

      It’s my dad.

      The phone rings two more times while I debate whether or not to answer it, then I finally swipe the screen and lift it to my ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Ems.” He sounds subdued. Sad. “I just… wanted to see how you’re doing. Are you taking care of yourself?”

      I clench my jaw, hating how fucked up everything is. “Yeah, Dad. I’m fine.”

      “Emma, I know you’re capable of so much. I want what’s best for you, and I want to help you. You know that, right?”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “That scholarship to Clearwater was an opportunity. I don’t—” He sighs. “I don’t know what compelled you to throw it all away like that, but I’ll be here for you when you pick up the pieces, all right? You have to pick them up though. I can’t fix this for you. You made these choices, and now you have to live with the consequences.”

      I don’t answer. There’s so much about this situation he doesn’t know, and I wonder if his response would be different if he did. But even if it’s not in quite the way he meant them to, his words still hit me right in the chest.

      I made choices. Now I have to live with the consequences.

      Dad sighs again, and in my mind’s eye, I can see him scrubbing a hand down his face. “Well, I didn’t call you to lecture you. I just wanted to tell you I missed you at Christmas. I’m… I’m disappointed in you, Ems. But I still love you. And I want to see you come out of this stronger and more put together.”

      “I will.”

      That’s all I say. I’m pretty sure if I speak any more, I’ll cry, and I really don’t want to do that.

      He asks again when we can meet up to exchange gifts, and I tell him I’ll call him soon. I still have that card Reese gave me for the law firm downtown, but I haven’t used it yet. Maybe I need to swallow my pride and my suspicion and just take the offered help. If I at least had a job, I’d feel a bit less like a failure in my dad’s eyes.

      “I love you, Emma,” he tells me before he hangs up, and the words sit in my stomach like a lump of cement.

      By the time I get back to the dorm, all I want is to take a hot shower and crawl into bed for a week. But the second I open the door, a pair of green and blue eyes greets me.

      “Hey, roomie.” Leslie is sitting on her bed, her feet on the mattress and her upper body propped against the wall. She’s giving me a strange look, and as soon as I see the expression on her face, I realize she knows.

      Reese didn’t leave in time last night. She came home from the party and saw him in my bed.

      Fuck.

      Guilt and shame rear up inside me, and I shut the door before padding over to sink down onto my own bed. “Hey. How was the party last night?”

      She waggles her head back and forth. “Good. I managed to sneak into West and Trent’s rooms, got into their laptops. Got some good shit.” She grins proudly for a second, then her gaze settles on me again. “How was your night?”

      “It was… fine.” I pick at a loose thread on the comforter, then glance up to meet her gaze. “I slept with Reese.”

      “Uh, yeah.” She leans forward, scooting to the edge of her mattress. “I kinda figured when I got back and found a laundry basket full of clothes outside and the two of you naked in bed together.”

      “Oh God,” I groan, flopping back and putting my hands over my face.

      “So, what exactly is going on?” Leslie is still leaning toward me, her brows pulled together. “Are we still doing this or what? I’m just not sure where things stand.”

      “No. We are,” I say fervently. “This was the plan, and we have to stick to it.”

      No mercy. That’s what I told myself at the beginning of all this. I remind myself of all the times in high school that they took no mercy on me, of the way Trent took a wrecking ball to my life, and when I cling to those memories, when I let them rise to the surface of my mind, I feel certain that all of the Icons deserve what Leslie and I have planned for them.

      Even if West and Reese do mean what they’ve said to me, it doesn’t change the past. It doesn’t undo it. It shouldn’t exonerate them or free them from retribution.

      “Are you sure?” Leslie asks, narrowing her mismatched eyes as she studies me. “Because half the time it seems like you hate these guys, and the other half, it seems like you want to be with all of them. So which is it? I mean, this isn’t a joke, Emma. I’m going out on a limb helping you, and if you’re not totally on board—”

      “No. I am.”

      I nod emphatically, and she stares at me for another minute before nodding. “Okay. If you’re sure, then I’ll keep working on getting everything set up.” Her face lights up. “Oh, and I can show you some of the shit I pulled off their computers last night.”

      She gets up and grabs her laptop off her desk, then brings it over and sits down on the bed next to me. She flips open the screen, and I try to ignore the churning in my gut as I look over her shoulder.

      This is what I wanted, right?

      I said I was going to make them pay. To make them suffer for what they did to me.

      So why does it feel like we’re all going to burn for this?
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      The whole drive back to Clearwater, my mind keeps flashing back to my dad’s condo, to the smug look on his face when he talked about my mom, and the chick I saw leaving his place when I arrived.

      Is that the kind of life I want for myself?

      One where I’m protected from ever getting hurt, but only because I’ve shut out anyone who could possibly mean anything to me?

      Jesus, that’s fucking grim.

      I slept late, so it’s early afternoon already. I don’t have anywhere I have to be right now, and although I know I should probably get home to clean up the mess from the party, I find myself taking a left instead of the right that would lead me toward the house I share with the guys. I pass by Clearwater U’s campus, and I pretend my gaze doesn’t scan the sprawling lawns looking for Emma. I don’t let myself turn down the road that leads into the heart of campus though.

      That’s not the kind of shit I need to deal with today.

      Besides, there’s someone else I need to see.

      When I pull up outside Mom’s house several minutes later, I scan the street checking for Paul’s car, just in case. Emma’s dad is the last fucking person I want to run into right now, for a whole bunch of reasons.

      But I don’t see him or his car, so I unbuckle my seatbelt and climb out, then head toward the front door. I didn’t tell Mom I was arriving, but unlike with Dad, I don’t need to. I’ve still got a key to the place, and I unlock the door and step inside.

      “Mom? You home?” I call out as I head toward the kitchen. It’s the most likely place I’ll find her—and besides, I’m hungover-hungry, and I need something substantial in my stomach now that the booze is fading from my system.

      I guessed right. She’s sitting at the table near the window drinking a cup of coffee, and she looks up when I enter. She doesn’t look happy to see me, and I feel something heavy settle on my chest at the realization.

      God, I’m a fucking asshole.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      I cross the room and lean over to press a kiss to the top of her head. I know there’s bad blood between us right now, but I want to sort that shit out. I don’t want to be like Dad, the kind of person who turns his back on the people he’s supposed to love because of one mistake.

      “Hi.” She meets my gaze briefly, then goes back to her coffee.

      Shit. Okay, this is gonna take a bit of time.

      I head to the coffee pot and pour myself a mug too. My mom’s a late afternoon coffee drinker—says she always needs a pick-me-up around that time—but for me, this is my morning cup. Forgetting about food for the moment, I take it back to the table and sit down across from Mom, resting my elbows on the smooth wood.

      “Went to see Dad this morning,” I say.

      Her head lifts quickly, surprise flashing in her eyes. “You did?”

      “Yeah. He’s, uh… well, he’s doing his thing in San Diego, I guess.”

      She snorts, and I have a feeling she knows exactly what I’m talking about.

      “Mom?” I ask. Then I hesitate.

      Fuck it. I’ve already made it my mission to try to understand what the hell happened back when I was in high school. Might as well get the uncomfortable questions out of the way now.

      My mom is looking at me curiously, waiting for me to continue. So I do, staring down into the dark liquid in my cup. “Did Dad ever cheat on you?”

      She makes a startled noise, and when I look up, I see her shaking her head.

      “Are you looking for some reason to blame him for all this, Trent? Well, don’t. I cheated on him. I developed feelings for another man. I can’t change that, and I can’t make you or him forgive me for that.” She sighs, looking exhausted. “Your father didn’t cheat on me. He gave up on me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean he stopped caring. He stopped working at our relationship. He started treating me like the live-in help, and he refused to go to counseling or do anything to try to improve things between us.”

      My fingers tap out a rhythm on the table as I blink at her, my lips pulling down into a frown. “Why didn’t you tell me that, Mom?”

      She shoots me a look. “Because you’re my son. You’re my kid, not my therapist. I was trying to keep all of this from affecting you. But obviously that failed.”

      I huff a breath. She’s not wrong about that. Maybe if I hadn’t thought my parents’ marriage was so ideal, I wouldn’t have blamed that one kiss for the downfall of the entire thing.

      Maybe I would’ve realized that the affair was a symptom, not the problem itself. That my parents’ marriage was rotting from the inside out, and there’s a good chance it would’ve dissolved whether Paul ever came into the picture or not. Whether Emma ever told my dad what happened or not.

      If, a small voice in my head whispers. If Emma told him.

      “So Paul Holloway wasn’t the reason you and Dad got divorced?” I press.

      Her face pinches, pain flashing across her features, and she shakes her head. “He wasn’t the only reason. It was messy and unpleasant, and if I’d been a better person or had my head on straighter, I would’ve done things in the right order. I would’ve divorced your father and then fallen in love with another man. But life is…” Tears glisten in her eyes. “Life is complicated. And things don’t always work out how we think they will.”

      God, that’s the fuckin’ truth.

      “So you really love Paul, huh?” I ask, cocking my head, forcing myself to say his name without curling my lips into a snarl. It’s a knee-jerk reaction, almost instinctive by now. “This thing between you is real?”

      “I—” She breaks off, and now the tears slide down her cheeks. “I do love him. And I know you don’t like him,” she adds, raising a hand. “But you don’t have to worry. We’re… taking some time apart. He’s worried about Emma, and he asked for some space to deal with that. I think he blames himself. He’s her only parent, and he feels like he failed her somehow. As if focusing on his own personal life made him miss the warning signs in her.”

      My jaw drops open a little, and I stare at Mom like she just grew a second head.

      She and Paul are splitting up? Or taking a break, at least.

      I should be happy. This is what I wanted, right? I wanted to destroy Emma and her dad both. Now I have, without even knowing I was doing it.

      But Jesus fuck, how many other lives did I destroy in the process?

      My best friends and I can barely speak to each other, let alone be in the same room together, and my Mom’s sitting across the table from me trying to keep her shit together as tears leak out of her eyes.

      What kind of monster would I be if I was happy about any of this?

      “Fuck, Mom. I’m sorry.”

      She can’t even begin to understand how many things that “sorry” covers, but I get up and walk around the table to sit next to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

      She leans into me, drawing in a shaky breath. “It’s okay. I’ll be all right. I wish things were different, but I can’t fault Paul for wanting to take care of his family. She’s all he has, and I know this is wrecking him.”

      Her words are full of pain and conviction, and I realize she truly does mean it. She’s not writing Paul off just because he needs some space to deal with a personal crisis. She’s waiting for him, still wanting the best for him.

      She’s not giving up.

      My jaw clenches tight as the weight on my chest grows even heavier. I sit with my mom for a while longer, trying to cheer her up and distract her. I didn’t bring her gift since my visit was sort of impromptu and I didn’t have it in my car. But she gives me mine, and that seems to cheer her up. When I promise to come by again soon to give her the present I bought for her, she perks up even more.

      When I leave an hour later, Mom seems to be in slightly better spirits, although I can still see sadness creeping in at the edges of her eyes.

      Me?

      I feel like a walking piece of shit.

      It’s like every bit of sadness I was able to leech out of her settled into my bones instead, and now it’s poisoning me from the inside out.

      My mind churns as I drive back home, and I resolve that the first thing I’m gonna do is talk to the guys. I don’t have any fucking clue what I’m gonna say, but the three of us need to clear the air.

      Unfortunately, when I pull into the driveway, I don’t see either of their cars.

      Dammit.

      There is someone sitting on our front stoop though, and as I slide out of my car and slam the door shut behind me, my brows furrow in confusion.

      “Leslie?”

      “Hey,” the girl with brown hair and mismatched eyes says, standing up quickly. “Do you have a minute? I need to talk to you.”

      Shit. Did Emma send her? Does she come bearing a message or something?

      “Yeah, okay.” I stride up the walk toward her, then step forward and unlock the door, ushering her inside as I open it. “What’s up?”

      The house is still pretty trashed from the party, but she doesn’t seem to notice or care. She hurries inside after me and stands in the living room, arms crossed over her chest. She chews her lip for a moment, and I raise my eyebrows in question. She’s the one who said she wanted to talk, so I’m just fucking waiting.

      Finally, she gives a little nod, like she’s just decided something.

      “Emma is planning to hack into your life and tear it to shreds.” She pulls a face. “Well, actually, she’s planning to have me do it. To West and Reese too. She wants to take you all down. Like, burn your lives down.”

      It takes me a solid ten seconds to get a handle on what she just said. It’s not so much the fact that Emma’s planning something against us that shocks me. I mean, she basically straight-up told me she was gonna come after me with everything she had.

      What takes me by surprise is the fact that Leslie just told me about it.

      “What?” I shake my head.

      “She’s been having me gather stuff to use against you guys, and she’s gonna use it to make your lives hell,” she says, as if maybe I didn’t hear her the first time.

      Yeah, I got that part. But…

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      She presses her lips together, drawing in a breath. “Because… I’ve seen what she’s doing. She’s been playing all of you, making you think she might forgive you, when really, she’s planning to demolish you. I know you guys fucked with her too, and I know you’re far from saints”—she cocks an eyebrow almost flirtatiously—“but I just think what she’s doing to you is wrong.”

      Holy fuck.

      This chick is full-on psycho.

      I didn’t see this coming. I mean, I don’t know her well, but I can honestly say I never expected someone who’s been on Emma’s side this whole time to turn on her.

      Unexpectedly, anger boils in my veins. I want to rail against Leslie for being a bad fucking friend, for betraying Emma’s trust like this.

      But where the fuck do I get off thinking that?

      Didn’t I betray Emma’s trust worse than just about anybody? I told her I didn’t care whether she was the one who told my dad about the kiss or not—and then I lost my shit when I realized she was the one who introduced my mom to her dad. I refused to even entertain the idea that she might be telling me the truth, because I was still reeling from the lie my mom had told me.

      And even that wasn’t what I thought it was.

      “So you decided to come warn me?” I ask, keeping my arms crossed over my chest and staring down the girl in front of me.

      “Yeah. It only seems fair. I don’t feel right about supporting her plan when you guys all think the ‘war’ between you is over or whatever.”

      She keeps talking, laying out the whole plan she and Emma supposedly set up. When she mentions the fact that they broke into our house, my jaw ticks.

      Goddammit. I knew Emma didn’t just come for an earring. But fuck, I never would’ve guessed this was why she was at our house that day.

      “I see.” I nod when Leslie finally stops talking, the movement stiff. “Well, thank you for telling me.”

      “You’re welcome.” She drops her head a little, looking down at the floor. “I really wasn’t sure I should. But this has been weighing on me a lot, and… well, last night was kind of the final straw. She’s not playing fair.”

      We didn’t play fair with her either, I want to say, but I keep my mouth shut.

      Leslie starts to move toward the door, and I follow her, anxious to get her out of the house. I don’t have any clue what to do with what she just told me, but I need to be alone to get my fucking thoughts in order.

      I open the door for her, but as she starts to step outside, she hesitates. She turns back to me once more, biting her lip again.

      “Look, if you want, I can just flat out refuse to help her. I mean, I’m the one with the hacking skills. Although she could probably find someone else if I refuse. That’s why I decided to warn you first. Because even if I say no, she could always get someone else.”

      “Right.”

      “But if it comes down to that…” She tilts her head down again, peering up at me through her lashes. “Well, if you guys need any help getting her off your backs, the honest truth is, there’s plenty of dirt I can dig up on her too. If you want to take any pre-emptive action.”

      I blink.

      What the fuck?

      Am I going nuts, or did she just take this one step further than a warning, and basically offer to help us take down Emma if we want?

      My heart thuds heavily against my ribs. At the end of last semester, not even two weeks ago, I would’ve probably been overjoyed by this. I would’ve leapt at the chance, and I would’ve told myself it was everything Emma deserves and more.

      Now?

      I just feel fucking sick.

      “Right. Thanks,” I say, just barely keeping the growl out of my voice. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Yeah. Do.” She pulls a piece of paper out of her pocket and presses it into my hand. “Just call me when you decide, okay?”

      Before I can even register what she’s doing, she leans up and presses a kiss to my cheek.

      “Honestly? I don’t think you’re the monster she’s made you out to be,” she whispers.

      She takes a few steps back, still gazing up at me. Then she turns and heads down the front path toward the sidewalk, disappearing down the street.

      I gaze after her, stunned, the piece of paper burning like an ember in my hand.

      What the actual fuck?

      I thought I was an asshole—and I am—but this chick is taking shit to a whole new level. Or maybe it just looks worse from the outside, when I’m not the one doing the betraying.

      Shaking my head to clear it, I crumple up the piece of paper in my fist. I’m about to turn and head back into the house when movement out of the corner of my eye catches my attention.

      Too late, I realize that sometime while I was inside with Leslie, Reese’s car pulled into the drive. He saw her leave the house. He saw everything.

      His door slams, and he charges toward me, his fists raised and fury in his eyes.

      “What the fuck?” he yells. “You son of a bitch!”
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      That son of a fucking bitch. I’ll kill him.

      I haven’t seen Trent all day until now. I purposefully stayed away from the house, for the most part, trying to keep myself busy with other shit. I was still floating on a high from last night, and I knew seeing him, or even West, would ruin that.

      But eventually I ran out of excuses, so I drove back home and parked in my usual spot next to Trent’s car.

      When I saw him step out of the house with Emma’s roommate, alarm bells started ringing in my head. And when I saw her lean up and kiss him, fury exploded inside me.

      There’s a line.

      There’s a fucking line, and I thought even Trent, as much of an asshole as he can be sometimes, wouldn’t cross it.

      But I guess I was wrong.

      My body moves of its own volition as I stride angrily toward him, my hands curling into fists. The second I reach him, I’m already swinging. I catch him on the left cheek with a solid punch, and his head whips to the side. He stumbles backward into the house through the still-open door, and I follow him in, swinging again.

      He manages to get an arm up to block this one, grunting as he ducks to the side. “Dude! It’s not what it fucking looks like! I can explain!”

      “Not what it looks like?” I yell, swinging again. “‘’Cause it looks like you already banged one chick to get over Emma, but maybe that didn’t take, so you decided to do her roommate instead. Am I fucking wrong?”

      “Yes, goddammit!”

      He ducks my next swing and tackles me, bringing me down and landing on top of me. He raises his fist like he’s about to throw a punch, but then seems to think better of it.

      Oh, so this asshole’s not gonna hit me?

      If he thinks that’s gonna stop me from hitting him, he’s about to get a big damn surprise.

      I throw my weight to the side, shoving him off me, and then I scramble over to him, grabbing him by the shirt and raising my fist, about to whale on him again. But before I can hit the motherfucker, someone grabs my raised arm, pulling me off him.

      “What the fuck is going on?” West bellows.

      He gets between me and Trent as the fuckhead scrambles to his feet. We’re both breathing hard, bodies tense and heads dipped, like two animals about to charge each other. West holds his hands out to either side, keeping his body in between ours.

      “What the fuck?” he repeats, swiveling his head back and forth to take in both of us.

      “Yeah, what the fuck is right?” I spit out, glaring past him at Trent, who’s rubbing a hand over the side of his face where I got in a solid hit. “You wanna tell him, or should I?”

      “Tell me what?” West demands.

      “This dickhead”—I point to Trent—“wasn’t satisfied with just fucking some random chick from our Anthropology class last night. Nah, he had to go and hook up with Emma’s roommate. That Leslie chick.”

      West’s eyes narrow, and I can’t quite tell what he’s thinking. I don’t know where he stands with Emma, but I know where I do. I’m on her fucking side from now on. I’m not backing Trent up on any more crazy revenge schemes.

      And the crazy, fucked up thing is that even though I don’t want Trent to be with her, I don’t want him to hurt her either. And I know him sleeping with Leslie will hurt her.

      West swings his gaze back over to Trent. “Dude. The fuck?”

      “That’s not what happened,” Trent grates out. He’s still rubbing his jaw, and he glares at me like he wants to take this shit outside and finish what we started. “If Reese would’ve fucking listened for a second, I could’ve explained—”

      “I don’t want to hear shit that you have to explain,” I shoot back.

      I’m fucking over this. Trent is charismatic and convincing, and he’s a good guy underneath his massive pile of issues. That’s how he got me on board with his bullshit in the first place. But I’m done letting him talk me into shit, and I don’t want to hear him say another fucking word against Emma. If he does, not even West will be able to stop me from beating his ass.

      “Well, too fucking bad.” Trent’s voice is a growl, and as he speaks, he walks around West, heading toward the door.

      West and I both start toward him, tense and ready for a fight, but Trent holds up a hand, palm out. With his other hand, he picks up a crumpled piece of paper he dropped when I tackled him. He smooths it out and stares down at it, shaking his head in what looks like disbelief. Then he glances back at us.

      “I didn’t fuck Leslie. I didn’t bang that chick from Anthropology either, not that it’s any of your goddamn business. I—” He clenches his jaw, running his free hand through his dark hair. “I just got shit-faced last night. That’s all. I didn’t fuck anybody. Didn’t want to.”

      West and I exchange a sideways look. I don’t really want to believe Trent, but there’s something in his voice that makes me pretty damn sure he’s telling the truth. It’s the same thing I feel in my chest whenever I think of Emma. It’s the thing that makes me certain I won’t ever want another girl besides her.

      It’s need.

      It’s obsession.

      Maybe it’s even love.

      Whatever it is, I’m pretty sure it’s infected all three of us.

      “Yeah? So what the fuck was Leslie doing here then?” I ask, a challenge in my voice.

      He lets out a heavy breath. “She came to tell me that Emma’s planning her revenge on all three of us. She said Emma recruited her to hack into our lives so she can destroy them from the ground up.”

      What?

      I glance at West again, and I see the same surprise I’m feeling reflected on his face. He takes a step forward, his expression grim.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m fucking sure. That’s what she told me.”

      Shit. Not that any of us should be surprised. I laid my soul bare to Emma last night, and I meant every word I said. But just because I said I was sorry and told her I want to make things right, I know that doesn’t automatically clear the air between us. I offered a truce, but that doesn’t mean she’s gonna take it.

      “That’s not all,” Trent adds grimly, and West and I lean in a little, waiting for more. He shows us the scrap of paper he’s holding, which has a phone number scrawled across it. “She said she’s not on Emma’s side anymore. She basically offered to do what Emma thinks she’s going to do to us, but turn it around on Ems. Hack her life. Tear it all down.”

      “What the fuck?”

      West’s response is immediate. His voice is hard, and his body seems to puff up with rage, his already massive muscles bunching and tightening as he clenches his fists.

      My rage is slower to come because it takes me a half-second longer to process this insane turn of events. But as soon as Trent’s words wash over me, fury lights in my veins.

      I think back to last night, when I woke in the darkness of the dorm room with Emma’s soft, warm body wrapped in my arms. I could’ve gladly stayed there forever, but when I looked across the room and saw Leslie asleep in her bed, I decided it was probably best to sneak out while I could. Emma’s been staying on campus under the table, rooming with Leslie even though she’s no longer an official student at Clearwater U. I wasn’t sure what Leslie’s deal was with guys staying over or whatever, and I didn’t want to get Emma busted, so I threw on my discarded clothes and snuck out.

      Little did I fucking know that Leslie’s “deal” would be betraying her friend for three men who definitely don’t deserve it.

      How the hell does she justify that shit to herself? Jesus, I’ve been raking myself over the coals the past week trying to come to terms with the awful shit the three of us did, and how little provocation we actually had for any of it.

      So what’s Leslie’s excuse?

      Trent’s been watching me and West, his gaze bouncing between the two of us as he watches us absorb the news he just delivered. He still looks wary, but now that we’re knocked on our heels by that news, he continues on, telling us every detail of his conversation with Emma’s roommate.

      When he finishes, West squares his shoulders, a hard look entering his expression. “So are you gonna take her up on it? Let her hack into Emma’s life and ruin her?”

      All my muscles go rigid as I wait for Trent to answer. If he answers this the wrong way, West can have the fucking leftovers once I’m done beating his ass.

      But Trent shakes his head, looking almost horrified. “No. Fuck, no.”

      “Why not?” West’s voice is low, anger boiling beneath the surface of the words.

      I take a step closer to Trent, my jaw tightening. “Yeah. Why not? You spent a whole year in high school trying to destroy Emma. Most of last semester doing the same thing. So why the fuck not take Leslie up on her offer? It’s the opportunity you’ve been waiting for, isn’t it?”

      Trent’s face flashes with anger, and he shoves the piece of paper into his pocket.

      “Because I’m done with that. I…” He shakes his head angrily, although I think the anger is mostly directed inward. “I was wrong about a lot of shit, and I’m not going after Emma again. I want to make it up to her.”

      His words strike a chord in me. They’re too similar to what I told Emma over and over last night.

      That I want to fix this. That I want to make it right.

      “Jesus fuck,” West says slowly, speaking the words before I can say them. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”

      Trent flinches uncomfortably, as if he’s not ready to admit any such fucking thing out loud. But he doesn’t have to. The truth is written all over his face.

      “You’re one to fucking talk,” he shoots back at West. “You trying to tell me you don’t have feelings for her?”

      “I’m telling you,” West growls, taking a few steps forward and getting in Trent’s face, his entire body radiating tension, “that I care about her a hell of a lot more than you ever will.”

      Possessive anger sparks in my veins, and I’m nearly overwhelmed by the urge to deck both of these fuckers. Watching them argue over who cares about her most when I know that person is me is both infuriating and somewhat amusing. Seriously, Trent? That fuckhead thinks he’s got any kind of right to make a claim on her after he’s spent so much time tearing her down? So long insisting that he hates her?

      I went along with his shit, and I deserve whatever punishment Emma throws my way because of it. But I never hated her.

      Doesn’t that make you worse though? The thought crawls through my brain like a poisonous spider, and I do my best to tamp it down. But it’s insidious, and it makes my stomach churn. At least Trent stood by his convictions. You hurt Emma for no reason other than because you were following his lead.

      Self-hatred replaces the anger running through me, and I shove those thoughts away.

      The truth is, none of us deserve Emma. Not in the fucking slightest.

      But that doesn’t mean we can’t try to make things right.

      Even if she never forgives us.

      Even if she never chooses any of us.

      “All right, assholes.” I step between them just like West came between me and Trent earlier. “That’s not the fucking point here, and you know it. We can argue about that shit later, but right now the more pressing question is, what the hell are we gonna do about this?”

      Slowly, they both pull their death glares away from each other.

      “We need to stop Leslie,” Trent says.

      West nods.

      Well, look at that. For the first time in weeks, we’re all in agreement about something.
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      “Thank you. I’ll see you in two weeks. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Same, Ms. Holloway. I look forward to your interview.”

      Craig Thomas, the head of HR at the law firm Reese told me to call for a job, has a friendly, smooth voice. He’s pleasant and professional, and he agreed to set me up with an interview as soon as I told him who I was and why I was calling. I don’t know what kind of word Reese put in for me, but it was obviously good enough to convince this guy that I’m worth seriously considering for a position.

      I almost didn’t call. The business card Reese left on my pillow sat on my nightstand for a full day and a half before I finally broke down and decided to use it. I still hate the idea of accepting help from any of the Icons, and when I picked up my cell phone and dialed, I half expected the number to be out of service or to be connected to a strip club or something.

      But no, it connected me directly to the law firm listed on the front of the card. The office was open, even though it’s December twenty-ninth, still right in the middle of the holiday season.

      “Great. Thanks again,” I repeat, although I’ve already thanked the guy so many times I’m probably starting to seem a little over-eager. It’s hard not to be though. This is the first blip of hope I’ve found on the horizon in a while.

      “Absolutely. I’ll see you soon. Take care.”

      “You too.”

      I hang up the phone, letting out a deep breath. Then I flop back on my mattress as a little grin spreads across my face.

      I can do this. I can turn this around. It’s not over yet.

      The note Reese left me is shoved in the little drawer in my nightstand. I didn’t want Leslie to see it and judge me even harder for the mess of emotions that seems to keep me bound to the three Icons. I could tell something was off with her when she questioned me about it yesterday, and I don’t know if she totally believed me when I insisted I’m still committed to this course of action.

      Maybe that’s because I don’t know if I am, I think, then let out a groan.

      Goddammit. How did this all get even more complicated than it already was? As fucked up as it was, at least things were simple at the end of last semester. The Icons hated me. I hated them. I vowed to destroy Trent, and he promised to come after me with everything he had.

      Now I don’t know what the fuck I want. Or maybe I do, but I just won’t let myself believe it’s possible.

      Ugh. I need to get out of my head.

      Rolling over on the bed, I swing my legs over the side and sit up. I’ve been meaning to visit Dad to do our gift exchange, so maybe today would be a good day for that. I can tell him I have an interview, and hopefully he’ll see that I’m trying to piece my life back together.

      Besides, I miss him. We’ve been close ever since Mom died, even though there’s so much I’ve kept from him.

      As I rise from the bed, the door opens and Leslie walks in. She left pretty early this morning, and I don’t know where she was, but as soon as I catch sight of her face, my stomach instantly drops.

      Something is wrong. Very wrong.

      She looks really upset, and when her gaze lands on me, her lips turn down even more.

      “It’s over,” she says softly.

      “What? What is?”

      “You can’t stay here anymore.” She looks pained and pissed at the same time, and she shoots a glare at the door as she speaks, as if sending her wrath out into the world. “I don’t know how, but the housing admins figured out you’ve been staying with me. They threatened to kick me out too, for allowing a non-student to live on school grounds, but eventually they let me off with a warning.”

      Fuck.

      I wrap my arms around myself as my stomach churns. I knew this day might come—that it was a risk staying on campus like this. And if they’re threatening to boot Leslie, I can’t push it any longer. I can’t risk her getting into trouble just for offering to help me.

      But that means I just became fucking homeless.

      There are no other friends I have who I can crash with. I got to know some people through Leslie last semester, but I’m not close enough with any of them to ask for this kind of favor.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      “I’m… I’m sorry, Leslie,” I choke out, because I refuse to be an even bigger drain on her and make this about me when she’s the one who almost just got busted for sticking her neck out.

      “It’s okay.” She shakes her head, pulling a face as she leans back against the door. “But it means you’ll have to go. I’m sorry. You can leave your big stuff and come back for it, but you can’t stay here anymore.”

      “Yeah, no, I understand.” I swallow down the acid rising in my throat, crossing quickly to the closet to grab my large suitcase. “Just let me—let me grab my stuff, and then I’ll get out.”

      “Okay.” She shoots me another sympathetic look, wrinkling her nose. “Sorry, girl. This fucking sucks.”

      “It’s not your fault. Thanks for letting me stay as long as you did.”

      “Sure.”

      She crosses the room and sits on her bed, watching as I hurry around the space, shoving things into my suitcase haphazardly. Fuck. I wish she’d mess around on her phone or something. I hate the feel of her gaze on me, even though she’s not doing anything to me. It makes me feel self-conscious, like a trespasser. Like a squatter.

      I refuse to let myself cry as I pack. I refuse to let myself feel anything.

      It feels like my entire life since that fateful year of high school has been one step forward, two steps back, and I’m almost at my breaking point. I wish like hell that Dad and I had never come back to Clearwater, and I wish like hell I had a way out of here now.

      It takes me long enough to pack up the basic necessities, the things I’ll need in the immediate future or can’t bear to leave behind, that by the time I’m finished, Leslie is playing on her phone. She looks up as I cross toward the door, my suitcase rolling behind me. Then she drops her phone on the bed and comes over to hug me, wrapping me in a tight embrace.

      “You’ll be okay, chica. You got this.” She grabs my shoulders and steps back, giving me a too-bright smile, like she can make all this better just by pretending. “Let me know where you end up, okay? We’ll stay in touch.”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      Part of me is crushed that she’s just letting me walk out of the dorm without even making sure I’ve got a place to stay, but the honest truth is, that’s not her responsibility. Leslie and I are roommates, and I think we’ve become friends, but this is my problem, not hers.

      She gives me a little “buck up” tap on the shoulder with her fist, and then I drag my suitcase out the door. It shuts behind me with a soft click, and I realize that for the first time in my life, I have no idea where to go or what to do.

      As I make my way out of the dorm building, pulling my suitcase behind me, I feel like I’m floating, like I’ve lost my connection to the world somehow. Like I’m a ghost.

      I reach the edge of Clearwater’s campus, a place that once held so much hope and promise for me, and my footsteps falter. Letting go of my suitcase, I sink down onto the curb, and suddenly it’s like gravity comes rushing back in with a vengeance, pressing down on me with all its might.

      Resting my elbows on my knees, I let my head drop, staring down at the dirty pavement between my feet.

      My bank account hasn’t been completely wiped out yet, but I need to be careful about what I spend money on until I get a job worked out. Getting a room at a hotel or something would eat through what little I have left way too fast, and it wouldn’t solve any of my problems long term.

      So where the fuck do I go?

      What do I do?

      My throat tightens as I reach into my back pocket and pull out my cell. It takes effort to keep my fingers from shaking as I pull up my recent calls, find Dad’s number, and hit DIAL. Then I press the phone to my ear, closing my eyes against the tears that want to come.

      The line rings twice, but before it can ring a third time, I yank the phone away from my head and press the END CALL button.

      I can’t.

      I can’t do it.

      Just imagining the disappointment in his voice, the resigned look on his face, makes me feel like barfing. I don’t even know if he’d say yes—he seems to think the best way to help me right now is through standing back and letting me face the consequences of my actions.

      Would he feel differently if he knew everything that’s happened?

      Maybe. But when I think about telling him, my stomach churns like a washing machine and my heart feels like it might pound right out of my chest.

      I drop my head again, clutching my phone as silent tears track down my cheeks.

      How did everything get so fucked up?

      Because of the lies. The secrets.

      Not the lies Trent accused me of telling, but other, worse ones.

      I should’ve told the Icons how I felt about each of them, but instead, I tried to keep my feelings hidden, and it only made things worse.

      When they turned on me, I tried to keep Dad from worrying by insisting that everything was okay. And now I’m so deep in that lie that the idea of letting him know the whole truth makes me feel physically ill.

      “Emma.”

      The sound of my name makes me jump. My head whips up, fight-or-flight impulse kicking into high gear as I recognize the voice. Trent.

      And he’s not alone. The two other Icons flank him, standing on either side of him as if they’re a single, united force.
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      My heart sinks.

      Of course.

      They’re all on the same fucking side again. Reese and West’s promises to help me, to try to make up for what they did, obviously don’t mean shit against the power of whatever blood brother bond these three men have. They’ve chosen to stand with Trent, like always.

      And I shouldn’t be surprised by it, but for a moment, I honestly am.

      For a moment, it hurts worse than I ever thought possible.

      They’ve seen me in a moment of weakness, and I scramble to cover up the cracks in my armor, standing up quickly and blinking away the lingering tears in my eyes.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I blurt, glaring at Trent.

      I expect some snide remark, some cutting comment about how I’m the one who shouldn’t be here, considering I’ve been kicked out of school. But no barb or jab comes.

      Instead, he watches me with a serious expression as he says, “We were looking for you.”

      “What do you want?” I bite out, my hands clenching so hard that my nails dig painfully in my palms.

      Goddammit. I don’t want to see him. I don’t want to see any of them right now. I don’t have enough rage in me at the moment to keep myself afloat in this game of push and pull, of attraction and cruelty.

      I’m tired.

      “We came to warn you,” he says, and I wait for the threat to follow. The “warning” that I’d better get the fuck out of town before they take me down. That I’d be better off accepting defeat now than going up against them.

      My spine is already stiffening, my tongue getting ready to throw his words back in his face, when he speaks again. And his words knock me completely off balance.

      “Leslie is planning to sabotage you.”

      I blink at him, staring into his serious gray-blue eyes as my blood turns to water.

      What he’s saying doesn’t make any sense. I understand the meaning of each word on its own… but all of them together? No. That’s not right. There must be some kind of mistake.

      Or they’re lying to me.

      I don’t know how they figured out that Leslie is planning to help me hack their lives, but they must’ve decided to try to turn me against her. What better way to ruin my plan than to convince me the girl who’s agreed to help me—the one friend I have in all of this—is out to get me instead?

      My lips press together, anger rising in my chest.

      “Fuck you, Trent. Fuck all of you.”

      I turn on my heel, but I can’t storm off very fast because I’m dragging my suitcase behind me. A second later, the three men all step in front of me again, falling into the same configuration as before as if they share a brain. They still don’t look mad, and I find myself missing the look of anger that I’m so used to seeing on Trent’s face.

      At least I know where I stand when he looks like that.

      This expression? I have no idea what to do with it.

      “I’m serious, Ems. I’m sorry, but it’s true. She came to our place yesterday, and she told me everything. She said she doesn’t want to do it anymore, and then—” Trent breaks off, looking truly pained. “She offered to help us take you down. To take everything she’d been planning to do to us, and do it to you instead.”

      My heart beats out a staccato rhythm in my chest, like it’s forgotten how to pump blood. Like it’s about to give out entirely.

      A chill creeps over me, even though the weather has shifted in the past couple days, and it’s unseasonably warm for late December.

      Flashes of dozens of conversations I’ve had with my roommate pour through my head like a slideshow on fast forward. I remember the conversation we had yesterday, when she called me out for sleeping with Reese and questioned whether I really wanted to go through with our plans. She seemed strange, like she was mad or annoyed at me about something. But I never, ever have imagined she would do something like this.

      “You’re a fucking liar,” I choke out, glaring at Trent. I can feel a flush rising up my face, anger making it hard to draw in a full breath.

      One corner of his lip turns up, and he lets out a small laugh, but there’s no amusement in the sound. “Well, this is fucking ironic, isn’t it? I know this is a little hypocritical of me to say, Ems, but I need you to believe me right now. I’m. Not. Lying.”

      “It’s hypocritical as fuck, you asshole!” I blurt, abandoning my suitcase and striding toward him. “You expect me to believe anything you say, after what you’ve done to me?”

      My fists are raised, and I don’t know how he always draws this out in me. I’m not usually a violent person, but something about Trent makes me lose control completely.

      Before I can reach him though, West and Reese step forward smoothly, moving in sync as they each grab one of my arms. Their touch isn’t rough, but their hold on me is firm, and I stagger to a stop a foot away from Trent.

      “He’s not lying, Ems. I saw Leslie at our place,” Reese murmurs, dipping his head to speak low in my ear. “It’s true. We’re trying to help you. I’m still on your side, I promise.”

      “Just hear us out,” West adds, his voice low in my other ear.

      The feel of both men holding on to me, of their breath caressing the side of my face and stirring my hair, makes me stop struggling momentarily. It ignites a primal instinct in me to sink deeper into their touch, and even though I fight against that urge with everything in me, the momentary pause gives Trent enough time to step forward, closing the distance between us.

      I’m now surrounded on nearly all sides by the three men, and when Trent leans down to catch my gaze, his spicy ginger scent mingles with woodsy citrus and musk, making my nostrils flare wide.

      “She told me about how the two of you broke into our place. She said that’s the reason you were in my living room that day. Not a lost earring.”

      My blood thins.

      How does he know that? How could he know that unless… Leslie told him?

      Oh my God. She told him.
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      I’m standing close enough to Emma that I can read every emotion in her eyes like a book as she absorbs what I just said.

      I see everything in them. The disbelief. The realization. The anger.

      But most of all, the hurt.

      That expression is one I know better than I wish I did, and for the first time in a long time, now that I’m not looking at the world through a lense tinted red with anger, I take no pleasure at all in seeing her look like this.

      I wasn’t the one who hurt her this time, but it doesn’t matter.

      Seeing her this way still breaks my heart.

      She’s surprised. She obviously didn’t see Leslie’s betrayal coming, and it strikes me that even though the guys and I put her through hell in high school and did our best to rake her over the coals again last semester, she’s still managed to maintain a level of innocence.

      Of hope.

      Of trust in other people.

      We never managed to destroy that entirely, although now I almost wish we had—because she clearly put her trust in the wrong person.

      The three of us are gathered close around her, and I want to pull her from West and Reese’s grip and wrap her up in my arms. I want to comfort her, but I know better than to even try. She might finally believe my words, but she wouldn’t accept that shit from me right now no matter how much she needs the comfort.

      “I…” She licks her lips, swallowing hard. “I don’t understand. Why?”

      “Fuck if I know,” West growls.

      Anger resonates in his voice, and it’s a good goddamn thing Leslie isn’t anywhere near us right now, because I have a feeling shit would get ugly real fast if she were. He plays shit close to the chest, but when he unleashes… yeah, don’t be the person he lets loose on.

      “None of us are sure, Ems,” Reese says, his tone more soothing, though I can hear the anger underneath. “We haven’t figured it out. We don’t know if she planned this shit from the beginning, or if anything changed her mind.”

      Emma’s gaze flies up to meet his as he speaks, and a look passes between them, a silent thought that only the two of them share. I grit my teeth, exercising extreme self-control by not ripping him away from her and demanding to know what the fuck that was all about.

      This shit between me and my two best friends is going to explode eventually. But right now, we can’t let it get in the way of us helping Emma. We need to take care of her first. Then we can figure out what the hell to do about the fact that we’ve all got feelings for her—as complicated and fucked up by our past as they may be.

      “Maybe she’s just a crazy fucking bitch,” I interject. “Or maybe she was building up a grudge against you all semester. We don’t know her motives. But we wanted to warn you what she’s been up to. You can’t trust her. Not with anything.”

      Emma shifts her gaze back to me, her large brown eyes glassy.

      “Oh my God,” she murmurs, seeming like she’s speaking almost to herself. “The housing administrators cracking down. Her getting busted for letting me stay. Did she make that up? Did she just want me out?”

      She suddenly seems to realize that I’m still standing so close our chests are almost brushing. That Reese and West are still on either side of her, still holding her steady. Shaking off their touch, she backs away. Her gaze darts from me to each of them, and when she speaks, the words seem to surprise her. As if they feel foreign on her tongue.

      “Thank you. For telling me.”

      “Of course, Ems,” I say quietly. “We’ve fucked shit up, but we’re not completely heartless.”

      Her mouth drops open, and I can tell she’s about to hurl some insult at me. But then she shakes her head, taking another step back.

      “Thank you,” she says again. “I’ll… handle it.”

      She turns away from us, and I register for the first time that she’s got a suitcase with her. A big, clunky thing like someone takes on a trip overseas. The kind someone packs when they expect to be living out of their luggage for a while. Then the words she muttered to herself about the dorm pop into my head, and something clicks in my mind.

      I step between West and Reese, coming shoulder to shoulder with them as Emma begins to roll her suitcase down the sidewalk.

      “She kicked you out, didn’t she?” I call.

      Emma freezes, and although I can’t see her face, this time I don’t even need to. She stiffens, and I can see her shoulders go rigid with pride. She doesn’t answer, and she doesn’t turn around. She just takes a second to pull herself together and then starts walking away again.

      And that’s all the answer I need.

      I shoot a glance at the other two guys, and the three of us burst into motion without ever speaking a word. West and Reese cut in front of Emma again, and I stride up behind her to tug the handle of her over-sized suitcase out of her hand.

      An electric current seems to pass between us as our skin touches, and she startles at the contact. Her gaze flies up to West and Reese before she whirls around to face me, distrust rising in her features again.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      I pull her suitcase a little closer to me, meeting her gaze dead-on.

      “You’re coming with us.”
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      I look at Trent like he’s crazy, but he doesn’t even see it. He’s already walking down the paved pathway with my suitcase in his grip.

      Reese nudges me, and I turn to stare up at him. I’m so off balance from everything I just found out that I feel paralyzed by it. The rational part of my brain knows I should chase down Trent, grab my suitcase back, and walk away from these three men before they do any more damage to my head or my heart.

      But where would I go?

      I can’t go back to the dorms, I’d rather do almost anything than call my dad for help, and I still can’t afford a hotel.

      If Leslie really has turned on me, I need to figure out what to do with that. And every minute I spend wandering the streets like a homeless person or wondering where the hell to stay takes my focus away from the more pressing problem.

      Leslie.

      I can’t believe she did that.

      Well, that’s not true. I do believe it. Despite the numerous lies the Icons have told me over the years, I believe them on this. Partly because I don’t know how else they could know what they know. The only two people who know about the plan to hack into their lives are Leslie and me, and I certainly didn’t tell them anything.

      There’s also the fact that Leslie has been acting so weird lately. I was never able to pinpoint exactly what it was, but something has definitely shifted between us.

      I can’t begin to guess her motives here, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’ve lost the only ally I had.

      Or the fact that the three men who were my enemies for so long are the ones offering me help now.

      “We want to help you, Ems.” As if he can hear my thoughts, Reese speaks. His eyes are pleading, his voice quiet. “Let us. Please.”

      And maybe it’s the ring of truth in his voice, or maybe it’s the fact that I really don’t know where else to go. But I nod once, slowly, and then the three of us turn to follow after Trent. He’s slowed his pace to wait for us, and as we near him, West and Reese fall into step beside me, flanking me just like they did him earlier.

      Surrounding me.

      Protecting me.

      Unbidden, memories of the promises both of them made to me filter through my head. How each of them separately vowed that they would take my side over Trent’s, even if he pursued his agenda of vengeance against me forever.

      And they’re walking by my side now, not his.

      I glance at both of them, then ahead of us at Trent as we walk down the street toward their house, leaving the Clearwater campus behind.

      They seemed like a united force when they all approached me today, but as my gaze moves from one man to another to another, I realize I was wrong about that. There’s a divide between them, a distance and coldness I’ve never seen before.

      I wonder if it’s because of me, and then I wonder why I don’t feel any happiness at all about that. I should. I’ve been wanting revenge on the three Icons for years, and driving a spike through their tight friendship—their blood-bond—is probably one of the best punishments there is.

      But I don’t feel happy.

      In fact, I hate it.

      Seeing them look at each other with mistrust, seeing the angry looks they dart in each other’s direction… it feels wrong. It feels like something is broken in the world.

      We’re quiet as we walk, and I’m glad about that. My mind is still spinning, and twice, I almost grab my suitcase from Trent and make a beeline down a side street. But I know it’s pointless. I’d just be stranding myself with no place to stay. And besides, no matter how much Reese and West insist they’re on my side, I don’t think either of them would hesitate to pick me up, toss me over their shoulder, and carry me all the way to their house if they had to.

      Hard as it is to believe, they seem determined to look out for me—whether I want them to or not.

      I decide not to put that little theory to the test, and when we reach their house a few minutes later, I follow Trent through the front door, hesitating only briefly in the threshold as memories wash over me. He glances over his shoulder at me, and I have a feeling he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      The last time I was here, Trent ate me out like a starving man on that couch. We fucked in his bedroom. And when I left, I swore I’d never step foot inside this place again.

      That was less than two weeks ago. So much has happened since then, and changed since then, that my brain can’t quite process that fact.

      It feels like another fucking lifetime.

      A flare of heat bursts in Trent’s storm gray eyes, but he doesn’t comment aloud. Maybe he doesn’t want the others to know. I wonder if he told them. Did Reese tell them about coming to my dorm the night of their party? Did West tell them about the bathroom at Trattoria?

      Somehow, I doubt it.

      “You can sleep in my room, Ems,” Reese offers, snatching my suitcase from Trent, who glares after him as he pulls the heavy bag into his bedroom. He pops back out a second later, jerking his chin toward the couch in the middle of the living room. “I’ll take that.”

      West glares at Reese too, then shakes his head and leads me over to the couch. He sits, tugging me down next to him, and the others gather around us—Trent on my other side, and Reese sitting in a chair set at an angle facing the couch.

      “You can stay here as long as you need to,” Reese says. “Obviously, you can’t go back to your old dorm. But the campus housing authorities get no say in whether we have someone else living with us, so you’re good here—at least until we figure out how to get you back into school.”

      He says that last part so matter-of-factly that I blink in surprise. He says it like it’s something that will happen, something they’ve all talked about and agreed upon. But will it? Even if they’ve decided they feel guilty for getting me kicked out of Clearwater, it’s not like they can flip some switch and undo it.

      “The first thing we need to do though,” West puts in gruffly, interrupting my spinning thoughts, “is get Leslie off our back.”

      “Which may not be easy.” Trent scowls, looking furious. “I don’t know what the fuck turned her against you, but if she’s mad enough, it may not make any difference whether we take her up on her ‘offer’ or not. She may decide to come after you and destroy you anyway.”

      My skin chills. He’s right. Leslie obviously doesn’t have any problem breaking the law, and she’s had access to all of my stuff since we’ve been living together. Who knows what she could’ve done with my computer while I was asleep?

      I shiver.

      I don’t think I’ve ever been this wrong about someone’s character—ever. Her sudden change of attitude toward me makes me think back to high school, in the first days after the guys turned against me. It’s a disquieting feeling, and it makes me question every bit of trust I’ve ever given someone, including the trust I’m giving these three men right now.

      “So… how do I stop her?” I ask, reaching up to tangle a strand of blonde hair around my fingers as frustration burns through me.

      “We stop her by figuring out what she has on you and what she plans to do with it, then making sure she can’t do whatever she has planned,” Reese says, emphasizing the first word with a raise of his brows. “Trent has an idea that might work, but we’re still working out the details. The main thing is to not make her suspicious or piss her off before we figure out how to stop her. We don’t want her unleashing hell on your life before we have a defense ready.”

      I nod, feeling a little like I’m having an out-of-body experience. My life has done a complete one-eighty from when I woke up this morning, and I’m still scrambling to catch up.

      Somehow, Leslie has become the enemy here.

      And the Icons and I have become a we.
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      It’s a strange feeling, being in the guys’ house.

      We talk a bit longer about how to deal with Leslie. Trent explains his plan, and my stomach churns as I listen to him. It’s not a bad idea, and it might even work. But I don’t like it.

      None of them have mentioned the fact that all this strategizing we’re doing is to prevent Leslie from doing exactly what I planned to have her do to them. What she would’ve done, if she hadn’t decided to change sides and tell them everything. Guilt hangs heavy in my chest as it strikes me just what I was about to unleash on these men.

      Our lives are so interwoven with computers and technology these days that a good hacker can completely dismantle the framework of your existence if they work hard enough and go deep enough. They can decimate your life in a few keystrokes if they want. They can humiliate you or invite public ridicule, like Leslie helped me do with those pictures of Trent.

      But those pictures? Some videos of him showing up on the student portal?

      That’s nothing compared to what she could do.

      I keep expecting the men to call me out on that fact, to point the blame back on me for inviting this maniac into our little feud.

      But they never do.

      Trent also doesn’t mention our parents or the grudge he’s held against me for years for supposedly ruining his mom and dad’s marriage. I can’t help but wonder if this is all a temporary ceasefire, a halt in the war until we can get rid of a larger threat. But once Leslie is taken care of—if we can take care of her—will things go back to the way they were? Will Trent go back to hating me and blaming me for shit I never did?

      I want to confront him about it, but I’m worried any attempt at civilized discussion will devolve into a physical altercation again. And considering what happened last time I let him touch me, I’m wary of venturing down that path again.

      The line between fighting and fucking is razor thin when it comes to Trent and me, and it’s almost impossible to distinguish between love and hate, between desire and anger.

      They bleed into each other like watercolors, so closely intertwined that they might as well be the same emotion sometimes.

      I truly don’t know anymore if I love him or hate him.

      If I want to kiss him or strangle him.

      But all of my emotions, even the negative ones, draw me toward him. Always.

      For most of the day, I do what I can to resist the draw. Reese has to go to work, so I escape into his room where he already put my suitcase. I can hear the other two men moving around the house, but I studiously ignore them until Reese gets back.

      Then we order pizza and… watch a movie.

      It’s strange.

      There was a time once when hanging out with these three guys felt like the most natural thing in the world. Near the end of last semester, it was starting to feel like that again. Like there was nowhere else I would be safer, more cared for, or happier than surrounded by the three of them.

      This… isn’t like that.

      Tension hangs in the air above us, and it’s not just tension between me and each of them, it’s tension between the three men themselves. I’m hyper aware of each of them, my body seeming to register each shift and movement of theirs even though feet of space separate us.

      By the time the movie ends, my nerve endings feel like they’ve all been doused in kerosene and lit on fire, and my skin is almost painful to the touch from being in such a heightened state of awareness for so long.

      “I’m gonna go to bed,” I say quickly, rising from the couch as soon as the credits start rolling. “It’s been a long day.”

      That’s the understatement of the fucking century, and the Icons all nod.

      “Yeah, sure, Ems.” Reese shoots me a lopsided smile. “Get some sleep. We’ll figure this shit out soon, okay?”

      I nod, then glance at the other two men before padding into Reese’s bedroom and shutting the door. I sag against it for a second, trying to pull myself back together. I feel completely off balance here, and it’s not because of anything the guys are doing. It’s just… them. Me.

      Us.

      I don’t know what the hell any of this means.

      Shoving all those thoughts and questions to a far corner of my mind, I cross to my suitcase and unzip it, pulling out my favorite pair of sleep shorts and a tank top. I change quickly, then slip into the bathroom to brush my teeth and get ready for bed.

      Trent and West must’ve gone to their respective rooms, because I don’t see them as I’m heading back through the living room.

      I do, however, walk right in on the sight of Reese shucking off his pants. He’s standing by the couch, which has a blanket and pillows laid out across it, and he already took off his t-shirt. The sculpted muscles of his back flex and shift as he shoves his faded jeans down his legs and kicks them off. He’s just wearing a pair of boxer briefs, and the sight of him naked except for that small item of clothing freezes me in place.

      For a second, I do nothing but gape at him. I’ve had sex with him twice, but once was in his car and both of us stayed mostly clothed. The second time, in the dorm room, it was too dark to really take him in.

      But it’s not too dark now.

      The lights in the living room are still on, and they perfectly illuminate his broad shoulders, sculpted lats, and the twin lines of muscle that run along his spine. He has two dimples right above the waistband of his boxer briefs, and his skin glows with a golden tan.

      He’s fucking stunning.

      And I look too long.

      I don’t know if I make a noise, or if he just feels the heat of my gaze on him, but Reese grows still. Then he turns slowly, peering over his shoulder at me before shifting to face me fully.

      Oh, God. I wish he hadn’t done that.

      Butterflies explode in my stomach at the sight of his front half almost completely bared. His cut abs are just as gorgeous as his muscled back, and his thighs are long and strong-looking. I want to run my hands over every inch of exposed skin, and an ache builds between my legs, so hot and demanding I have to clench my hands into fists to keep from sliding my fingers down the front of my shorts just to give myself some relief.

      “Hey, Ems.” He swallows, and my gaze tracks the movement of his Adam’s apple as it jumps beneath his skin. Even that turns me on, and the strained sound of his voice makes my heart beat faster. “You okay? You need anything?”

      It takes my brain five seconds too long to process his words, and when they finally make it through the haze surrounding my mind, I shake my head quickly.

      “No. No, I’m good. Thanks.”

      My cheeks burn from embarrassment and thwarted lust as I scurry into his bedroom and close the door behind me.

      Jesus. Get it the fuck together, Emma.

      Trying to banish the images I just saw from my mind, I flip off the light switch and make my way toward the bed in the semi-darkness. When I crawl between the sheets, the first thing that hits me is Reese’s familiar, addictive scent: a clean, citrus smell with a hint of something woodsy and masculine. It surrounds me like a blanket, settling over me and seeming to seep into my pores, infecting me with everything Reese.

      I close my eyes, willing myself to fall asleep quickly.

      But of course, I don’t.

      I know I should be tired after the insane day I’ve had, but instead, I just feel wired. My body is still buzzing, my skin still too sensitive. I can’t get Reese’s smell out of my nostrils, and it’s filling my mind with thoughts I shouldn’t be having. Feelings I shouldn’t be having.

      My nipples are peaked and sensitive, and the ache between my legs builds until I can’t fight it off anymore. Barely daring to breathe, I slip one arm beneath the blankets, sliding it under the waistband of my panties until my fingertips find my throbbing clit. I feel like I’m on the verge of coming already, just from the images and memories floating around in my head, and my fingers move quickly and desperately as I bite down hard on my lower lip.

      It’s not just being in Reese’s bed.

      It’s being in this house.

      It’s knowing that all three of the Icons are so close, that these men I’ve loved and hated and been drawn to for so long are all just steps away, that pushes my body closer and closer to the breaking point.

      In my imagination, they all come to me. In my imagination, all three of them climb onto the bed, their eyes burning with fierce desire. In my imagination, three sets of hands undress me. Three mouths worship my skin—

      A knock sounds at the door.

      I freeze, my eyes flying wide and my body tense, on the verge of coming apart.

      Oh fuck.

      Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.

      Did I make a noise? Did I moan inadvertently? I was trying so hard to keep myself quiet that I nearly chewed a hole in my lip, but maybe a sound slipped out anyway.

      Before I can decide what the hell to do, the door opens a crack, allowing a beam of dim light to fall across the floor.

      “Ems?” Reese whispers. “You asleep already? I forgot my phone charger is in here.”

      I don’t answer. I still can’t move. I can’t breathe.

      The door opens a little wider, and the beam of light falls on the bed. On me. Reese glances my way, and a look of surprise crosses his face when he realizes I’m not asleep. Then his gaze traces the line of my body under the blankets, of my hand buried between my legs, and a new expression overtakes his features.

      Hunger.

      He closes the door behind him, plunging the room into deep shadows again. But he doesn’t stumble or hesitate as he crosses the dark expanse and comes to stand beside the bed. I can just barely make out his features in the dim light, and I watch his gaze trace my body again, slower and more intentional this time.

      “What are you doing, Emma?” he murmurs.

      But it doesn’t sound like a question that needs an answer. It sounds like he already knows.

      My body stays frozen as embarrassment and desire battle for dominance inside me.

      Jesus fucking Christ. I just got caught touching myself in Reese’s bed. After he and the other Icons found me basically homeless by the side of the road and offered me a place to stay.

      Kill me now.

      Embarrassment wins out, and I quickly yank my hand out of my panties. I’m about to roll over onto my side, turning my back on him, when his hand darts out and catches my shoulder. Still gazing at me intently, he draws my arm out from under the blanket, and before I can even register what he’s doing, he brings my fingers to his mouth.

      When his lips close around my fingertips, I let out a strangled gasp. His tongue traces over each finger, gathering my taste, my essence, as his grip on my wrist tightens slightly.

      My body, already pushed so close to the edge, can’t handle the overload of sensations as his warm, wet mouth envelops my fingers. Every swirl of his tongue seems to travel straight to my clit, and my toes curl as my hips involuntarily buck off the bed, pent-up pleasure exploding through me.

      Reese keeps sucking on my fingers, licking and nipping at them greedily the way he might suck on my nipples or my clit, and this time I do let out a noise as I come hard.

      Something shifts in his expression as he watches me, and I meet his gaze dazedly as the orgasm finally subsides. I’m still reeling from the fact that he just pushed me over the edge while barely touching me, and he looks a little shocked himself. But the hunger in his gaze is even stronger now, and he releases my wrist only to grab the comforter with both hands, yanking it off me.

      My shorts are slightly twisted, my tank top bunched up around my waist, and cool air hits my skin just as Reese crawls up onto the bed, pressing my legs apart and settling between them. My panties are damp, and I can smell my own arousal as he hooks his fingers in the waistband of my shorts, glancing up to meet my eyes.

      I can see him better now that my eyes have adjusted to the dim light again. He’s watching me intently, an expression on his face I can’t quite read.

      “What were you thinking about, Ems? While you touched yourself?”

      He inches the fabric down slowly, and I twist my hips to help him. There’s really no point in denying the truth, is there? I’m sure he already knows.

      “You,” I whisper.

      “Just me?”

      His movements pause for a moment, and I’m sure there’s a right and wrong answer to that question. But I’m done lying, done hiding things, even if it’s not what he wants to hear.

      “No.”

      The word is barely more than a breath, but I’m certain he hears it. Several emotions pass over his face, too fast for me to register any of them, and then he moves again, stripping off my panties and shorts in one quick motion. He hooks his hands around my thighs to hold them open, and then he attacks my pussy with his tongue as if he’s trying to teach me a lesson.

      I’m not quite sure what that lesson is…

      But I learn it quick.

      My back bows off the bed, my hands plunging into his hair as I rake his scalp with my nails. I have to bite my lip to hold back the scream that tries to pour out of me, and Reese doesn’t seem to want me to hold anything back at all. He plunges his tongue into my pussy, fucking me with it in short, sharp strokes before lapping at my clit again like he’s trying to eat me alive.

      To consume me completely.

      To swallow me whole so there will be none left for the other Icons.

      When I come on his face, I can’t keep all my noises inside, and I hear him grunting against my wet folds as I whimper helplessly, his sounds mingling with mine.

      He keeps lapping at me as my body comes down from the high, his fingers digging into my thighs as he spreads my legs wider, demanding access to more of me.

      Finally, when he’s licked my pussy clean, he raises his head. He just ate me out with a fierceness I’m not used to from Reese, but when he meets my gaze, there’s something soft in his eyes. Almost tender.

      “I told you, Ems. I’ll take care of you. In every way possible.”

      He presses a kiss to my bare, sensitized clit, and my stomach tenses as one last zing of pleasure shoots through me.

      As I try to regain my equilibrium, he releases my legs and crawls off the bed. He takes a moment to gaze down at me, drinking in the sight of me splayed out on the mattress, bottom half bare, my pussy wet, and my chest heaving. His gaze stays on me as he grabs the edge of the comforter again, slowly dragging it up to cover my body.

      Then he leans down and kisses me, a soft press of his lips to mine. His hand smooths my hair away from my face, and I can taste myself on him.

      “Get some sleep,” he whispers.

      He draws back, grabs his phone charger from the outlet by the bed, and strides out, his footsteps soft and silent.

      When the door closes behind him, all the air seems to whoosh from my lungs in a torrent, and I close my eyes for a second as the world spins around me.

      Reese was hard as a rock. Even in the darkness, I could see his cock jutting out, straining against the confines of the sweats he threw on over his boxer briefs. I know what eating me out did to him. I know how turned on he was. But instead of thinking of himself, he just took care of me.

      Twice.

      It’s probably a good thing he didn’t take it farther. It’s probably a good thing he left.

      Still, as sleep finally creeps over my exhausted, sated body, I can’t help but wish he’d stayed.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            23

          

          

      

    

    







            Reese

          

        

      

    

    
      Having Emma living in our house is a special kind of torture. It’s both incredible and agonizing to have her so close. To have the fruity scent of her shampoo lingering in the shower, to see her emerging from my bedroom in the mornings, sleep-tousled and stunningly gorgeous.

      It makes me want to grab her, throw her down on the couch, and fuck her until neither one of us can move. I’ve jerked off in the shower several times imagining just that scenario, and she’s only been staying with us for two days. I’m not quite sure how long I can last before my self-restraint breaks entirely.

      I don’t know if the other guys are aware that I snuck back into my bedroom the first night she was here. The sexy-as-fuck noises falling from her lips as I devoured her weren’t quiet, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they heard her. Honestly, I sort of hope they did. I hope they know I’ve got a claim on her, that I meant what I said and mean it more with every passing day.

      Emma is mine to take care of.

      I want to help her.

      I want to fix what’s been broken.

      Tension bubbles between all three of us, spiking anytime Emma’s in the room too. Sometimes it feels like we’re free animals about to tear into each other tooth and claw, but even though a confrontation is brewing between all of us, we have bigger problems to deal with at the moment.

      Starting with that fucking psycho, Leslie.

      Man, that chick is insane. I probably shouldn’t be surprised she fooled me, since I don’t really know her that well—but she fooled Emma too, and Emma was her damn roommate for an entire semester.

      We’ve decided to go ahead with Trent’s plan, even though it’s risky as all hell. Part of me thinks the better option is to storm into Leslie’s dorm and throw our weight around a little. It goes against pretty much every instinct I have to threaten a woman, but for Emma? Well, the lines get a lot more blurred when it comes to keeping her safe. Not that we’d actually go after Leslie physically. But we could scare her a little if all three of us paid her a little visit.

      The only problem with that is, she may be more dangerous when she’s scared. We don’t know what kind of shit she has on Emma, and if she feels threatened, she may go def-con one and unleash total hell.

      So the better option is to make her think we’re on her side, that we want the same thing she does, until we’re ready to take her down. It’s far from ideal, but the only way we have a chance of keeping her from acting right now is if she thinks we’re all a team—that we’ve got a plan, and we’re inviting her in on it.

      That’s why Trent texted her this morning and told her to meet us at the house at noon.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Emma asks nervously as she stands in the doorway of my room. Her hands are braced on the frame, and the light sweater she’s wearing clings to her body in a seriously distracting way.

      All three of us get distracted by the sight of her, then we all shoot each other wary glances. West shakes his head, the first to reply.

      “Nah. I’m not sure of shit. But Trent thinks it’s the best option we have, and on this, I trust him.”

      The heavy emphasis suggests there are plenty of things he doesn’t trust Trent on, and Trent looks torn between frustration and annoyance as he glares at West. Emma, for her part, just looks freaked the fuck out.

      I get that. I really do. She’s gone from hating us, not trusting any of us, to forming a grudging, incredibly fragile alliance with us. And now as part of that alliance, we have to pretend we’re still against her—that we still want to bring her down. A part of her has to be wondering if this isn’t an act at all. If we really are going to side with Leslie, and this is all just some elaborate ruse to hurt her even worse when the betrayal happens.

      My heart feels like a lead weight when I think about that, but the honest truth is, there’s nothing we can do to convince Emma except show her. And that will just take time. Maybe once this is done and we’ve gotten Leslie off her back, she’ll finally start to believe us when we say we want to make shit better.

      Maybe she’ll let us help her in other ways too.

      “Just stick to the script and don’t blow our cover,” Trent tells West.

      Then he turns to Emma, his expression and voice softening. I get the feeling she’s starting to trust me and maybe even West a little bit more, but every time Trent looks at her, I can see her entire body tense up, as if she’s gearing up to either run or fist-fight him again.

      I can’t decide how I feel about that. Part of me likes to see that anger and wariness in her eyes when she looks at him. It means he’ll never really be my competition. But another part of me hates it, and I don’t even quite know why.

      “You can hide in Reese’s room,” he tells Emma. “It’s closest to the living room, so even with the door closed, you should be able to hear everything we say. Just remember—” He breaks off, looking a little pained. “We don’t mean what we say. Okay?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      Her tone suggests she can’t quite make herself believe that, even if she wants to. But she gives us all one last look, then slips back into the room, closing the door behind her.

      I do a quick sweep of the living room, making sure there’s no evidence of Emma’s presence in our house, not even anything as small and insignificant as a hair clip. We can’t let Leslie know Emma’s here, or that we’ve chosen her side. Our entire plan depends on Emma’s ex-roommate not knowing.

      There’s nothing to be found though, which makes sense—all four of us have done this check at least twice already, and it’s not like Emma’s been here for weeks. She hasn’t settled in enough yet for her stuff to have spread the way it does when you truly live in a place.

      It strikes me suddenly that I want that. I want her stuff around the house, the little reminders that she’s been here.

      I want her here all the time.

      Shoving those thoughts aside so they don’t distract me, I glance down at my watch. It’s just a few minutes before noon.

      As if summoned by my thoughts, there’s a quick knock at the door. Leslie’s early. She must be excited.

      I suppress the rage that gathers under my skin at that thought as Trent walks to the door and opens it. West and I settle into our seats in the living room as he ushers her inside. I never really paid this chick a lot of attention, except to note that she was Emma’s roommate, but now I notice that she’s got mismatched eyes—one blue, one green. They shine with a sort of manic excitement, and I wonder if she’s doing all this because she’s jealous of Ems. Does she want what Emma has? Three men willing to fight tooth and nail over her?

      But what about all the shit we pulled? By rights, if Leslie was anything even close to a good friend to Emma, she would hate all of our guts. She wouldn’t be practically salivating over Trent as he leads her toward the couch and takes a seat beside her.

      As soon as she’s settled, he gets right down to business. “We’re in.”

      Her eyes go even wider, and I can practically feel her excitement level go up a notch. But she acts aloof and nonchalant as she asks, “Yeah? Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” Trent says emphatically, and his voice is so sincere that even I believe him.

      For a split second, my mind goes to Emma in my room, listening to our exchange while hidden from view. This must be hard as hell for her to listen to. But before I can dwell on that too long, I drag my thoughts back, not wanting to give away anything by the expression on my face.

      “Okay, then.” Leslie straightens a little. “I have everything I need on her. I’ve had plenty of time to gather all of it, so I can get started right away.”

      “No.”

      West’s voice is a little too forceful, and Trent and I both turn our heads toward him. I want to give him a look that says, dude, chill out, but I can’t in front of Leslie. He obviously realizes he spoke suspiciously loud though, because he quickly adds, “That’s not good enough. She deserves public humiliation, not just to have her life crumble around her. We have a better idea.”

      Instead of seeming shocked or disgusted by this, Leslie actually looks enthusiastic. Like she’s glad we’re brainstorming the best ways to completely destroy Emma.

      You did shit like this once, a little voice in my head whispers, and my stomach tightens.

      I did. All three of us did, at the height of our torture of Emma in high school. And maybe that’s why I hate Leslie so much. Because she reminds me of a person I wish I had never been.

      “Okay, what’s your plan?” the brown-haired girl asks, shifting her gaze to each of us in turn.

      “I already got her kicked out of Clearwater,” Trent says, a small smile crossing his face. God, he’s a good fucking actor. “But she fucked my reputation up pretty bad with those fucking pictures and videos.” He raises a hand. “I know you played a part in that, and I don’t blame you for it. But I think you were on to something. It’s one thing to wreck someone’s life privately. It’s another thing entirely to humiliate them in front of their peers. And that’s what we want for Emma.”

      “How?” Leslie asks, leaning forward. She’s eating this up with a fucking spoon.

      “We take everything we have on her, and we unveil it publicly. Right before the semester starts, there’s an event in the quad. They show a movie on a big screen they put up, and it’s usually packed—at least, it was last year. We’ll find a way to get Emma on campus if you can hack into the video system and replace the feed with what we give you.”

      Leslie’s mouth drops open a little, as if she’s surprised and impressed we could be this diabolical. I feel fucking sick, but I manage to keep my face impassive as she and Trent go over the details, solidifying the plan. It’s important for us that we get the timing set exactly, otherwise we’ll lose control of this situation fast. But Emma’s old roommate doesn’t seem suspicious about the requirements Trent lays out. In fact, she seems thrilled.

      “Yeah.” She nods as they finish hashing things out. “This will totally work.”

      “Good. Then we’ll be in touch. The semester kick-off event is in three days, so don’t do anything until then,” Trent says.

      “I won’t. Just get me the video you want me to play.”

      “Yeah. We’ll start working on that today.” Trent starts to stand, then hesitates, his brows pulling together slightly. “Thank you for helping us take Emma down. But I have to ask… why? I know what we all have against her, but what did she do to you?”

      Leslie stands, straightening her clothes slightly. Her gaze lingers on Trent, her expression hard to read. Then she smiles.

      “Let’s just say, I don’t like people who play the victim when they’re not.”

      With that cryptic response, she flicks her gaze over to West and me, and then turns to leave. There was definite hunger in her eyes this time, and I clench my hands into fists, hating that we have to pretend we’re into this bullshit. I want to tell her to go fuck herself, that it’s never gonna happen. That my heart already belongs to someone a hundred times more beautiful and perfect than her—inside and out.

      But I keep my mouth shut until the door closes behind her.

      For a moment, silence hangs in the living room as we all deal with whatever fucked up emotions are tormenting us.

      Then there’s a soft click, and the door to my bedroom opens. Emma stands there, her face pale but resolute. She knew what to expect from our meeting with Leslie, but knowing and actually hearing it are two different things. She doesn’t look any more or less suspicious of us than she did before; she just looks tense and… exhausted.

      As if she’s tired of not knowing who to trust.

      Tired of waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      My heart squeezes painfully at the sight of her, but it’s Trent who moves first. He crosses the living room in several long strides and pulls her into his arms. He doesn’t ask permission, and I doubt she would’ve given it if he had. But the second his arms wrap around her, hers go around him too, as if it’s an instinctual reaction she can’t quite override with rational thought.

      He holds her in a bear hug, his lips pressed to the top of her head, whispering words that are too low for me to hear.

      They stay like that for a long time as he keeps her wrapped up tightly in his embrace.

      And for once, neither West nor I try to stop him.
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      I’ve never been so fucking anxious for school to start as I am now. The semester kick-off event is tonight, and I wish I could fucking fast forward time and make it happen already.

      Of course, that’s assuming this all goes to plan.

      If it doesn’t, I’ll be wishing I could rewind time to go back to the calm before the storm.

      Because that’s exactly what this feels like.

      The calm before some kind of epic, destructive storm.

      Emma’s been on edge the whole time she’s been here, but it’s gotten worse over the past twenty-four hours. I hate seeing her like this, and I hate it even more that none of us seem to be able to comfort her. She doesn’t tiptoe around the house like she did when she first got here, but she’s still got ten-foot fucking walls around her heart. I can practically see them, and I can definitely feel them.

      I’ve made a few more calls to Amundsen High graduates, following the trail Jack Wyman set me on, and I’m making some progress. But not enough yet to tell anyone what I’ve been doing. I don’t want to say anything until I’ve found out something worth sharing.

      I’m not even sure it’ll make things better even if I can prove that Emma wasn’t the one who ratted on her dad and Trent’s mom about their affair. But I want her to know I believe her, and this is the best way I can think of to prove that.

      If I was better with words, maybe I’d know what to say to get her to trust us.

      Then again, maybe not. Reese is a smooth motherfucker, and Trent’s got this charismatic thing that makes people want to listen to him, and neither of them seem to know what to say either.

      I guess some things are bigger than pretty words, and this is one of them.

      Reese and Trent are both out taking care of last minute stuff for tonight, and then Trent has to swing by his mom’s place. But we all agreed never to leave Emma alone. It wasn’t even really a discussion, just something that we all sort of accepted as fact. Leslie doesn’t even know she’s living here, but still. I don’t like the idea of leaving her unprotected.

      She’s been pacing restlessly around the house for the past hour. I’ve heard her footsteps from my room, and although I want to calm her down, I don’t know if she’d welcome the attempt.

      But finally, I can’t hold out any longer.

      I open my bedroom door and head down the hallway toward the kitchen, where I hear the soft rustling of movement. I pause in the doorframe, taking in the sight of her. She’s wearing a soft blue skirt and a top that shows just a hint of the curves beneath. Her back is to me as she washes a glass in the sink, and when I step inside the room, she jumps, nearly dropping it.

      “Oh!” She rolls her eyes at herself, sticking the glass under the tap to rinse it before setting it on the dish rack. “You scared me. Fuck, I don’t know what I was expecting. Do I really think Leslie is going to sneak in here like a ninja and try to attack me or something?”

      I have a feeling the question was rhetorical, but I answer anyway. “Well, she did break in here once before. And I don’t think she’ll sneak in either, but until we deal with her for good, I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      Emma nods in agreement, turning around to face me and leaning against the countertop. For a moment, she looks utterly relaxed, then she seems to remember that Leslie isn’t the only one she doesn’t trust right now. Her shoulders stiffen, and she drags her gaze away from mine, another layer going up on the wall around her heart.

      No.

      I can’t fucking take that.

      I’m moving in the space of a single heartbeat, crossing the room toward her and putting my palms on the counter on either side of her hips, boxing her in.

      This isn’t the way to win her trust. I can’t force her to believe me. But as much as I want to protect Emma, as much as I’d do anything to take care of her, there will always be a part of me that wants to dominate her too.

      I don’t allow myself to touch her like I want to, but I don’t step away either, even as I see—I feel—her entire body stiffen.

      “You can trust us, Emma,” I say, my voice a low rasp. “This is real. You can trust me.”

      She blinks. She’s staring at my chest, which is a few inches in front of her face. If she tilted her head up, she could meet my gaze, but she steadfastly refuses too, keeping her eyes locked on my shirt. “How can I ever be sure?”

      Her answer wrenches a response out of me, and I break my own rules again. I promised myself I wouldn’t touch her, but one of my hands leaves the counter, and I grab her smaller one, bringing it to my chest—right to the spot she’s been staring at. Where my heart is.

      I don’t know how to tell her that it beats for her.

      That every throb she feels under her palm is my heart trying to get closer to her, trying to punch its way out of my chest if necessary to get just a few fucking inches nearer to her.

      Her hand feels tiny and delicate beneath mine, and I cover it completely with my own, keeping her palm pressed flat to my left pec. A little shiver runs through her as her gaze stays glued to the connection, and my cock hardens at the expression on her face.

      It’s soft.

      Vulnerable.

      And so fucking sweet.

      My dick is raging, straining against my zipper, begging me to stop trying to do this “right” and just make her mine.

      My body shudders too, and I know she feels it, because for the first time since I caged her against the counter, her gaze flies up to my face. Her lips part slightly on an inhale, and all I want to do is seal my mouth over hers and claim her.

      But I won’t.

      I promised myself I wouldn’t.

      Not until she believes me.

      My jaw clenches so hard it hurts, and my entire body feels locked up, rigid, my muscles steely and taut from the effort of holding back. I drag in a breath, inhaling her sweet scent as my nostrils flare. Then I pull my hand away from hers, clenching my hand to keep from grabbing hold of her.

      I’m about to step back when her small hand fists the front of my shirt.

      I hesitate, my heart pounding harder in my chest. So hard she has to feel it crashing against my ribs.

      She doesn’t look back down at the spot, keeping her gaze locked on my face instead as she clutches my shirt, keeping me from moving away.

      “Tell me again,” she whispers, her voice rough.

      I hold her gaze, pouring every bit of myself into the words I utter. They’re not much. But they’re all I have. And they’re fucking true.

      “This. Is. Real.”

      There’s a pause. A moment where time seems to stop, where existence itself seems to hold its breath.

      Then she nods. It’s such a slight movement that I might miss it if I weren’t staring at her intently, devouring her with my gaze. But I am. I’m watching her so close that I see the small dip of her chin. And more than that, I see the look in her eyes.

      She believes.

      Maybe she won’t tomorrow, and maybe she doesn’t even want to now. But in this moment, standing here in the kitchen, trapped between my body and the counter behind her… she believes me.

      And that knowledge snaps the last thread of my control.

      Our bodies are already practically touching, but I step closer, palming the back of her head as I mold my body against hers, stealing her lips in a crushing, bruising kiss. She gasps into my mouth, opening for me and letting my tongue slide in. Her hand is trapped between us, held captive as all the space that separated us disappears, and she grips my shirt tighter—as if even now, she wants to pull me closer.

      I can’t get enough of her.

      I’m a little worried I’ll kill both of us trying.

      My mouth slants over hers again and again as I pillage her mouth with my tongue, trying to taste every bit of her at once, to gorge myself on the sweetness of her. She’s bent nearly backward over the counter, and her hips bump against mine, making my dick throb even harder.

      Fuck.

      Fuck, I can’t stop anymore. I can’t hold back.

      With a growl, I grab her by the hips and heave her onto the counter, shoving her skirt up as my hands slide over her pale, smooth thighs. My fingertips find her thin, lacy panties, and I’m too fucking impatient. I grab the material in both hands and shred it from her body, making her groan into my mouth.

      I’m still kissing her. I can’t stop doing that either. I’d drown like this if it meant I never had to let go of her perfect fucking lips.

      I tug her shredded panties away from her body and toss them aside, beyond caring that we’re in the fucking kitchen, that it’s the middle of the afternoon. My fingertips move higher, and when I feel the silky wetness of her bare pussy, I can feel precum seeping from my dick.

      The pad of my thumb finds her clit as I slide one, then two fingers inside her, fucking her with wet, sloppy sounds as I work her clit in vicious, demanding circles.

      I have to feel her come.

      I need to feel her pussy clench around my fingers.

      I need to hear her fucking scream.

      She’s close to doing all three of those things. I can tell.

      Her hands claw at my shoulders, fisting the fabric of my t-shirt before letting go to rake her nails down the backs of my arms. Her tongue is thrusting against mine in time to the rhythm of my fingers as they drive into her slick channel, and when she comes, she rides my hand with hard undulations of her hips, making me fuck her even deeper.

      Jesus.

      My heart is beating so heavily I can feel it everywhere in my body, and my cock is so hard it hurts. Leaving my fingers inside her, I let her keep using them to draw out her orgasm as my other hand reaches down to flick open the button of my jeans and yank the zipper down. I shove my pants and boxers down, and my cock springs free, no longer constrained but still just as painfully hard.

      I stroke myself once, squeezing at the base, then I palm the back of Emma’s head again. She’s practically limp in my arms, and her eyes are heavy-lidded as she meets my gaze.

      My chest is rising and falling fast, and I swallow hard as I finally pull my fingers from her pussy, sliding them along her leg, smearing her sticky arousal down her soft thigh. I want to feel it against my skin when I fuck her. When her legs are wrapped around me like a vise.

      “Did you like that, Ems?” I ask raggedly, palming her ass with one hand and scooting her forward on the counter until she’s right where I want her.

      “Yes,” she breathes, and I hear nothing but truth in the word.

      “You liked it rough like that?”

      “Yes.”

      “You like it hard?”

      “Yes.”

      My cock throbs, and I step even closer to her, brushing my thick head against her clit, running it through her folds. She’s hot and wet and fucking perfect.

      “Good. Because when I fuck you, it’s gonna be harder and rougher than that. Can you take it?”

      A spark lights in her eyes, and for a moment, I have a vivid flashback of the first and only other time I fucked her—in the supply closet at Amundsen High. That same look flashed in her eyes then too.

      Something fierce.

      Something challenging.

      As if she knows she can take everything I have to give and still come back for more.

      It lights a fire in my veins, and I grab onto her hips, holding her steady as I surge into her, filling her in one hard thrust. She’s so fucking tight, so warm and slick, and I feel her body’s reaction to the sudden intrusion. Her walls clamp down around me, squeezing and milking my cock, as her whole body goes rigid. A strangled sound of pleasure falls from her lips, and it’s too fucking much.

      Any shred of self-control I was holding onto disappears, and I pull out and drive back in even harder, fucking her in such long, hard strokes that her ass keeps scooting backward on the counter. I haul her closer to the edge again and keep her pinned there as her legs come up to wrap around my waist.

      Just like I hoped I would, I can feel the arousal on her thighs as she squeezes them around me, can feel it dripping from her pussy every time I thrust.

      She’s so wet. My girl is so fucking wet for me.

      Possessive pride and arousal flares in my chest at that thought, and I lift one hand away from her hip to grasp her chin instead, holding her steady while I claim a deep kiss. My fingers and thumb splay across her jaw as I pull back, still fucking her so hard that the sound of our skin slapping together bounces off the walls.

      “Do you like this, Emma?”

      “Yes,” she gasps. The word comes out on a stutter as her teeth clack together from the force of my thrusts.

      “Does anybody else fuck you like this?” I demand harshly. “Does Trent? Does Reese?”

      Her eyes fly wide open, and through the haze of lust, I see a dozen different emotions filter through her eyes. She doesn’t say anything, but I can feel the reaction in her body just like I could when I first sank into her.

      She’s turned on.

      Her walls clutch me tighter, and her pupils dilate. Her body starts to shudder in my arms, and her breath hitches.

      But she still doesn’t answer.

      The possessiveness in my chest grows, along with a new kind of arousal I can’t even name, and I pick up my pace even more, determined to make sure she feels me—that she thinks of me—the next time she even looks at Reese or Trent.

      I want to fuck them out of her system and make her only mine.

      I want to fuck her in front of them so those fuckers know I’m the only one who makes her feel like this.

      I want to lay her on my bed, naked and spread-eagled, and make my two best friends watch while I eat her hot little pussy.

      Unbidden, a new image filters through my mind. Emma riding my cock while Trent takes her from behind. How fucking tight she would be for both of us as we each filled her, even tighter than she is now. How much higher we could push her body, how much more pleasure we could give her. Reese would tease her nipples until the pretty little buds flushed a darker shade of pink, he would tease her clit until she convulsed around me, choking both my cock and Trent’s as her entire body locked up in pleasure—

      “Fuck!” I roar, slamming into her and grinding my hips against hers as I come like an animal, ropes of cum spurting into her as my cock pulses over and over and over.

      Emma lets out a guttural cry, burying her face in my neck as her arms and legs tighten around me. I can feel her walls clenching rhythmically as the orgasm rockets through her, and every squeeze around my cock feels like the best kind of torture as she milks every last drop of my release from me.
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      I can’t catch my breath.

      I’m sucking in gasping lungfuls of air as my lips brush against West’s hot, sweat-dampened skin. I’m sweaty too, and every muscle in my body aches like they do after a hard workout. I’m sore between my legs, my inner thighs ache from being pressed apart by the force of West’s hips—and I want to do it all over again.

      My body feels both heavy and weightless at the same time, and I cling to West as if he’s the only real thing left in the world.

      The look on his face when he asked me about Trent and Reese… and then the look on his face when I didn’t answer…

      What was he thinking about?

      My core clenches again as an aftershock of pleasure cascades through me, and I tighten my grip on West, breathing in his masculine scent of amber and musk and sex.

      I feel wrung out, completely exhausted and sated, and my eyelids feel like they weigh ten pounds each. I want to stay like this forever, with West’s thick arms wrapped around me, his cock still buried inside me. It’s perfect.

      But we have other things to think about, other things to focus on. We need to be ready for tonight.

      Slowly, I lift my head, blinking as my eyes refocus.

      And then I freeze.

      Reese is standing in the doorway to the kitchen, silent and still as a statue. He’s staring at me and West, and as soon as I look up, our gazes lock. His nostrils flare, and he blinks once, his green eyes disappearing from my view for a half-second. I can’t tell what he’s thinking, but I’m positive he has no doubt what we were doing. West is still inside me, for fuck’s sake, and even though we’re both still mostly clothed, there’s no way for Reese to mistake this for anything but what it is.

      I can’t read his expression. Can’t tell if he’s angry or hurt or… something else.

      I want to ask him. To say something to him. But West doesn’t know he’s here, and for some reason, I don’t want to change that.

      Reese holds my gaze for several more long seconds. Then, just as silently as he arrived, he turns and slips away down the hall.
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      I can’t stop thinking about it for the rest of the afternoon and into the evening.

      About having sex with West, and about Reese catching us. The entire sequence of events plays over and over in my head as the guys and I get ready to take on Leslie, and although I know I should focus on the fight ahead, my thoughts keep getting dragged back to that moment in the kitchen.

      When did Reese come in? How much did he see?

      Did he watch the entire thing? And why?

      I know by now that the Icons are all aware of what’s happened between me and each of them—if not all the specifics, they at least know that I’ve slept with all three of them. That must account for the tension that seems to gather in the air every time we’re all together, and I hate it.

      This is why I turned them all down in high school. I knew it would drive a wedge between them if things progressed to a different level between me and one of them. And now, with things shifting between me and each of them, it’s not any better. I feel like if I choose one of them, it would shatter their friendship into thousands of irreparable pieces. But the current situation isn’t really much better.

      Because I haven’t chosen.

      I don’t know how I even could.

      And instead of blowing their friendship to pieces, the slow-building tension between them seems to be stripping their bonds of brotherhood down bit by bit.

      I hate it.

      I wish there was some other way.

      “Hey, Ems. It’s gonna be okay.”

      Trent catches my hand and gives it a little squeeze, and I have to work to keep myself from tensing up. His behavior toward me has shifted so much—but the only problem is, it reminds me of how things were last semester right before everything went to hell. So as reassuring as he tries to be, it’s still hard to relax around him. To trust him.

      I guess I’ll find out soon enough if I made a huge mistake.

      If they stick to the plan we’ve set and help me get out of Leslie’s crosshairs, it will go a long way toward making me trust them again. And if it turns out to all be an elaborate ruse designed to trap me and humiliate me and ruin me again… well, at least then I’ll fucking know.

      At the end of the day, Leslie is coming after me no matter what. So it’s not like I have a lot to lose by giving my trust to these three men who claim they want to help me.

      I shoot Trent an expression that tries to be a smile but is more like a grimace. He doesn’t know that part of my worry has nothing at all to do with Leslie and much more to do with what’s been going on in this house ever since I got here. With all the unspoken tension and attraction that seems to permeate the air, making it hard to breathe sometimes.

      “We’re good to go.” Something I can’t name still burns in Reese’s eyes as he looks at me—the same thing I saw this afternoon. But his expression is serious, and I can tell he’s one hundred percent focused on the task before us now. Anything else can wait until after that’s done.

      “Good,” West grunts. “And you gave Leslie the flash drive with the video on it?”

      “Yeah. Did a little fancy sleight of hand too, so we should be set.”

      “Perfect. Let’s go then.”

      Trent jerks his head toward the door, and all four of us file out. We pile into his car, even though campus is so close by. We want to be able to make a quick and easy escape once this is all over.

      I sit in front next to Trent, and West and Reese take the back. As soon as the doors close, the air in the car becomes suffocating as our combined tension seems to vacuum up all the oxygen. Trent doesn’t try to reassure me with words again, but he reaches across the middle console and rests his hand on my leg. The weight of his palm is warm and comforting, and even though I shouldn’t let it, it does calm me.

      For the moment, at least, we’re all in this together.

      It feels strange pulling up on campus. It’s been less than a week since I was living here in my old dorm, but now the place feels foreign somehow. Trent parks his car, and the four of us join the throng of students making their way across the paved pathways toward the quad.

      The three Icons gather around me, Reese slightly behind me and Trent and West on either side. They keep some distance, and although I almost wish Trent would take my hand again, he doesn’t.

      We need to keep up our facade in case Leslie catches sight of us. They promised her they’d get me on campus, so she’ll expect to see us together—but if we look too close or comfortable with each other, she’ll get suspicious.

      A giant screen has been erected at one end of the quad, and students are arrayed across the broad swath of grass in front of it. People have brought blankets and lawn chairs, and I see more than one group cracking open bottles of beer or mixing drinks. The weather is cool enough for people to need jackets, but nobody seems to mind the slight chill in the air as they all talk and laugh, waiting for the movie to start.

      This is a Clearwater tradition, apparently. Before the start of each semester, they screen a classic movie in the quad. It’s become a big enough thing over the years that tons of students show up, and the entire quad is nearly packed as we make our way through the blankets and chairs toward the front of the audience.

      A little thrill of nerves runs up my spine.

      If we’re wrong about this… If Leslie caught on to our deception…

      I’ll be inviting my own downfall.

      “There she is.” Reese’s voice is low, barely loud enough to carry over the hubbub of the crowd, and he jerks his head subtly to the left when I turn to glance at him. “You see her?”

      I turn in place, pretending to be looking for a place to sit, but my gaze darts upward to one of the buildings that borders the quad.

      Yep. There she is.

      In the fading light of late dusk, the glow from inside the buildings shines bright, and it’s easy to see through the windows into the rooms inside. On an upper story of Davis Hall, Leslie is sitting in a large chair in a study nook overlooking the quad. Her laptop is open on her lap and her legs are crossed as she types away quickly at the keyboard.

      My stomach dips.

      Everyone else here tonight came early to get a good seat. So did Leslie. Except the thing she came to watch isn’t the movie that will play on the giant screen. It’s me. And from her vantage point, she’s perfectly positioned to do that.

      “Trent?” Reese asks, shooting him a look.

      “Yup. On it.” Trent pulls out his phone, stepping away from us to make a call as the other two Icons and I find a small open patch of grass near the screen and sit down.

      The movie starts just as he’s coming back, and he settles down on one side of me as sound blares from the speakers erected next to the screen and all around the quad. I almost jump at the noise, but for the moment, it’s just the regularly scheduled programming. Leslie hasn’t hacked into the system yet.

      Which means we wait.

      The film starts, and I keep my eyes glued to the screen, peeking up at Davis Hall out of the corner of my eye from time to time.

      Anticipation builds steadily inside me, rising so high it makes my skin prickle. And as I wait, I can’t help but wish I could ask Leslie why. I wish I understood why she’s doing this. Why she decided that she hates me so much. Is it jealousy? Is it an attempt to win over the guys, to steal their attention from me? Or is it just because she’s bored and rich and has too much time on her hands?

      Cruelty doesn’t always make sense. Hatred doesn’t always make sense. But I wish I could decipher the reasons for hers. It probably wouldn’t make me feel any better, but at least then I’d know.

      The image on the screen flickers suddenly as a loud pop comes through the speakers, and my heart bursts into high speed as I’m wrenched from my thoughts.

      And there it is.

      Instead of the film we were watching, it’s an image of me.

      Reese put together this video, but he made sure I approved every single thing that would be included. It’s all stuff that’s minorly embarrassing, things designed to make Leslie think they’re still against me. As far as Leslie knows, it will get worse and worse, topped off by every humiliating thing she’s been able to dig up on me.

      My stomach clenches, and I rise to my feet. I’m still supposedly playing a role, but it’s hard to distinguish anymore what’s real and what’s fake. As the students around me all mutter and murmur to each other, asking what the hell is going on, shooting me glances as they realize that I’m the girl who’s up on screen, it all feels so real I think I might barf.

      Please don’t let Leslie realize Reese switched out the videos. Please, please, fucking please…

      There’s another noise from the speakers, and new images pop up on screen. This time, they’re images of Leslie. Stills of her taken from the internet and the Clearwater student website. And over the images, audio plays.

      It’s a bad recording, full of static and ambient noises, but it’s easy enough to pick up the sound of voices.

      It’s Leslie, talking to the guys that day she came to the house. She lays out exactly what she’ll do to me, and she’s just getting to the part where she promises to bring my life crumbling down when the video feed cuts off entirely.

      “Well, that lasted longer than I thought it might,” Reese murmurs beside me. His gaze is still glued to the screen, but he turns his head as he finishes speaking.

      “Yeah,” I murmur.

      It obviously didn’t take Leslie long to realize we set her up, and since she was controlling the video feed, she had the power to shut it off. But hopefully, it will have been enough. Everyone in the quad around us is talking louder now, surprised by the new turn of events, and my head whips up as I search for Leslie in the window above us.

      She’s on her feet now, scrambling to unplug her computer. She glances out the window once, then flips her laptop closed and shoves it in her bag.

      “Come on,” I mutter. “Come on.”

      “They’ll be here,” Trent promises, his voice grim.

      And as if called by his words, two burly campus police officers approach Leslie as she turns away from the window. I can’t tell what they’re saying, but I see her posture stiffen, her body tensing like she might try to run away. They’ve got her cut off though, and the honest truth is, it won’t matter if she runs.

      Trent already told campus security everything—that someone was going to hack into the school’s network, that she’d issued threats against me, and that she was responsible for serious cyberbullying.

      After her hack into Clearwater’s student portal last semester, the admins took our warning very seriously. This kind of stuff creates a black mark on a school’s reputation, and the admins are probably anxious to make sure Clearwater doesn’t become known as a school that allows these kinds of transgressions to fly.

      Leslie stands up to the two men, shaking her head and gesturing angrily. But they seem unmoved, and when one of them takes her by the elbow, she allows him to pull her out of the room.

      The quad around me is still full of voices as people demand to know what’s going on, why the movie stopped playing, and what those other clips were all about.

      But I ignore it all, the noise fading into nothing but a dull thrum in my ears. My gaze is still glued to the window where Leslie was a moment ago, and I bite my lip as I keep watching that spot, as if I’m expecting her to pop back into view like the unstoppable witch in a horror movie.

      An arm wraps around my waist, and the scent of ginger tickles my nostrils as Trent pulls me in to his side.

      “It’s over, Ems. It’s done.”
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      Of course, it’s not quite over.

      We set Leslie up to fall pretty hard, but until I’m sure she’s gotten everything that’s coming to her, I refuse to let Emma out of my sight.

      Through West’s contacts in the registrar’s office, we get updates on what happens to Leslie over the next few days—including her expulsion from Clearwater and the fact that her parents are called in and made aware of all of her hacking activity. There’s talk of pressing charges, and I honestly hope the school does, although Emma looks pained at the thought.

      Because despite everything she’s been through, she’s still a sweet person. She’s still a good person. She wants to believe the best in people, to hold out hope that they can change. And although I personally want to see Leslie suffer a bit more, I’m not gonna go out of my way to discourage Emma from thoughts of forgiveness.

      Fuck knows I could use them.

      Something seemed to shift in the air between us all as we drove back home a few nights ago after watching campus police haul Leslie away. A relief, a clearing of tension, as if a boulder that’d been pressing down on all of us was suddenly lifted away.

      It feels fucking amazing. And it feels even better to have Emma look at me without the tinge of suspicion I’ve gotten so used to seeing in her deep brown eyes.

      But now that we all have space to breathe, there’s something else on my mind.

      Emma. And me.

      Us.

      I was falling in love with her before my stupidity, anger, and pride almost ruined everything. And now that I’ve proven to her that I’m done with that bullshit, that I trust her and want to help her no matter what, I can’t help but hope for more.

      It’s fucking stupid, I know. What kind of girl could possibly fall in love with someone who’s fucked her over and tormented her the way I have? Never mind that she managed to get her own hits in on me too. Getting even and exacting vengeance may level the field, but they’re not exactly precursors to love either.

      Still, sometimes when she looks at me, I think… maybe I have a chance.

      Then I see the way she looks at West and Reese, and unreasonable jealousy rises up inside me. I know she cares for them too, and given all of our past behavior, it would make a fuck of a lot more sense for her to choose one of them over me.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m gonna cede the floor here. It doesn’t mean I’m gonna stop trying. I want Emma, and I’ll do whatever I can to win her over and make her mine.

      I can feel it all building to a head, a confrontation brewing on the horizon. And to be totally honest, it sort of breaks my heart. I love Reese and West like brothers, and I hate that the events of the last several months have driven a wedge between us. I don’t want to lose them, but I don’t want to lose Emma to them either. And if all of us pursue her like I know we want to, I don’t see a way for this to end well. Not for all of us, anyway.

      Still, for the few days after we take down Leslie, things are fucking great. Reese and West are less pissed at me for dragging them into my vendetta against Emma, especially now that I’ve proven to them how serious I am about taking care of her too.

      Ems has a job interview coming up, and we still need to figure out some way to get her re-admitted to Clearwater. I need to help my mom fix things with Paul, since it was my dickheadedness that messed things up for them in the first place.

      There’s a lot on my plate, is what I’m saying. But for a little while, I allow myself to push those problems off to another day and just relish in the feeling of things being good between me and Emma. Between her and all of us, really.

      The guys and I have classes during the day, but at night, we all hang out, watching movies or just talking and drinking a few beers. It doesn’t take much to make whatever we’re doing feel perfect. It’s just the four of us, together, that makes it feel that way.

      Three days into classes, we find out that Leslie’s parents had her admitted to an inpatient facility that treats people with addictions and personality disorders.

      “That’s good,” Emma says, and she sounds so sincere that my heart practically fucking melts out of my chest. She sounds like she really means it. “I hope she gets the help she needs.”

      “I hope she gets something,” West puts in darkly, his words more in line with my thoughts.

      Leslie may have an addiction to the thrill of hacking like some people have an addiction to gambling, but it’s hard for me to muster up a lot of sympathy right now. Anyway, it’s a good thing that her parents sent her somewhere, because it keeps her out of our hair. She looked back down at the quad before the campus police hauled her away, and even though we were at a pretty far distance, I know she saw the three of us gathered around Emma in a protective stance.

      I know she knows we fucked her over. That we’re the ones who alerted the school about what she was doing.

      “Hey, I’ve got a great idea,” Reese puts in, smiling lazily as he sets down his fork. He looks happy, and he’s such a cheerful dude that it’s hard not to absorb the happiness he radiates. “Let’s talk about something besides Leslie.”

      “Ha. Yeah, I like that plan.” I grin at him, forgetting for a moment that we’re rivals.

      The four of us went out for dinner tonight, and even though I know all of us secretly wished we’d been taking Emma out on a solo date, it’s actually been really fun. I remember thinking once that Emma brings out the best and the worst in me, and I think that’s true for the others too. But I can feel it shifting, each of us letting her light shine on us to bring out more of the good and less of the bad.

      And tonight? It’s been good.

      It’s been great.

      “So what do we think?” Reese adds, leaning back in his chair a little. “Dessert?”

      “I could go for something sweet,” Emma admits, tugging her bottom lip between her teeth in a way that instantly makes my dick twitch. “But I’m not really in the mood for anything they have here. I was thinking maybe ice cream?”

      “Fuck, yeah.” West smiles at her, and his whole face relaxes when he does.

      Goddammit. If I wasn’t so dead set on claiming her for myself, I’d be happy for the cranky bastard. Emma’s the only person I’ve ever known who can crack through his facade like she does. She brings his walls down without even trying.

      But am I willing to give her up so he can have her?

      Fuck, no.

      “Yeah,” I agree, wrenching my thoughts away from the jumbled mess of our relationship that I can’t seem to untangle no matter how hard I try. “Works for me. I’ll get the check.”

      Reese and West both scowl at me, but I ignore them. Hey, they’re getting dinner on me just so I can treat Emma too, so they’ve got no room to complain.

      The waitress comes and drops off the check, and I give her my card. The guys and Emma and I banter back and forth as we wait, comparing favorite ice cream flavors. Somehow, it diverges to a discussion of what our favorite flavor says about how we are in bed, and my dick twitches again as Emma explains in a serious tone that just because she likes vanilla ice cream, it doesn’t make her vanilla in bed.

      Hell, no, it doesn’t. She’s so fucking responsive, so greedy and wild, so willing to follow her impulses to chase her pleasure—

      “Uh, dude.”

      I shake my head slightly as Reese smirks at me, probably guessing exactly where my head just went. I glance up and see the waitress standing next to me, and I move to reach for the credit card slip to sign it, but she shakes her head, a flush creeping up her cheeks.

      “I’m very sorry, sir,” she says in a low voice. “But your card’s been declined.”

      “What?” My brows draw together.

      “It won’t go through. It was declined. Do you have another we could try?”

      Jesus fucking Christ. Embarrassment and annoyance make my jaw clench as I dig into my wallet, but West pulls out his—he’s still got my back, no matter what kind of bullshit has gone down between us.

      “Here,” he says. “Use mine.”

      She takes his card and leaves, and the table is quieter as we wait for the waitress to come back again.

      When she does, the look on her face tells me everything I need to know before she even speaks. “I’m sorry, sir. Yours has been declined too.”

      Fuck.

      Something unpleasant twists in my stomach, and I glance quickly at West and Reese. “Cash. You got any cash?”

      “Yeah. Hold on.” Reese digs his wallet out and pulls out several bills, and West does the same. I grab all the cash I have, and between the three of us, we manage to cover the bill.

      Emma watches as I drop the stack of cash on the table and push my chair back, and when I pull hers out too, she looks up at me, worry clouding her dark brown eyes.

      “Trent, what’s going on?”

      “I don’t know, Ems. But I don’t think it’s good. Let’s just get back home, and we can figure this out.”

      I keep my voice even, but as I catch Reese and West’s glances over her head, I can see that they’re just as concerned as I am.

      We all pile into my car outside the restaurant, and I gun the engine, peeling out of the parking lot. We’re twenty minutes away from our house near campus, and that feels like nineteen minutes too fucking long right now.

      The interior of the car is tense and silent, and I’m so focused on getting us back home so we can figure this shit out that I completely miss the obvious speed trap by the side of the road—until flashing lights and the whoop, whoop of a siren grab my attention.

      Motherfucker. This is the last goddamn thing I need.

      I pull over, shaking my head in irritation as I roll down the window. I didn’t have anything to drink at dinner, so there’s that, at least. I haven’t drunk much at all since the day Emma came back into our lives, and nowhere near what I did after the end of fall semester, when I felt like I was going to crawl out of my skin.

      The officer approaches the car and leans down. He’s middle-aged and looks friendly enough. Just a guy trying to get his quota, I’m sure.

      “Hey, there,” he says. “Are you aware you were speeding back there?”

      I look up to meet his gaze. “Yeah. Sorry.”

      He chuckles. “No excuses or denials. I like that. Well, you weren’t going too far over the limit, so maybe I can let you off with a warning this time. I just need to see your license and registration.”

      “Yeah, sure.” I grab them both and hand them to him through the open window.

      My hands drum impatiently on the steering wheel as he returns to his car. In the back seat, I hear Reese curse under his breath, and I have a feeling he’s on his phone trying to figure out what the hell is wrong with our cards.

      Before I can ask him what he’s found, the officer returns. His stride is quicker and more purposeful as he walks back to my car, and when he leans over to speak through the window, every trace of friendliness is gone.

      “Sir, I’m gonna need you to step out of the car.”

      “What?” My brows pull together. “Why?”

      “Step out of the car.”

      “Why?” I say again, aware that my voice has taken on a hard edge.

      “I ran your plates and your registration. This car has been listed as stolen. I need you to step out and put your hands on the hood. Now.”

      “Trent?” Emma’s voice is strained, and she looks from me to Reese and West in the back seat before finding my gaze again. “What’s going on? What the hell is happening?”

      “It’s okay, Ems,” I say reassuringly, unbuckling my seatbelt before shoving open my door. “It’ll be okay.”

      Her chest is rising and falling fast, and as I step out of the car and turn around, placing my hands on the hood as the cop begins to pat me down for concealed weapons, I know she doesn’t believe me.

      Hell, I don’t believe myself.

      Something is very, very wrong.

      And I have a strong feeling I know just who’s to blame.
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        Who Falls Hardest, the final book in the Clearwater University series, is coming soon!
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        Thank you so much for picking up Who Laughs Last! Reviews make such a huge difference to authors—if you enjoyed the book, please take a second to leave a review!

        

        You can also try my dark high school romance, Lost Boys, or my paranormal academy series, Gift of the Gods.

        

        And if you’re dying to talk about it, come hang out in my Facebook group, Eva Ashwood’s Readers. I post giveaways, teasers, and updates there too!
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