
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Who Falls Hardest

      Clearwater University #3

    

    




      
        Eva Ashwood

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2020 by Eva Ashwood

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Emma

      

      
        2. Trent

      

      
        3. Emma

      

      
        4. Emma

      

      
        5. Reese

      

      
        6. Emma

      

      
        7. West

      

      
        8. Emma

      

      
        9. Emma

      

      
        10. Trent

      

      
        11. West

      

      
        12. Emma

      

      
        13. Emma

      

      
        14. Reese

      

      
        15. Emma

      

      
        16. Emma

      

      
        17. Trent

      

      
        18. Emma

      

      
        19. Emma

      

      
        20. West

      

      
        21. Emma

      

      
        22. Emma

      

      
        23. Reese

      

      
        24. Emma

      

      
        Books by Eva Ashwood

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Emma

          

        

      

    

    
      The police station is quiet and empty.

      Of course it is.

      It’s a Thursday night in Clearwater, a small college town not exactly known for its high crime rate.

      That might be reassuring on any other night, but tonight it just allows the cops to focus all their attention on Trent.

      “I don’t care what your computer says,” he growls at the cop who’s been questioning him for what has to be the seventh time this evening. “I didn’t steal my own car. It’s mine. I showed you the title and registration. Why the fuck isn’t that enough?”

      The cop—an older guy who looks like he ran out of patience hours ago—bristles at the dark-haired man before him, and my stomach clenches with nerves.

      Fuck, Trent, don’t make this worse than it already is.

      Reese and West frame me on either side, and judging from the tension I can feel radiating from their bodies, I know they’re just as on-edge as I am. We’re in the right here. Trent isn’t lying, and he’s not a thief. If there were any sense and logic in the world, that would mean he had nothing to worry about.

      But I’m not sure how much sense or logic still does exist in the world.

      Not anymore.

      Not now that Leslie’s got her hooks into all of our lives.

      My ex-roommate, ex-friend, is the one behind this. She has to be. There’s no other explanation for why all of the guys’ cards were suddenly declined, why Trent’s car was listed as stolen.

      I had no fucking idea when I recruited her last semester to help me put that blackmail video of Trent up on the student portal website that it would all backfire so spectacularly in my face. For reasons that I can still barely comprehend, Leslie decided to come after me instead of helping me take down the three men who have been both my bullies and my saviors.

      And when they protected me from her, she went after them too.

      “Well, fucking look again!”

      Trent slams his fist down on the table, and I wince. I do understand his fury, but it isn’t winning us any friends here tonight. We need the cops on our side, need them to believe our story—but he’s so blinded by his anger right now that he can’t see past that.

      After the cop pulled us over and ran the plates of the car, we were all brought in to the station. It’s been an uphill battle trying to get them to believe us. In the digital age, computers dictate reality, and thanks to Leslie, the computers are claiming Trent is a thief, and that the rest of us are accessories.

      The grizzled officer pulls his lips back in a grimace. He stands slowly, resting his palms flat on the table in the interview room we were all taken into when we arrived. Leaning over the table, he narrows his eyes at Trent, whose piercing blue eyes flash back as Trent leans forward too.

      “Young man, watch your tone with me. You’re lucky we haven’t arrested you already—but you keep pushing your luck, and it’s going to break. Show a little respect.”

      Trent tenses, and I have a momentary fear that he’s going to take a swing at the old cop. I take half a step forward, but Reese’s arms wrap around me from behind.

      “It’ll be okay, Ems,” he murmurs in my ear, his citrus scent calming my frayed nerves as he pulls me back against him. “He’s not stupid. Trent’s got a fucking temper on him, but he wouldn’t do anything that dumb, not with all of us here.”

      His voice is low, the words meant only for me, and I grip his forearm like a lifeline as I watch the scene in front of me play out.

      Trent isn’t dumb. And whatever messed up, complicated feelings might exist between us, I know he wouldn’t want to put me or his best friends in danger of arrest.

      But still, worry pricks at me like a hundred tiny pins.

      Because I’ve been on the receiving end of Trent’s righteous anger before, and when he thinks someone has wronged him, he doesn’t let go of that for a long time.

      Leslie has wronged him, and I’d be only too happy to unleash him on her right now. But she’s not here, and him taking out his rage on the cops won’t end well.

      West shoots me a glance, his gray gaze intense as he takes in my expression. Then he steps forward, putting a hand on Trent’s shoulder and squeezing.

      “Bro. Calm down.” West’s deep voice is low and smooth, and when he looks up at the cop, whose badge reads Officer Lambert, I can hear the control in his words. “What other information do you need from us, officer? We want to get this sorted out as quickly as possible.”

      The older guy straightens, looking slightly mollified by West’s calm tone, and I draw in a slow breath through my nose.

      Jesus. I never would’ve thought West would be the one to diffuse a tense situation like this.

      He’s an intense man, and so purely alpha that it’s not in his nature to back down from anyone. Even when we were close in high school, before things went bad, I didn’t know all the details of his home life. He kept a lot of things to himself, choosing not to talk about them. But his silence said enough. I know it wasn’t good at home, I wonder if this skill is something he learned as a kid.

      West, Trent, and Officer Lambert begin going through everything again, starting off in slightly calmer voices this time.

      “See?” There’s a touch of humor in Reese’s voice as he gives me a small squeeze, and I almost chuckle—but the sound doesn’t quite make it past my tight throat. “Told you.”

      Guilt roils my stomach as I watch the men before us. I can say whatever I want about Trent’s temper and stubbornness, but it’s my fault this is happening. I brought Leslie into this, and she escalated the game of revenge and retribution to a level that none of us can compete on.

      And now she’s going to wipe us all out.

      Even if we can convince the cops that Trent’s car wasn’t stolen, will they even be able to help us? What can local cops do against a hacker?

      My phone vibrates in my back pocket, and I feel Reese shift behind me as he notices it. He releases me, his touch lingering as if he can’t quite bring himself to let me go. It takes some effort for me to step away too. Despite all the effort I put into fortifying my heart against these three men, I was never able to completely sever the ties between my heart and theirs.

      And right now, his embrace feels like one of the safest places in the world.

      But my phone vibrates again, and I move away from the men at the table as I pull it out of my pocket. There’s another cop standing by the door, but he looks bored out of his mind—like he doesn’t care whether we stole the car or not, as long as he gets off his shift on time.

      I duck my head as I step past him into a corner, pulling my phone from my pocket.

      It’s a text from my dad. Two of them, actually.

      Shit. He probably wants to check up on me—to make sure I’m doing okay now that the semester has started. I should’ve started back at school with everyone else on Monday, but since Clearwater University kicked me out at the end of fall semester, I had no classes to go to.

      Dad, despite trying to show me “tough love,” still worries about me.

      I swipe my fingertip across the screen, already composing a message in my head to let him know I’m doing fine. It’s not entirely true, but I don’t want to give him any more reasons to be concerned about me.

      But as the two texts pop up on the screen, my finger freezes.

      My breath catches in my throat.

      The sound of the voices behind me—which have already begun to rise in anger again—seem to go silent, drowned out by the rushing in my ears.

      The two texts from my dad are short. No words wasted.

      And every single word stops my heart.

      DAD: Ems, there’s been an accident.

      DAD: Claire didn’t make it.
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      It’s taking all my damn willpower not to punch this motherfucker in his mouth. I’ve explained what happened over and over, but he’s so thick in the damn head.

      “Hacked,” I say again, wondering if he’s ever even heard the word before in his life. Maybe he’s too old to understand. “Someone hacked my life and made it look like my car had—”

      Before I can finish the sentence, Emma makes a strangled noise in the corner.

      My head whips up at the exact same time West’s does, both of us watching in horror as she braces a hand on the wall, clutching her phone with shaking fingers as she stares at the screen. Her big brown eyes are glassy, and her normally pale skin has gone so white it looks almost gray.

      I don’t know what caused it, but the sight of her in pain like this feels like a hot knife in my chest.

      There was a time when I wanted her pain. When I craved it. When I let my own pain and bitterness blind me to the truth about her, seeing only what I wanted to see and making her the sole object of my vengeance and hatred.

      Now?

      Now I would kill anyone who hurt her with my bare hands.

      Now I wish I could kick my own ass for the pain I caused her.

      I’m moving before I even realize what I’m doing, my chair skidding backward across the floor as I stand quickly. West is right beside me as I rush toward Emma, but Reese was already standing, so he reaches her first.

      And it’s a good fucking thing he does.

      Her knees buckle, and he slips an arm around her waist before she can go down.

      “Holy shit! Emma, you okay? What’s wrong?” he asks as West and I reach them.

      Whatever it is, it’s fucking bad. I can see Emma struggling to hold on, to keep herself from falling apart. But my girl is strong. She’s stronger than almost anyone I know, and as Reese’s arms band around her, she locks out her knees, keeping her legs under her.

      Officer Lambert has finally caught on that something is wrong, and he comes to stand beside us as I take her face in both my hands, cradling her soft cheeks in my palms.

      “Ems.” My voice is firm but gentle. “What is it? What’s going on?”

      Her eyes meet mine, and the tears shimmering in them finally spill over. Something else mingles with the pain in her eyes, and I can’t quite tell what it is.

      Guilt? Why?

      “Trent…” She blinks, her chin quivering. She shakes her head as she tightens her grip on her phone, raising it slightly. “I’m… I’m so sorry. I can’t—I don’t—”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her reassuringly. Knowing she’s unable to form the words to explain, I pull the phone from her grasp. Whatever upset her so badly was on her cell.

      “Wait, Trent—”

      She reaches for the phone, panic lighting in her eyes. But it’s too late. I’ve seen.

      And now I know why she reacted the way she did.

      Shock spreads through my body like a numbing poison, making my limbs feel heavy and weak.

      Claire. My mom.

      She didn’t make it.

      I don’t know what kind of accident it was, and I don’t know why she was with Paul. As far as I knew, the two of them split up recently because Paul was worried about his daughter and wanted to focus on her. I felt like shit when my mom told me about that, and seeing her so heartbroken was one of the things that finally forced me to face what a selfish asshole I’d been.

      Were they back together?

      Or maybe she still had him listed as an emergency contact?

      How did he learn of her death before I did?

      Familiar anger born of pain builds in my gut, and I clench my fist, squeezing the phone so hard the screen nearly cracks.

      My gaze moves up to connect with Emma’s again, and the second I look into her sad brown eyes, the anger inside me drains away. Now I know why there’s guilt on her face. She’s put this on herself somehow. She probably thinks I’ll find a way to blame her too.

      But I won’t.

      I won’t let anything come between us, ever again.

      Emma steps out of Reese’s embrace and moves toward me, the motion tentative. Reaching out, I haul her toward me and wrap my arms around her, enveloping her small, soft body. She clings to me, and I can feel her shaking, feel the hard, fast beat of her heart against my ribs.

      “I’m sorry, Trent. I’m so, so sorry,” she whispers, her voice soft and broken.

      “Fuck.” West’s voice is quiet, but I know he must be piecing together what’s going on. “Fuck, man.”

      The deep rasp of his voice makes the agony in my heart flare hotter, and I tighten my hold on Emma, burying my face in her hair.

      Motherfucker. How? How is this possible?

      When I woke up this morning, I was on top of the world. My friends and I had helped keep Emma safe from that crazy bitch, Leslie. The threat was over. We took Ems out for dinner, and for the first time in a long time, things felt good between all of us. The strain and tension that fucked up our relationship for so long were finally starting to dissipate. Emma was starting to believe that I truly was on her side.

      Then Leslie fucked with us. Somehow, she managed to hack us even though she’s supposedly in some facility for people with addictions and personality disorders.

      I almost got arrested because of her.

      And now…

      My whole world feels like it’s been blown apart.

      Ems keeps murmuring that she’s sorry, and I hear Reese talking in a low voice to Officer Lambert. My hand is tangled in Emma’s soft blonde locks, and I don’t know how I’ll ever let go of her. I don’t want to step out of this moment; I don’t want to face the reality of what I’ve just learned.

      My hand stills in Emma’s hair as a new thought bounces around in my mind.

      Holy fuck. Could Leslie be behind this somehow?

      She’s had a hand in every other fucked up thing that’s happened to me tonight. Is it possible she’s actually insane enough that she fucked with my mom too?

      Or is she still fucking with me?

      A tiny spark of hope lights in my chest, and I keep one arm wrapped around Emma as I reach into my pocket for my phone. My fingers shake, and I grit my teeth against the pain roiling in my chest as I pull up my mom’s contact on the screen.

      There’s a picture of her from last Christmas, smiling and happy, and I look away from it as I press the CALL button. I lift the phone to my ear, meeting Reese’s and West’s gaze over Emma’s head. They watch me in silence, their faces tense.

      The phone rings once, and Emma lifts her head from my chest, tilting her chin up to look up at me as tears streak her cheeks.

      It rings again.

      And again.

      Fuck. Please, Mom. Fucking answer.

      The phone rings again, and my heart begins to sink. But then a sleepy voice comes on the other end.

      “Trent? What is it?”

      My mom’s voice is confused and a little rough from sleep, but I don’t give a shit about that. I’m not even sorry I woke her up. Because she’s alive.

      “Mom?”

      “Yes. What’s going on, Trent? Why are you calling so late?”

      Emma’s eyes flare wide, and she steps away from me, pulling her cell phone from my other hand and staring at the screen. Whoever that text came from, I’d bet anything it wasn’t her dad.

      “Sorry, Mom.” I lick my lips. Leftover adrenaline and fury make it hard to speak. My body feels like it’s buzzing. “I just… I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. Nothing’s wrong, is it?”

      “Okay, now you’re scaring me.” She sounds more awake, and I can imagine her sitting up straighter. Fuck, I hate that she’s gotten dragged into this. “What on earth is going on?”

      “I got hacked,” I say simply. At least I know she’ll understand what that means, unlike Officer Lambert the Genius. “Somebody’s fucking with me, and with Emma, Reese, and West too. She made it seem like something had happened to you. You’re sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes, yes. I’m fine. Are you? Oh my goodness, Trent, where are you?”

      “The police station.”

      She lets out a little yelp of surprise, and I curse inwardly. Fucking hell. I’m so damn happy she’s okay, but for fuck’s sake, this was not how I wanted her to find out about all of this bullshit.

      I promise her I’ll fill her in on everything later and reassure her that I’m okay. I can tell she doesn’t believe it, but I can also feel Officer Lambert staring at me, and I want to deal with this shit and figure out how the hell to stop Leslie.

      “Mom, I’ll call you tomorrow. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Trent,” she says, confusion still lingering in her voice.

      I press the END CALL button with more force than necessary, then turn to Officer Lambert, fixing him with a hard stare. He and the other cop who was hanging out by the door are now standing together, watching us like two useless fucking lumps of flesh.

      “All right. I’m only gonna go over this one more time,” I say, pressing my lips together. “The car is mine. I didn’t steal it. But someone did commit a crime.” I gesture to myself, then to Emma and my friends. “All four of us were hacked. Why the hell don’t you do something about that?”
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      “Well, that was a waste of several fucking hours,” Reese grumbles under his breath as we head down a hallway in the police station toward the exit.

      My knees still feel a little shaky, and I feel a little queasy. After I got that fake text from my dad, Trent stopped taking anyone’s shit. He finally got the cops to listen and believe that he didn’t steal his own car—and then the real fun began.

      I had wondered what local police might be able to do to stop Leslie even if they believed that she had hacked into our lives.

      And the unfortunate truth is, not much.

      They took statements from all of us, including information about how the guys’ credit cards stopped working, about how Trent’s car was listed as stolen, and about the text from a number that looked like my father’s. Then they gave us some outdated and generic pamphlets about “securing our online presence” and told us they’d look into Leslie’s whereabouts and verify whether she’s really been at that rehab facility.

      And then they let us go.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, you can say that again.” Trent shakes his head angrily as we pass by the front desk.

      I can’t help but agree with all of them. I’m glad none of us are spending the night behind bars, but given the skill Leslie has shown in invading all of our lives, I wonder if the police will be any help at all in our fight against her.

      Somehow, I doubt it.

      “Let’s just go home,” I say, then do a small double-take. The words just slipped off my tongue, but I forgot that my “home” for the moment is the house all three men rent off-campus.

      None of them miss it, and Reese’s bright emerald eyes gleam in the light from the streetlamps as he glances at me, a smile curving his lips.

      My heart thuds a little harder in my chest, and I tug my gaze away from his when West reaches the exit and holds the door open for me. We step outside into the cool night air of California, but before we can walk down the front steps, a voice calls out across the mostly empty parking lot.

      “Emma!”

      Oh, shit. It’s my dad.

      I texted him after I got the false message from Leslie, wanting to make sure he was okay and verify that he hadn’t texted me about any accident. I didn’t tell him everything that’s going on, but I should’ve known he would be worried enough to come down to the station.

      He doesn’t know the full story—doesn’t know about the bullying I endured in high school or all the shit that went down last semester that led to this moment—but now he knows about Leslie’s part in it, at least.

      A car door slams, pulling my attention away from him, and a second later, I catch sight of Claire Cooper walking toward us from the other side of the parking lot.

      “Mom,” Trent murmurs under his voice. He sounds slightly pained, but not surprised, just like I’m not all that surprised to see my father.

      Claire’s gaze catches on my dad, and her footsteps stutter slightly. He hesitates when he sees her too, and something I can’t quite read passes over his face. Then they both turn to face the four of us.

      “Are you all right?” Dad asks, walking up the stairs to meet us halfway as we begin to descend the front steps of the building.

      “Yeah.” I nod, trying to force my expression into a smile. “It’s okay. We’re getting it sorted out.”

      “This Leslie—she’s your roommate at Clearwater? Or, was your roommate?”

      Dad shakes his head as he speaks, his brows pulling together. He sounds like he’s having about as much trouble believing it as I did at first. When I first met her, Leslie seemed chipper and vivacious. A little quirky, maybe, but definitely not sociopathic. Then again, I guess that’s what makes her such a sociopath.

      “Yeah. Her.” I shrug.

      “Why is she doing this? What happened between you two? I thought you were friends.”

      It’s a more loaded question than he realizes, and my stomach seems to turn in on itself at the thought.

      There’s so much our parents don’t know.

      A muscle in Trent’s jaw twitches, and he squares his shoulders. He glances at me, his blue eyes burning, then turns to my father.

      “Sir, we—”

      Oh God. He’s going to tell him. Everything.

      And when he does, my dad is going to hate him. My dad will be angry at me for a while for keeping secrets from him, but I don’t think he’ll ever forgive the Icons for what they did to me in high school.

      I’m not ready for that to happen, I suddenly realize. I’m not ready for the fragile truce the men and I have developed to be broken by hatred from an outside observer. So much has changed since high school, and even since last semester, but my dad wouldn’t understand that now. He would experience only the fresh anger of learning that these three men who were once my friends had turned on me and tormented me.

      “Leslie sabotaged one of my class projects last semester,” I say quickly, stepping forward and putting myself between Trent and my dad on the stairs. “When I found out about it and confronted her, she reacted badly. She went after me, and when the guys stood up for me, she went after them too.”

      Dad looks horrified that anyone could be so awful. He reaches out to give my shoulder a squeeze, then extends his hand toward Trent. “Thank you for trying to take care of my little girl. I’m sorry you got mixed up in all of this too. Were the police able to help?”

      The look on Trent’s face make my chest ache. He looks like he hates himself in this moment, as if being the object of my father’s gratitude is physically painful for him. As if he knows he doesn’t deserve it.

      He dips his chin once but doesn’t say anything in response.

      “Um, not very much. They said they’ll look into Leslie’s whereabouts and see if they can link any of this to her,” I say, picking up the thread of the conversation to cover for Trent’s silence. “We’ll figure something out though.”

      “Can we do anything to help?” Trent’s mom asks as we head down the stairs and into the parking lot.

      She shoots another strange look at my dad, and it suddenly occurs to me that they didn’t come here together. They didn’t even seem to know the other would be here.

      Are they not together? Have things gone south between them? Dad seemed so in love with her that it’s hard to imagine that happening. But the truth is, I haven’t been in very good touch with him recently. Maybe something happened and I just don’t know about it.

      “Yes. Do you need anything, Ems?” Dad reaches out and catches my elbow, tilting his head as he regards me. “Why don’t you come back home and stay with me for a while? At least until you get this whole mess sorted out?”

      I feel all three of the Icons stiffen around me, and even without looking at them, I can feel them hanging on my answer, waiting to see what I’ll say.

      My dad is probably trying to make amends for his earlier refusal to let me stay with him after I got kicked out of Clearwater. Now that he knows there were other circumstances, maybe he doesn’t see me as a giant fuckup who blew her chance to rebuild her life.

      I should probably say yes. Staying with the guys at their house is a bad idea for several reasons—and the fact that I just referred to it as “home” makes it an even worse idea.

      It would be smarter to get some distance from the three of them. To step back and clear my head.

      But my mouth refuses to form the words I know I should say.

      I’m exhausted and emotionally strung out from the events of the evening. I want to be someplace where I’ll feel safe. Taken care of.

      And as strange as it may be, the place I’ll feel most protected is in the Icons’ house.

      “No, that’s okay. Thanks, Dad.” I give my father a hug, squeezing him tight and trying to imbue the hug with all the gratitude I feel. “I’ll be okay where I am.”

      “If you’re sure,” he says doubtfully, squeezing me back.

      “I am.”

      As we draw apart, the back of my neck prickles. I still don’t let myself look at the three men who surround me in an arc, but I can feel their focus on me. I swear the brush of their gaze heats my skin like fire.

      “Actually, there is one thing,” Trent says suddenly. “We don’t think Leslie is after anyone except us. But since she sent a text from a number that looked like yours, I think it’s probably a good idea to check all of your online accounts just to be sure she hasn’t gotten into any of them.” He looks from Claire to my dad. “Would you mind helping my mom out with that?”

      Dad blinks, and I swear he looks a little bashful. He glances at Claire. “I’d be happy to help, if you’ll accept it.”

      She dips her chin. “Yes. Sure, of course.” A small smile tilts her lips. “You know how bad I am with computers.”

      My dad chuckles. “I wasn’t going to say it, but…”

      Trent gives a satisfied nod, and I tug my bottom lip between my teeth. So much has happened tonight that I’m completely off balance. It makes me feel like I’m two steps behind on everything, but I have a strange feeling that Trent was deliberately trying to create an excuse for our parents to spend time together.

      There was a time when he was violently opposed to them as a couple. He blamed my dad for the fact that his own parents split up in high school. Does he want them to be together now?

      And what does that mean for me and Trent?
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      We talk in the quiet parking lot outside the police station for a few more minutes, but it’s late and there’s not much else to say. Before too long, we say our goodnights. My dad gives me another hug and kisses my hair, and Claire hugs her son and fusses over the other two men, then pats me gently on the cheek.

      The drive back to the Icons’ house is quiet and tense, nothing like the atmosphere in the car when we left for dinner earlier this evening. That feels like a million years ago, another lifetime entirely.

      Questions swirl around in my head as we drive, and when we reach the house, I step inside after Reese and West. Trent follows behind me, and I turn to face him as he steps through the door.

      “Did our parents split up?”

      My words stop him in his tracks, and he licks his lips. His handsome, chiseled features are tight with stress and exhaustion, but his sky-blue eyes are clear as he meets my gaze.

      “Yes.”

      “When?” I ask.

      “Not long ago. Your dad wanted to take time apart so he could… help you after you got kicked out of Clearwater.”

      He grimaces as he speaks, and I feel a flare of anger light up in my chest. Apparently, our parents’ relationship is just another casualty of the fucked up mess that exists between me and the Icons. At this point, it’s probably not worth keeping a list of who’s responsible for each little part of this clusterfuck, but it’s hard to forget that the very beginning, the inception of all of this, was because of Trent.

      If he just would’ve believed me in high school, maybe none of this would’ve happened.

      Trent must read the expression on my face, because he steps forward, shaking his head. “That wasn’t what I wanted, Ems. I swear. Maybe at one point, yes. But now? I swear, I wasn’t trying to break them up.”

      “Yeah,” I say, taking a step back and dropping my gaze. I believe him, but it doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better.

      “Ems.” His fingers find my chin, and he tilts my head up, moving closer until I can feel the warmth of his body. “I’m serious. I’m gonna fix this, I promise. I know my mom still cares about him. This isn’t over for her, and I’ll do whatever I can to make sure they get the future they deserve. Okay? I fucked things up, and I know that. But I’m trying to make it right.”

      There’s truth in his voice, but it’s the bitter self-recrimination that convinces me more than anything. Trent is angry at himself—at the past version of himself, the one who fucked everything up. I am too, and sharing that anger with him makes it easier to let go of it in the present.

      I tug Trent’s hand away from my chin, and for a brief moment, my hand closes around his, our palms brushing together. He’s still staring at me intently, and the depth of emotion in his eyes makes butterflies flap in my stomach.

      “Okay,” I whisper. “Okay.”

      He doesn’t let go of my hand or look away, as if he’s trying to see through every layer and barrier I have wrapped around my heart, right down to my very soul. Finally, he kisses my knuckles once and releases my hand.

      “Good,” he murmurs.

      Keeping his grip on my hand, he leads me over to the couch as the two other men settle in around us. I end up sandwiched between Reese and Trent, with West sitting in a chair nearby.

      “Fucking hell.” Reese leans forward, running a hand through his light brown hair. “What a goddamn disaster this is.” He looks up, his gaze moving between the three of us. “I mean, we think this was Leslie, right? All of it?”

      “I’d bet my last damn dollar it is,” West growls.

      “Yeah.” Reese chuckles darkly. “I’m not sure I’d take that bet, considering if she gets into your bank account, you won’t have any dollars left.”

      “We can start making calls first thing in the morning,” Trent says, his tone shifting as he begins to work on solving this problem. “Get banks and credit cards sorted. The bigger question is, how the fuck did she manage to do all that from the rehab facility she was in? Wouldn’t they limit people’s access to internet in that kind of place?”

      “They should. Especially if one of their patients is a known hacker.” West leans back in his chair, spreading his legs. He’s pure masculine grace, his shoulders broad and his thighs thick and muscled. I try not to let my gaze shift downward as he crosses his arms over his chest, but I’m not entirely successful.

      “Maybe she set everything up before she went into that facility,” I offer. “She could’ve done all that in between getting kicked out of Clearwater and being put into rehab by her parents. And she’d have motivation to move fast if she knew her parents were about to put her in lockup. Maybe this was her last bit of revenge.”

      “Yeah.” Reese shrugs. “That makes sense. I sort of hope it’s true, actually. That would mean she can’t pull more shit while we try to unravel the mess she already made.”

      “True,” Trent agrees. “But I think we need to prepare for the possibility that she’s still somehow got access to a computer or something. We can’t afford to let our guard down. We did that once before and got fucking burned. I’m not doing it again.”

      “Fuck, no.” Reese grimaces. “I’m with you on that. We should probably—”

      “Oh, shit.”

      West’s voice is quiet, but it cuts through Reese’s words like a knife. When I look up at him, he’s got his phone out and is staring at the screen with a hard look on his face.

      “What?” My stomach drops. Jesus, what else did Leslie do? Did she hit us again already? “Did Leslie—”

      “No. No, it’s not that.” West jerks his head up, meeting my gaze. “I’ve been doing some digging to try to figure out who told Trent’s dad about your parents. Who tipped him off to the affair. For so long, Trent was sure it was you, but…” He holds up his phone. “It wasn’t. I knew it.”

      The room goes quiet. It’s a thick silence that hangs over us for several long seconds, seeming to suck up all the oxygen in the place.

      Finally, I force air past my vocal chords, my voice raspy as I speak. “Who was it?”

      “Caitlin Smith. At least, according to this friend of Jack Wyman’s. He put me in touch with some people from high school, and one of them just emailed me back.”

      “Caitlin Smith?” Reese grimaces. “The cheerleader who wanted to get on Trent’s dick so bad?”

      “Yeah.” West huffs out a breath, dropping his phone onto the chair cushion beside him. “Fuckin’ hell. I should’ve guessed. Maybe she thought if she split the four of us up, if she turned Trent against Ems, she’d finally have a chance with him.”

      My stomach dips unpleasantly. I remember Caitlin. She was pretty and curvy and much more popular than me. I barely said two words to her for the entirety of my time at Amundsen—first because I was too absorbed by my friendship with the Icons, and then because I was too busy trying to escape their torture.

      But even though we barely ever spoke, she harbored that much hatred for me?

      She deliberately sabotaged my relationship with the three boys, all in the hopes of attracting the attention of one of them?

      “Well, it worked, I guess.” I laugh softly, although there’s no humor in it. “She got what she wanted.”

      “Fuck.”

      Trent’s voice is a low rumble. A second later, he’s off the couch. I expect him to stalk away or maybe pace the room in frustrated anger. After all, he finally knows the name of the person who betrayed his mom’s secret and ruined his parents’ marriage.

      What I don’t expect is for him to kneel on the floor at my feet. To grab both of my hands and clasp them in his. To hold on so tightly his grip is almost bruising.

      “No, Ems.” He shakes his head emphatically. “No. She didn’t get what she wanted. I fell for her bullshit, yes. I was an idiot and an asshole, and I fucked you over in ways I’ll never forgive myself for. But if she was hoping she’d get a chance with me by betraying you, she was wrong.”

      His blue eyes glint like the sharpest steel as he rises up on his knees, bringing our faces even closer together.

      “It’s always been you, Emma. Always. No one else. Even when I hated you, I couldn’t look away from you. I never stopped thinking of you. You consumed me. You still fucking do.”

      My throat tightens, and I draw in a shuddery breath. I don’t even know how to process his words. He’s told me before that he’s sorry. That he wants to fix things. But this is different. The emotions infusing his words are powerful and raw—he’s laying his soul bare for me and both of his friends to see. He’s playing every card in his hand, showing me everything he’s been holding on to for the past several years.

      And I have no idea what to do with it.

      My heart is beating hard and fast in my chest, and unconsciously, my hands grip his back just as hard as he’s holding me.

      Maybe he can see the mix of emotions on my face, the panic blended with hope, because Trent pulls me a little closer to him.

      “I fucked up, Ems. I can never ask for your forgiveness for that, because I’ll never forgive myself. I ruined everything. I didn’t believe you when I should have, and I fucked everything up. But I want to fix it, and I promise you, I will never let anyone come between us again. I’ll be on your side, always.”

      His vow strikes a chord in me, sending a ripple through my entire body. He’s the last of these three men to tell me he wants to fix things, and maybe it makes me foolish or insane, but I do believe him.

      Not just because of his words, but because of the actions that came before them. He’s done everything he can to show me he’s different now. That things between us are different now.

      Acutely aware of West and Reese watching the two of us, I nod once.

      “I believe you, Trent. I do.” My gaze flits to Reese, finding a pair of intense green eyes watching me. “And I believe you.” I shift my gaze to West. He’s silent, watching me almost like a predator. “I believe you too. I know you all want to make up for what you did.”

      My heart is still thrumming in my chest, and the next words sit on my tongue for a half-second before I gather the courage to speak them.

      “But… it’s not enough.”

      Trent closes his eyes, his shoulders slumping a little. West’s jaw clenches, and I see a pained expression pass over Reese’s face.

      “What happened in high school did fuck everything up,” I go on, working hard to keep my voice steady. “But even if it hadn’t happened, we would’ve fallen apart at some point anyway. We could never go on forever the way things were.”

      “Yes, we could’ve, Ems.” Reese turns on the couch to face me more fully. “We could have.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “It wouldn’t have lasted. Things would’ve fallen apart eventually. Because I cared about you all. I wanted you. I still do. But I don’t know how to choose between you. And I refuse to destroy your friendship.”
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      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      Okay, unless I’m totally fucking insane, Emma just admitted that she’s had feelings for us since high school. That she’s wanted us since then.

      But that she doesn’t know how to choose which one of us she wants most.

      I have no idea how to handle that. And judging by the looks on West and Trent’s faces, they don’t either. They both look torn between celebrating and fighting each other, and I admit I sort of feel the same way.

      Fucking hell. I mean, it’s been amazing having Emma in the house with us all. It’s felt like the best times of high school again with the four of us all together.

      But at the end of the day, I want her to be mine.

      I want her to choose me.

      I want to prove to her that I’ll take the best care of her.

      Trent clenches his jaw, then releases Emma’s hands and stands, walking halfway across the room before turning back around. He’s got a look on his face that I recognize, and I know he’s holding his shit together by a thin thread.

      He’s probably worried that if it comes down to it, Emma won’t choose him. He was the one who started all this bullshit, after all. West and I went along with it, and it’s not like the two of us aren’t guilty of being assholes too. But if we ask Emma to choose, how could she possibly pick Trent? The man who’s hurt her the most?

      For a moment, I feel a wave of sadness for my friend, for the fact that his younger, stupider self fucked things up this badly for him.

      But then my focus shifts back to Emma, and everything else seems to fade away.

      Cupping her cheek with one hand, I turn her head to face me. Her eyes bounce between mine, and she watches me closely as I move a little closer to her on the couch. Her skin is warm and soft beneath my palm, just like Emma herself. So warm and soft, but strong and resilient beneath it all.

      She’s beautiful.

      Perfect.

      Mine.

      “I’ll prove I’m the best one for you, Ems,” I tell her quietly. “That I’m the one who can love you best. Take care of you best.”

      Her breath hitches, and her gorgeous breasts heave a little with the movement. Heat blazes through my body, and I run a thumb softly over her cheek.

      “It’s your choice. And I don’t want you to feel like you can’t choose because you’re worried it will drive the three of us apart. That’s for us to deal with. All you have to do is take what you want. You have to know by now that we all want you too.”

      West makes a low noise of agreement in his throat at that, and Trent steps a little closer, nodding.

      Emma’s gaze is trapped by mine as she nods once, and I grin at her, unable to help myself.

      “Look, I’m not gonna stop you from exploring your feelings for West or for Trent. I’m also not gonna stop trying to prove myself to you or stop trying to win you over. Because when you do choose, I want you to be sure. I don’t want you to have any doubts.” I lean closer, my gaze dropping to her lips as her breath ghosts over my face. “Not about your feelings or mine.”

      I swear I can feel her heart pounding in her chest as she gazes at me, feel the vibrations of it through the contact of our skin. I lift my other hand, clasping her face, and drop my head to press my lips to hers.

      She jerks slightly in surprise, but then her body responds to me like it always does, melting into my touch, becoming soft and pliable for me.

      Like she can’t help herself, like she’s been waiting for this for days, she kisses me back, leaning up into it as her lips move against mine. A tiny noise comes from the back of her throat, and it makes my cock jerk.

      God, I want her so fucking much.

      Every time I touch her, it just makes me want her more, a craving that grows stronger each time I give in to it.

      Part of me wants to see how far she’ll let me take it. If she’ll let me lay her back on the couch and settle between her legs. If she’ll let me palm her perfect, firm breasts or run my hand over the flat plane of her stomach. Would she let me slip my hand between her legs, let me feel the slick wetness I know is there?

      More blood rushes to my cock at the idea of that. Of running a finger through her drenched folds while Trent and West watch, knowing I’m the one who turned her on like this. Knowing every drop of her arousal is for me.

      Fuck, Reese. Get ahold of yourself.

      I’m supposed to be proving to Emma I can take care of her best. And trying to get her to put on some kind of show for the other two guys just to make them jealous probably isn’t the best way to do that.

      But that doesn’t stop me from sliding my tongue between her lips and taking the kiss deeper, tasting her sweetness as my tongue tangles with hers.

      A noise like a growl comes from beside us, and I smile into the kiss as I hear Trent’s footsteps approach. Emma must hear it too, because I feel her body stiffen slightly, as if she just realized the two of us are making out in front of two other men.

      Good. That means I’m doing something right.

      “Oh. Um…” Emma clears her throat, blushing a little as she pulls away from me.

      I chuckle, and to my surprise, so does Trent. I find out why a second later when he pulls Emma up from the couch and wraps his arms around her. Pushing a lock of light blonde hair behind her ear, he claims her lips in a hard kiss, as if he’s trying to erase every trace of me from her memory.

      Possessive jealousy rises in me, but I just gave Ems my word I wouldn’t interfere if she wants to explore her feelings for my friends. So instead of tearing Trent away from her like I want to, I just clench my hands into fists and watch, torturing myself by keeping my gaze locked on the two of them as their kiss deepens and intensifies.

      Her body molds to his as his arm comes around her waist, his hand splaying across her lower back and hiking her closer to him.

      My cock pulses as I watch them, fierce desire burning through my veins. I meet West’s gaze, and for a second, we’re completely on the same team, both of us itching to tear Trent away from the woman we want to claim.

      When Trent and Emma finally separate, she’s breathing harder, and she shoots me an almost questioning gaze, as if she can’t believe I’m not objecting to this.

      Believe me, Ems. I want to.

      I don’t have to work hard to guess what comes next. But West, the cocky bastard, doesn’t pull Emma from Trent’s hold. He waits for her to turn to face him, and when she does, he holds out his hand.

      There’s a small tremor in hers as she takes it, and the flush staining her cheeks is fucking gorgeous. She steps toward him, and he pulls her down onto  his lap, settling her over one leg as he sits up straighter.

      I can’t help myself. I stand, joining Trent as we watch West kiss Emma. He threads his hand through her hair and tightens his grip, and she moans softly into his mouth.

      Fucking hell.

      I’m fully hard by now, my cock pressing painfully against the confines of my pants, and I shift a little, adjusting myself as Emma strains against West’s grip on her hair to kiss him harder.

      Shit. Did she kiss me like that? Did she lose herself that completely while my lips were devouring hers?

      Their kiss goes on long enough that I start to lose the last grip on my self-control, and I’m pretty sure Trent is about a second and a half away from throwing Ems over his shoulder and hauling her back to his room like a caveman.

      Actually, that doesn’t sound like a bad idea.

      When Emma comes up for air from her kiss with West, I swear I can practically smell her arousal, and I’m positive if I slipped my hand between her legs now, I’d find her absolutely soaked.

      She blinks up at me and Trent, biting her swollen bottom lip. We’re all quiet for a moment, then she stands, accepting West’s offered hand as she does. Her knees wobble a little, and I take some pride in that. The others may have contributed, but I had something to do with that too. Between the three of us, we’ve left her hot and needy, so worked up she can barely keep her legs under her.

      Fuck, I like that.

      Emma takes a step away from West, as if she needs distance from all three of us to clear her thoughts.

      “And you’re… you’re all okay with this?” she asks, shifting her gaze to Trent and then West. “With me exploring my feelings for each of you?”

      Trent nods, his expression grim and determined.

      West stands too, his movements deliberate. “Yeah. I’m okay with it. Whatever helps you choose.”

      She looks a little shell-shocked, like she never in a million years expected this to happen. Something else passes over her face at West’s last words, and it looks almost like disappointment. But it’s gone before I can really be sure I saw it, and then Emma gives a little nod.

      “All right. I’m going to go to bed. We should all get some sleep, it was a long, crazy day.”

      Yeah, tell me about it. And that’s not even counting the insane shit with Leslie and getting hauled in to the police station.

      “Yeah. We should all get some rest,” I say pointedly, shifting my focus to my two best friends.

      They bristle right back at me as I usher Ems toward my bedroom, where she’s been staying since she came to live with us. I don’t say anything to either of them, but my body language says plenty.

      We might’ve agreed that we’ll each pursue Emma and let her decide who she wants, but I’m not letting one of these fuckers sneak into her room tonight. I know she’s slept with each of them, and now that we’ve made our agreement, there’s a decent chance she will again. And I need to be okay with that.

      But for tonight? I’d fight either one of these dudes if they try anything.

      Emma stops at the doorway to my room and sweeps her gaze over all of us, her expression softening. With her blonde hair slightly mussed and her cheeks still flushed a gorgeous pink, she looks like a damn angel.

      “Thank you.” Her blush deepens, and she shakes her head, gesturing over to the couch where we were sitting a minute ago. “Uh, not for that. But for… for being on my side. It’s still hard to believe that Leslie is doing all of this, but it really helps to know I’ve got people in my corner.”

      “Always, Ems.” I grin at her. “No matter what.”

      She smiles and closes the door softly behind her. West, Trent, and I all exchange looks, but there’s no point in hashing this all out tonight. There’s not a lot to say anyway. Like we all agreed, it’s Emma’s choice now. All each of us can do is try to convince her to pick us.

      They both disappear into their bedrooms, but I know there’s no fucking way I’ll be able to sleep yet. Instead of crashing on the couch, I head to the bathroom and turn on the shower. My cock is still hard as hell, and as I step under the spray, I wrap my fist around myself.

      My hand is nowhere near as good as Emma’s sweet pussy would be, but it’s some relief, at least. I tug in harsh, hard strokes as I lose myself in memories of fucking her. Of the sounds she made and the way her body came apart beneath me, the way her walls gripped me hard as she came.

      “Oh, fuck…”

      With a deep, guttural grunt, I slap my free hand against the tiles of the shower as ropes of cum spill over my fingers, sliding down to wash away down the drain.

      I jerk off once more before turning off the shower and heading into the living room to crash on the couch.

      But it barely makes a difference.

      I still fall asleep thinking of nothing but Emma.
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      Three male bodies surround the bed, one on each side and one at the foot.

      Three pairs of eyes gaze at me with burning intensity, the heat in them making my skin prickle with a delicious awareness.

      West, Trent, and Reese.

      They’re all here, and they’re all looking at me like they want to devour me.

      I want them to.

      I want to be consumed by these three men, taken apart by them and put back together as a new version of myself.

      When we got back from the police station, I finally admitted to them that I can’t choose between them. That I don’t know how to begin picking one of them over the others.

      I open my mouth to tell them again, but before I can say anything, all three of them move.

      West and Trent crawl onto the bed on either side of me while Reese climbs onto the mattress near my feet. I’m sprawled out on top of the covers, and his hands slide over my legs, the slight roughness of his palms grazing the skin of my calves and ankles.

      I shiver, my toes curling involuntarily as my hips shift on the bed, and he grins at me—that devilish, slightly crooked grin I’m coming to recognize.

      The one I’m starting to love.

      He lifts one leg slightly, dipping his head to graze his lips over my flesh, and a small sound of appreciation falls from my mouth.

      “I think she likes that.” Trent smiles, kneeling beside me and cocking his head as he takes me in.

      He’s hard, just like he was in the living room, and as I watch, he palms his cock through his jeans, rubbing his hand up and down the thick bulge as if he just needs to take the edge off a little.

      “Then she’ll love this.”

      There’s a challenge in West’s words, and the next thing I know, large hands are tugging my tank top off over my head, leaving my breasts and stomach completely bare. My nipples peak in the cool air of the dark bedroom, and when West’s mouth closes over one breast, the wet heat makes my back bow off the bed.

      “Oh, fuck. Yes!”

      My cry is breathy and desperate, and West chuckles. I feel the vibrations of it against my skin, and the sensation makes me gasp. Before I can draw in a full breath of air, Trent kisses me, his mouth sealing over mine with fierce hunger.

      Holy fuck. It’s so much. Too much.

      Sensations are coming from so many different parts of my body that my brain can barely register all of them. Reese’s mouth is still working its way up my leg, his lips and teeth brushing my thigh, and West’s hand massages my other breast as Trent slides his tongue into my mouth, devouring my sounds of pleasure as if they’re his last meal.

      My body writhes softly on the blankets, my hands moving restlessly as I grope and stroke every part of the men I can reach. They work together to pull my shorts and panties off, leaving me completely naked.

      Bared to them.

      “You’re so damn beautiful like this, Ems,” Reese whispers against my skin.

      His lips trail upward over my inner thigh, so close to where I need him most. My clit is throbbing, desperate for attention, and I can feel slick wetness gathering in my pussy, dripping from my slit.

      “You want this, Emma?” West’s voice is slightly muffled as he licks a trail between my breasts. He moves up to my mouth just as Trent breaks our kiss, and my response is hardly more than a gasp.

      “Yes. So much.”

      “Good.”

      West’s mouth claims mine in a deep kiss just as Reese finally reaches the apex of my thighs. As West plunges his tongue into my mouth, his friend licks a long line through my folds, tasting my arousal, and I buck against their hold.

      “You’re so wet for us,” Reese growls, licking me again, devouring me.

      As he does, Trent’s hands roam over my body. The fingers of one large hand find my nipple, and when he pinches it hard and tugs slightly, I clamp my thighs around Reese’s head.

      The man between my legs chuckles softly, making no effort to free himself from the grip of my thighs. Instead, he takes advantage of the fact that he’s locked in place, hooking his hands around my legs and lapping at me with long strokes of his tongue.

      “Reese! Oh, God!” I rip my mouth away from West’s kiss to cry out, holding onto West’s strong shoulders to try to ground myself.

      But none of the men stop. Reese keeps licking me as West kisses me and Trent tortures my flushed, swollen breasts.

      My entire body feels electric, as if sparks are dancing through my veins. Sex with each one of these men individually was mind-blowing, but this? This is world-ending.

      Being touched by all of them at once makes me feel helpless and powerful at the same time.

      I grind my pussy against Reese’s face, completely shameless as need takes over me, making me wanton and aggressive.

      “Please,” I gasp into West’s mouth, grabbing onto Trent’s strong forearm as he massages my breast roughly. “Please, I need to—”

      “Oh, don’t worry, Ems. We’ll make you come.” His voice is raspy and low. “Again and again and again.”

      The dark promise in his voice makes a new wave of heat flash through me, and when Reese wraps his lips around my clit and sucks, I explode. The orgasm washes over me in powerful waves of pleasure that lock up my muscles and make my body jerk and writhe on the bed as a low cry falls from my lips.

      “Good girl. Just like that,” he murmurs encouragingly when he finally releases my clit, his tongue lapping at it several times before he pulls back.

      I miss the feel of his mouth immediately, but before I can beg them for more, the men are already giving it to me. I’m lifted by three sets of hands and turned over onto my stomach as they shift positions slightly on the bed.

      A second later, Trent grabs my hips in a firm grip and pulls them up, bringing me up onto my elbows and knees. I don’t know when it happened, but the men are all naked now, and I’m so fucking glad.

      Trent’s cock nudges my ass, and I lift my head to see the other two men kneeling before me, each one fisting his thick length.

      Oh, God.

      They’re going to touch themselves, jerk themselves off as they watch Trent fuck me. They’ll probably be imagining they’re fucking me too as they do.

      “Wait!”

      My voice stops everything, and all three men freeze.

      “Is this not what you want, Ems?” Trent asks.

      “No, it is.” My heart is beating hard and fast. “But I want more. I want all of you. All of you inside me.”

      My words hang in the air for a moment, as if they’re imprinting on the cells of the men around me. And then I’m moved again, lifted as if I weigh nothing and draped over Reese as he lies back on the bed. His cock is sandwiched between us, and I wrap my fist around him and rise up on my knees to sink down on his length.

      “More?” There’s a teasing note to his voice, and I know he already knows the answer.

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      “Will you let Trent have your pretty little ass?”

      My inner muscles clench around Reese in response to his words, and he chuckles. Then he pulls me down to kiss me deeply as Trent’s and West’s hands roam over my body.

      A finger teases my back hole, and I gasp into Reese’s mouth as the intrusion deepens, gently stretching out the tight ring of muscles. I just came hard, but my body still feels desperate for more. So much more that I can’t even articulate it.

      “Ride Reese,” Trent murmurs from behind me. “Get off on his cock and I’ll give you mine.”

      I let out a soft groan and begin to undulate on top of Reese, sliding up and down on his cock. I clench my walls around him, squeezing his thick shaft as he grunts. And a second later, the head of Trent’s cock is at my back entrance, pressing gently inside me. He sinks in deeper with each thrust, matching my movements, and it feels strange but so incredible to have him inside me like this.

      His pelvis finally presses against my ass, and I arch my back a little, panting hard.

      I’m full. So full.

      But I still want more.

      “West,” I gasp.

      It doesn’t take much urging. His cock is so hard it looks painful, the smooth head almost purple and beads of precum leaking from the slit at the tip. He pumps his fist along his length twice as he positions himself in front of me, giving me access to exactly what I want.

      I lift my head, resting my hands on Reese’s chest as I lean forward and run the tip of my tongue over West’s rounded cock head. My ass and pussy both clench, and all three men let out satisfied groans.

      When I wrap my lips around West’s cock and begin to bob my head gently, taking more of him into my mouth each time, the other two men take that as their signal to move.

      They’re gentle with me, even though I can feel the strain in their bodies, the effort it takes to hold back. But they take perfect care of me as they begin to thrust inside me, West claiming my mouth, Reese my pussy, and Trent my ass.

      It’s… perfect.

      My body feels like it was made for these three men, as if every encounter I had with each of them was a preamble to this exact moment.

      Every thrust drives me closer to an indescribable bliss. Every nerve ending in my body blazes with sensation as the four of us move together, finding our rhythm. West’s hand tangles in my hair, and I take him deeper with each bob of my head, fighting back my gag reflex to draw him deeper into my throat.

      I want more of him. I want to take as much of these men as I can.

      “Fuck, Emma. Your mouth feels so damn good. Suck me harder,” he grunts, his hips jerking as his cock swells, thickening and pulsing.

      “Are you close, baby?” Trent whispers from behind me, one hand snaking around to palm my breast, squeezing and tugging at my nipple. The sharp bite of pleasure and pain sends an electric jolt all the way down to my clit, and I writhe on top of Reese, groaning around West’s cock.

      My words were indistinguishable, but Trent doesn’t need to hear words to understand my meaning.

      I’m about to come apart.

      My clit grinds hard against the curls at the base of Reese’s cock every time he impales himself inside me, and my pussy clenches hard around him as I reach the peak of pleasure and begin to free fall into ecstasy.

      I can’t keep my rhythm on West’s cock, and the sensations barreling through me make me afraid I’ll accidentally scrape his thick length with my teeth, so I release him with a wet slurp and wrap my fist around his shaft instead.

      My head falls back against Trent’s shoulder as he and Reese each rock into me, their thrusts growing harder and more desperate as they feel me convulse around them.

      “Goddammit. I can’t hold on any longer,” Reese grits out, his hands grabbing my hips in a punishing grip as he slams into me one more time. I feel the throbbing pulse of his cock as his cum floods my core, and a second later, Trent growls out his release, palming and squeezing my breast as he grinds his hips against my ass. He gives one final tug on my nipple before dropping his hand.

      They’re both still buried inside me, still throbbing with the aftershocks of their orgasms, and I never want them to pull out. I never want to lose this feeling of being utterly complete.

      I’m so wrung out by pleasure that I don’t even have the strength to lift my head from Trent’s shoulder. But my hand keeps working West’s cock, and my gaze lifts to find him staring down at me, something like awe in his expression.

      I pump him harder, watching him the whole time, and I see the exact moment he comes.

      His jaw goes tight, his nostrils flaring as the muscles in his neck stand out in corded lines. Ropes of pearly white cum spurt from his cock, hitting my chest in warm, wet splashes.

      For a moment, all four of us stay just where we are, as if none of us have the strength of will to move.

      Then Reese releases his grip on my hips, running his hands gently up my sides. I look down at him to find him grinning at me, his expression sated and happy.

      He opens his mouth and says—

      BEEP, BEEP, BEEP.

      I blink at him. What the fuck?

      BEEP, BEEP, BEEP.

      The sound of my alarm snaps me out of the dream with the force of a runaway train. I sit up in Reese’s bed, clutching the covers to myself as my eyes fly open.

      Dim light streams through the windows, and I suck in several deep breaths as I become fully awake.

      Holy shit. That was the most vivid dream I’ve ever had. I swear I can still feel all three men’s hands on me, still feel the three of them inside me.

      I guess this is what I get for making out with all three of them heavily right before going to sleep, but fuck. How is this supposed to help me choose between them? All it did was make me want all three of them more.

      Could I ever have that? Could that possibly be real?

      Biting my bottom lip, I settle my head back onto the pillow and slide one hand under the covers, delving into my soft cotton panties to find my throbbing clit with two fingers. I’m a little embarrassed about masturbating in Reese’s bed, especially after what happened last time, but I need to take the edge off or I’m pretty sure I’ll explode.

      It doesn’t take more than a few quick swirls of my fingers to push me over the edge. My body was so worked up and aroused from the dream that I was on the verge of coming from the moment I woke up.

      My teeth clamp down hard on my lip as my body shudders with release, and I turn my head to bury my face in the pillow as a low, soft moan escapes me. I think this time I managed to keep it quiet enough not to draw attention from anyone in the rest of the house, thank God, so at least I can hopefully avoid that awkwardness.

      But my dream has left me more confused than ever.

      The Icons have told me they’re okay with me pursuing things with each of them if it’ll help me choose.

      How do I tell them that I’ve already made my choice?

      I don’t want one of them.

      I want all of them.
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      Sleeping last night was next to fucking impossible.

      I kept replaying the entire evening in my head—everything from taking Ems out to dinner, to ending up at the police station, to having her soft body in my lap, her lips pressed against mine.

      The tension in the air before we all split to head to bed was so damn thick you could’ve cut it with a knife. Trent, Reese, and I were watching each other like lions fighting over a gazelle, just waiting to see who made the first move. And despite Reese’s little declaration that he was fine with her hooking up with me or Trent, I know that fucker well enough to know when he’s being territorial.

      All of us were.

      Kissing Emma was about more than just the kiss. It was about showing the other two that I’m not gonna just back down. I’m not gonna concede on this. Ever.

      If Emma doesn’t pick me, I’ll respect her wishes. Hell, the three of us have put her through enough bullshit already, I refuse to do anything else that might hurt her.

      But until the exact moment she looks me in the eye and tells me she doesn’t want me, that there’s no hope of us ever becoming a thing, I’m gonna do everything in my power to win her over.

      To show her she belongs with me.

      I let out a low noise as I head into the kitchen, running a hand through my hair before scrubbing my palm down my face.

      Fuck, I need coffee.

      After the shitty night of sleep I had, I feel like the damn walking dead, and that won’t cut it. Emma obviously isn’t safe from Leslie like we thought she was—none of us are—and I want to get moving on figuring that shit out. From the way things ended at the police station last night, it seems to me the cops will probably be pretty fucking useless.

      Local police aren’t really equipped to deal with a hacker working at the level Leslie is. My guess is she could run circles around them all day, which means we can’t count on them to sort this mess out.

      We need to do it ourselves.

      And if that’s what it takes to keep Emma safe from this crazy bitch, I’ll gladly take things into my own hands, starting with figuring out how the fuck Leslie managed to hack all of us from a facility where she has either limited or no access to computers.

      My mind keeps tossing that puzzle around as I fill the coffee pot and pour some grounds into the filter. I’m up earlier than usual since I got sick of staring at the damn ceiling trying to fall back asleep. Trent, Reese, and I all have class today, but none of us have early classes on our schedule, so I don’t expect to see them up for a while.

      But as the coffee starts brewing, I hear a soft noise behind me. I turn around to find Emma slowly backing out of the kitchen, as if she’s trying to escape without getting caught.

      Oh, hell no.

      I have a feeling she’s a little freaked out after last night, but there’s no fucking way I’m letting her pull back now.

      Things have changed between us—after that day we fucked in the kitchen, I could feel that something had shifted. I’d told her I wouldn’t fuck her until I was sure she believed that I wanted to make things better, to make amends for what I did in high school. And that day, I saw it in her eyes. She did believe me.

      And I’m not about to let all of that go.

      Abandoning the coffee, I cross the kitchen in a few strides, catching her wrist before she can flee the room. I tug her back toward me, and although something like panic flares in her eyes, she melts against me when I wrap my arms around her.

      Jesus. She’s so fucking perfect. She fits into my embrace like she was born to be here, and her chocolate brown eyes are wide as she looks up to meet my gaze.

      “Where are you sneaking off too?” I ask. My tone is teasing, but there’s a bit of a growl in my words too, and I feel the shiver that goes through her.

      My cock twitches, stiffening a little, and I’m sure she can feel that too. But damn. The way she reacts to me makes it hard as hell not to pick her up, throw her sexy ass on the counter again, and fuck her so hard she’ll never forget the feel of me between her legs.

      Unlike last time we fucked in the kitchen, I know Trent and Reese are home this time, and part of me likes the idea of waking them up to the sound of Emma screaming my name.

      “I wasn’t sneaking,” Emma murmurs, her voice low. She’s wearing a tank top and a pair of shorts, and both things leave way too little to the imagination as she shifts slightly against me. “I just didn’t want to wake anyone up. My alarm went off early and I couldn’t go back to sleep.”

      “Well, you didn’t wake me. Come on, I’ll get you a coffee.”

      I release her reluctantly and grab two mugs from the cabinet, pouring coffee into each. She leans against the counter and watches me as I pour cream and a little sugar into hers. Her eyebrows drift upward a little, and I think maybe she’s surprised I know how she takes her coffee.

      I know a hell of a lot more than that, and I wish I was better with words like Trent and Reese are.

      But I’m not. I wasn’t raised to talk shit out. Hell, in my house it was always better to just keep your head down and your mouth shut if you wanted to avoid a belt or a fist.

      So yeah, I’m not great at talking about my feelings or spinning a load of flowery bullshit.

      But what I can do is show Emma how I feel about her. And I plan to do that in every way possible.

      “Thanks,” she murmurs when I bring the coffee over to her. She wraps her small hands around the mug as she accepts it from me, and her fingertips graze mine.

      Maybe this makes me sound like a fucking pussy, but just that small touch makes my blood heat up like it’s caught fire. I want this girl so fucking much that it barely takes anything to get me going.

      And, thank fuck, I’m not the only one.

      Emma lets out a small gasp, her mouth dropping open just a little. Her gaze flies up to meet mine, and whatever she sees in my expression makes her blush.

      Her tongue darts out to lick her lips as something gathers in the air between us.

      Shit, maybe I really will toss her up on the counter and fuck her till neither of us can walk. I’m not sure I can hold on to my self-control much longer.

      “West…”

      Her voice is soft and breathy, and my cock is fully hard now.

      Fuck it. Neither of us needs coffee that badly.

      I set my mug down on the counter and then gently take hers from her, placing it next to mine. My palms land on the smooth countertop on either side of her, boxing her in, as I step a little closer. The heat of our bodies mingles together in the space between us, and her chest rises and falls faster as she swallows.

      “Yeah?” I murmur, my voice rough. “What is it, Ems?”

      “I…” She can’t quite meet my eyes anymore, and her hands fall to my chest as she speaks, her small palms resting against my pecs. “I had a dream last night that…”

      She trails off, and I go completely still. Her pale cheeks have a pretty pink flush to them, and her blonde hair is a little wild, framing her head like a halo. Whatever that dream was, I have a very strong feeling I’m gonna want to hear about it.

      “That what?” I dip my head a little, still enclosing her against the counter with my arms. “What did you dream about?”

      She looks nervous and a little shy, and it only makes me want her more. Emma has this incredible mixture of strength and vulnerability, of innocence and sensuality, that drives me insane. It makes me want to draw out the bad girl in her, the dirty girl who let me fuck her on the kitchen counter and enjoyed every filthy second of it.

      The deep chocolate pools of her irises gleam as she looks up at me. I can see her gathering her courage, and I lean a little closer, as if my proximity can force the words out of her.

      “What, Ems?”

      She draws in a breath. “I dreamed that you and I, and Trent and Reese, were—”

      The sound of the doorbell ringing makes us both startle, as if we’ve forgotten that anyone else in the world exists besides us. Emma jumps, and I grip her shoulders to steady her.

      What the hell was she about to say? She dreamed about the four of us? Doing what?

      Given the way her blush has deepened, I think I can guess.

      My cock throbs lightly, and my thumbs rub over the bare skin of her arms as I pull her toward me. “We were what, Emma?”

      Before she can answer, the doorbell rings again. I hear cursing from the living room as Trent’s bedroom door slams shut. Reese was asleep on the couch when I came into the kitchen, but he must be awake too now.

      Fuck. The moment is broken, and Emma looks slightly relieved to have been given an out.

      “We should see who that is,” she says softly, slipping out of my grasp and padding toward the kitchen door. “Maybe it’s about Leslie.”

      Damn it. That’s just about the only thing she could’ve said that would get me to drop this, but she’s right. It could be about Leslie, and that has to be my number one priority. I need to know Emma is safe before I can focus on anything else.

      We both head into the living room, arriving in time to see Trent ushering a dark-haired man inside. He’s not one of the cops who questioned us last night, thank fuck—they all seemed pretty incompetent and slow on the uptake, so I’m glad not to see any of them have been assigned to our case.

      But who the fuck is this guy?

      “Detective Walton,” he says, answering my unspoken question as he shakes first Trent’s hand, then Reese’s. He looks up to see me and Emma enter, and he steps forward to greet us too. Then he turns to Ems. “I’m here to ask you a few questions about your old roommate, Leslie. I read the police report you filed last night, and I believe I may be able to help you.”

      Emma lights up, stepping forward quickly. “That would be amazing. Thank you. What do you want to know? Whatever I can do to help, I’m happy to.”

      She’s still wearing the tank top and shorts she slept in, and I notice Detective Walton’s gaze slide down her body as she moves to sit down on the couch, gesturing for him to sit too. He’s not openly ogling her, but his perusal isn’t exactly disinterested either.

      My body instantly tenses, and I sit down on the couch next to Emma, close enough that our legs touch. I want this fucker to know that she is in no way available, and that if he looks too long or tries to touch what isn’t his, he’s liable to lose a hand.

      Trent and Reese moved at the same time I did, but instead of sitting, they’re both standing in front of the couch with their arms crossed—effectively boxing this Walton dude in.

      He glances up at them, not missing the expressions on each of our faces. Trent gives him a tight-lipped smile, and for the first time in what feels like a long time, I find myself entirely on Trent’s side.

      Walton shakes his head as if to clear it, turning his attention back to Emma. He keeps his focus firmly on her face this time.

      Smart man.

      “Ms. Holloway, I understand that you and Leslie Harstonn shared a dorm room for a semester, is that right?”

      “Yes.” She nods.

      “And in that time, you were aware that she was a hacker?”

      Emma shifts uncomfortably. She’s probably thinking of the incident at the end of fall semester when Leslie helped her post naked pictures and a video of Trent jerking off on the student portal website. Yeah, I’m guessing that would qualify as being aware Leslie was a hacker.

      She nods again, dropping her gaze to the floor. Trent’s jaw clenches. I’m sure he’d love to stop rehashing all the fucked up shit that’s gone on between the four of us, but how does that expression go?

      You made your bed, now lie in it.

      We all made this bed. Now we all gotta lie in it, as painful as it may be.

      “Did she ever talk to you about what she was doing? Did you ever notice her spending a lot of money unaccountably, or having a sudden windfall of cash?” Detective Walton goes on.

      Emma blinks. “No, she didn’t really talk to me about it. And as far as money… I mean, Leslie’s family was loaded. So she always had money.”

      The man’s brows pull down, and he shakes his head. He pulls out his phone and scrolls through it quickly, then looks back at her.

      “No, no, they weren’t. Not according to any of the statements I’ve received. They’re comfortably middle class, but they’re not extraordinarily wealthy.” His eyes narrow. “So you saw her spending an amount of money that made you think she came from wealth?”

      Emma’s hands twist around each other on her lap. “Well, yeah. I mean, she didn’t spend like crazy, but she always had nicer things than me. She always seemed to have money to spare, you know?”

      Walton nods. “I do know. Thank you, that’s helpful information.” He smiles at her.

      His gaze hasn’t dropped from her face through this entire exchange—I’m pretty sure he’s realized ogling her won’t end well for him. But still, I don’t like this fucker getting so friendly with her.

      I lean toward him, resting my hand possessively on Emma’s bare knee. I feel her tense slightly, hear her breath catch in her throat, but she doesn’t pull away from me. If anything, she seems to unconsciously lean closer, pressing more of her soft body against mine.

      “So what the hell are you saying?” I ask the detective, keeping my voice even as I meet his steady gaze. “What does that information give you?”

      He glances from me to my two friends, then back to Emma. Then he nods again, as if he just answered a question inside his own head.

      “It means that Leslie has very likely done things like what she’s currently doing to you before. She’s hacked other people somewhere along the line. In this case, she’s acting out of anger, being obvious, wanting you to know it was her. But I believe that she’s illegally accessed the personal information of several other victims and stolen money from them.”

      I sit up a little straighter, my grip on Emma’s leg tightening. Shit, that could be big. The more people who’ve been affected by this, the better the chances the cops will actually do something about it. Even the fact that a detective came to talk to us this morning instead of a beat cop means someone is taking this more seriously than I thought they would.

      That can only be a good thing for us.

      Emma looks horrified, and I think that as much as she hates Leslie now, a part of her still pities her ex-roommate. Which is why I can confidently say Ems is a way better person than I am. All I want to do is grind Leslie into dust and make sure she stays out of our lives forever.

      “If I can prove that, we’ll have a solid case against Leslie, and cause for her arrest,” Walton continues. “Which is where you come in.”

      “Me?”

      Emma’s hand lands on mine, as if she’s seeking reassurance. I flip my hand over and thread my fingers through hers, letting her know I’m here for her. That we all are.

      “Yes.” Walton rubs at his chin with a finger and thumb. “Given the timing of when she got into your accounts, it’s likely that she has someone helping her. I’m no expert on cyber security, but I do know that the simplest answer often turns out to be the right one. I’m sure there are ways Leslie could’ve hacked the four of you after being admitted to Sun Valley Rehabilitation Center. But the easiest way would be if she had someone who wasn’t in a facility, who had access to all the computer equipment needed, helping her.”

      “Who?” Trent asks, gazing down at the detective with narrowed eyes.

      Walton chuckles humorlessly. “Well, that’s the trick. We don’t know who. But I’d like to recruit your help in finding out. I’ll keep digging on my end, but you four were her classmates at Clearwater University. Three of you still attend that school. If it’s anyone on campus, you’ll be able to get closer to them than I will without scaring them off.”

      What he’s saying makes sense. We’re well positioned to keep our ears to the ground and see if any remnants of Leslie’s old life wash up to give us any clues. But I don’t like the idea of actively involving Emma in this. We did all of this trying to get Leslie out of her life, and thrusting her back into the middle of it seems too risky.

      But before I can say any of that, Emma speaks up.

      “Okay. I’m in.” She turns to look at me before glancing up at Trent and Reese, and her hand tightens on mine even though I don’t think she knows she’s doing it.

      I can see the determination in her face, and I know this is one of those moments where, despite her softness, the steel in her spine won’t bend.

      She wants to do this.

      And if she’s doing it, I’m with her all the fucking way.

      Something makes me look up at Trent and Reese, and I find them both nodding. Just like when Detective Walton was checking Emma out, their reaction is instantaneous. There’s no thought or debate required.

      It’s not just me who’s with her.

      We all are.
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      It’s a relief knowing that Detective Walton is working on bringing Leslie to justice for what she’s done—not just to me and the Icons, but to whatever other innocent victims she’s fucked with or stolen from.

      Implicating her in any wrongdoing may still be difficult, especially if she’s covered her digital tracks. But as the detective pointed out just before he left, he’s not trying to beat her at her own game. He knows it’ll be hard to beat her on computer knowledge, so he’s taking a more old-fashioned approach, hoping to find some other way to prove her guilt.

      That’s why he’s hoping to get our help in identifying any possible accomplice Leslie may have had. If he can nail down that person, Leslie’s alibis should start to unravel.

      God, I want to help. I really want this mess to be over. And honestly, I’m glad we have a detective on our side now—not because I don’t think the guys are capable of standing up to Leslie, but because I was a little worried about what they might do if she pushed them too hard. I’ve seen Trent’s anger in action, and I know for a fact that he can hold a damn grudge.

      My feet slow on the pedals of my bike as that thought ricochets around my mind.

      Fuck. Am I making a huge mistake trusting these men?

      It wasn’t so long ago that I was on opposite sides of them, standing on one side of a line in the sand. After everything they’ve done, is it insane of me to even think about trusting them?

      And yet, insane or not, I find that I do.

      What Trent said to me last night… I believed him. I’ve never seen him look so humble, so earnest. I doubt there are many people in the world who could bring Trent Cooper to his knees, yet he knelt in front of me last night and swore he wants to make amends for his past actions.

      I know all three men are sort of competing with each other over me, although it’s kind of hard to process that fact. Somehow, we’ve gone from the men being united against me to all three of them being divided because of me, which is exactly what I never wanted.

      But maybe it’s always been inevitable that we’d reach this moment. Maybe I was kidding myself in high school when I thought that ignoring my feelings for each of them would allow our four-way friendship to continue as it was.

      I wonder if Reese and West think they don’t have much competition from Trent because he’s been the biggest asshole to me. He was the one who instigated everything, after all. The one who got me kicked out of Clearwater, the one who refused to believe I didn’t sell out our parents after their illicit kiss.

      And maybe all of that means I should hate him forever. Up until recently, that’s certainly what I planned to do. I never thought I could forgive him for what he’s done.

      But now, as the landscape changes around us, as alliances shift and betrayals come to light, I can’t stop myself from thinking that maybe Trent is exactly the kind of person I need in my corner.

      He loves fiercely.

      He cares deeply.

      And he doesn’t back down from a fight.

      The thought of having all that passion and intense protectiveness on my side sends a little thrill of warmth up my spine. I’m not sure if Trent will ever forgive himself for what he’s done to me, but the fire blazing in his eyes last night made me feel certain that he’ll spend the rest of his life trying to earn my forgiveness.

      A chilly wind whips past my head as I pedal a little harder, my mind still whirling with thoughts of the three Icons. I left the house with plenty of time to get to my interview, but I don’t want to let my daydreaming make me late. It’s not quite the same as being in school, but having a job would at least make me feel like I was moving forward in a positive direction in my life. And I think it would make Dad worry about me less too. I want him to see that I can take care of myself.

      Five minutes later, I’ve reached downtown Clearwater, and the buildings around me have gotten taller and a bit fancier. Our downtown is nowhere near as large and intimidating as San Diego’s, but right now, I’m grateful for that fact. I’m nervous enough as it is.

      “1213 Oakdale,” I mutter to myself, checking the numbers on the buildings I pass by. After a few more blocks, I brake and hop my bike up onto the sidewalk, dismounting before locking the frame to the metal bike rack outside.

      The guys all left for class about an hour before I headed out, which gave me ample time to fuss over my appearance in the mirror and change my outfit a few times before leaving for the interview.

      As I stride toward the building that houses the law office Reese works at, I pull my phone from my pocket and find four text messages waiting for me.

      REESE: Kick ass, Ems. I’ve been talking you up ever since you got the interview. They’re gonna love you.

      TRENT: You’ve got this. They’d be fucking lucky to have you.

      WEST: You’ll do great. I know it.

      WEST: And we’re going to continue that conversation you started in the kitchen. Soon.

      A flush of nerves and arousal fills me, and my footsteps stutter a little. This morning, still in a daze from that crazy-intense dream, I almost told West everything—nearly blurted out the truth that I don’t want to have to pick between him and his friends.

      The doorbell saved me from saying something stupid that I couldn’t take back, but I said enough to pique West’s curiosity. He knows there was more to what I was going to tell him than a simple dream about flying or something.

      Should I tell him? Tell them all the truth?

      It was a lot easier to contemplate doing that this morning when I was still shaking off the hazy fog of sleep. But now that I’m wide awake and totally sober, it’s a lot more daunting to consider.

      I text each of the men back, thanking them for the well-wishes. I evade West’s second text for the time being, choosing to brush right by it rather than admit to anything more.

      Just as I’m about to slip the phone back into my pocket, it rings. I startle slightly, gazing down at the screen. I wasn’t expecting any calls, and the fact that it’s not one of the guys or my dad narrows down the possibilities a lot.

      “Hello?”

      I hold the phone in one hand and pull open the large glass door with the other, stepping into the cool, minimalist interior of the building.

      “Ms. Holloway. Devon Clarke here.”

      My brows shoot up. That’s the man I’m supposed to have an interview with for this very job. Why is he calling me now? Am I late? That shouldn’t be possible.

      “Um, hi, Devon.” I speak with a smile in my voice, even though my heart is beating a little faster. “I actually just arrived at the office for my interview.”

      “Oh. You did?” He sounds a bit surprised at that. I hear a rustling of papers in the background, and then he adds. “I wasn’t entirely sure you’d show up.”

      Not sure I’d show up?

      I stop in my tracks, my grip tightening on the phone. “Of course I showed up. I need a job, and this one seems like it would be a perfect fit for me.”

      “Yes, well.” He clears his throat. “As perfect as it may be for you, I’m afraid I don’t think you’re going to be a good fit for us.”

      What?

      My mouth becomes suddenly dry as I get the uncomfortable sensation that something is wrong. It’s the same way I felt at the restaurant when everyone’s cards got declined, and when Trent was pulled over and hauled in to the police station.

      Leslie. She’s somehow fucked with my life again. But what did she do this time?

      “I’m sorry,” I say slowly. “But I really don’t know what you’re talking about. How can you know I won’t be a good fit without even interviewing me?”

      “I went over the resume you sent out. Everything looks good on paper, but when I called your references… well, like I said, I don’t think you’ll be a great fit for our firm after all.”

      My heartbeat is a dull thrum in my chest as I reach into the bag I brought and pull out the resume I’ve been polishing ever since Clearwater kicked me out.

      “I… I didn’t send out any resume. I have a hard copy here I was going to give you today.”

      There’s a beat of silence on the other end of the line. The security guard behind the desk in the lobby is watching closely—not as if he thinks I’m a threat, but more as if I’m providing him free entertainment.

      “Devon?” I turn away from the guard, lowering my voice a little. “Are you still there?”

      “Yes.” The coolly formal tone has faded a little from his voice, replaced by confusion. “I’m here. But you did send me a copy of your resume. You emailed it to me two days ago. Don’t you remember? And unfortunately, given the reports from your previous employers, I don’t think I’ll be able to offer you a position here.”

      “Wait. Wait!” I move quickly toward the bank of elevators at the back of the building. “It wasn’t me who sent that. It’s complicated, but I’ve been dealing with a hacker lately, someone who’s trying to wreak havoc on my life. She must’ve emailed you a dummy resume from an account that looks like mine.”

      “That sounds a bit extreme, Ms. Holloway,” he says dubiously.

      “I know.” Tears burn my eyes, but I don’t let them fall. As frustrating as this is, if I give in to my emotions, I’ll only be giving Leslie what she wants. “It is extreme. It’s been a nightmare, honestly. But please—I’m already in the building. I came here for my interview, and I really do need this job. I have my real resume right here. Can I please come up and speak with you for a few minutes?”

      I try to keep my voice steady and even, but there’s a note of desperation that creeps in. Maybe Devon Clarke can hear it, because after a long pause, I hear him sigh.

      “Alright. We’ll do your interview as planned, and you can explain all of this a little more clearly.”

      “Thank you.” My breath rushes out in a relieved whoosh, and I press the elevator call button several times, praying the damn thing gets here before he has a chance to change his mind.

      “I’ll see you shortly.”

      There’s a click as he hangs up, and a moment later, the elevator doors swing open. I ride up to the third floor, digging into my bag as I do. Thank fuck, I really do have a hard copy of my resume. I printed out dozens of them when I first started job-hunting, and I double-checked that I had one before I left the house today.

      When I reach the Sterling Minor Law Firm’s floor, the secretary greets me before ringing Devon to let him know I’ve arrived. He steps out to greet me, and I stand tall as he approaches, holding my resume tightly in one hand.

      “Miss Holloway.”

      He shakes my free hand firmly before leading me into a small conference room. We settle into seats on opposite sides of the table, and he takes my resume, which I practically throw at him.

      His gaze scans the paper, and I watch a line appear between his eyebrows as he reads over the document.

      “Huh.” He looks back up at me, leaning back in his seat. “Well, you weren’t lying. This doesn’t match the resume you emailed me at all. To be honest, I almost didn’t call any of the listed references. It was mostly a formality. Reese is one of our best new hires, so his recommendation counts for a lot. But I did call one, and after that, I felt obligated to call the others.”

      My hands twist around each other in my lap, anxious energy coursing through me. “If this is because of my hacker like I think it is, I can only imagine the kinds of things the people you spoke to told you about me.”

      He huffs a laugh, cocking his head as he studies me. “Yes. It wasn’t exactly glowing praise.”

      “I promise you,” I say earnestly. “If you call anyone on my real resume, they’ll have much better things to say.”

      He’s wavering. I can tell he is. The last thing I want to do is air my dirty laundry at a job interview—or drag Reese’s name through the mud—so I’m careful to avoid going into the details of how and why, but I quickly explain the way Leslie has been using her vast computer knowledge to dismantle my life piece by piece.

      Devon’s eyes widen as he listens, and when I finish speaking, he’s nodding slightly.

      “That sounds truly awful, Miss Holloway. I’m sorry. But I will tell you, I respect the fact that you stuck to your guns and insisted on the interview. A lot of people would let this get them down, let it beat them, but you’re fighting it, and I admire that.”

      “Thank you,” I say quietly.

      I don’t quite know how to respond to his compliment, and I definitely don’t feel all that strong most of the time. All the guys and I have been doing so far is weathering the storm, surviving the hurricane that is Leslie. But surviving is the first step toward beating her, so I’ll take it for now.

      Devon studies me for a moment. Then he breaks into a smile, tapping the edge of my resume against the desk. He sets it down and picks up another piece of paper. I see my name printed at the top, and I assume that must be the fake resume Leslie sent him.

      Before I can pick out any more details on the sheet of paper, Devon rips it cleanly in half.

      “Alright then, Miss Holloway. What do you say we start fresh?” He puts aside the shredded resume and reaches across the table to shake my hand again. “Thank you for coming in today. Let’s begin your interview.”
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      I leave the Sterling Minor Law Firm’s office floating on cloud nine.

      This won’t be my forever career. It’s not the same as getting back into school. But it’s a win, and I really need one of those right now.

      After the initial awkwardness of our phone call, the interview went amazingly well. Everything felt like it just clicked into place, and the more I talked to Devon about the job and what it entailed, the more confident I became.

      I can do this job.

      And I will be doing it. I’ll start early next week, working part-time with an eye toward going full time in the future if everything goes well.

      The grin on my face doesn’t fade as I ride the elevator back to the first floor, and I even spare a smile for the security guard who was so entertained by my private drama earlier.

      I step out into the cool, wintery afternoon, already reaching into my pocket to grab my phone and text the guys. But before I can do that, my gaze catches on a figure striding toward me from across the street.

      My brows draw together. “Reese?”

      The man with the gorgeous emerald eyes and rich brown hair beams at me as he heads up the sidewalk toward me. “Hey, Ems. How’d it go?”

      “Good.” I nod. “Really good. What are you doing here? Don’t you have class?”

      He shrugs. “Yeah. But I ditched. I wanted to be here to congratulate you.”

      My heart beats a little faster in my chest, but I grin at him to cover for the wave of emotions that rises in me. “How did you know you’d be congratulating me?”

      Reese stops in front of me, one arm snaking out to wrap around my waist and pull me closer to him.

      “Because Devon’s not an idiot. And only an idiot would be dumb enough not to hire you.” His expression shifts slightly, becoming uncharacteristically serious. “And if he was stupid enough to turn you down, I wanted to be here for you.”

      My hand rests on his chest, and the steady thrum of his heart beneath my palm seems to sync up with my own pulse as I gaze up at him. A memory flashes through my mind of the night I screamed at him in the laundromat. Even after the harsh words that flew from my mouth like poison darts, he held me in his arms as grief overwhelmed me.

      He was there for me that night too.

      He’s here for me today.

      If I was waiting for proof that he’s on my side now, that he’s truly trying to make up for what he did in the past, I don’t think I could ask for better than this.

      Still, I can’t help the shake of my head as I breathe in his woody citrus scent. “You shouldn’t have ditched your classes. I could’ve told you all about it tonight after you got home.”

      Amusement glimmers in his eyes as he raises a hand and runs one knuckle down the curve of my cheek, his touch feather-light. It’s the barest of contact, but I swear I can feel the ripples of that small touch spreading through my entire body.

      “I didn’t want to wait that long, Ems.” He dips his head and presses his lips to mine in a chaste kiss that weakens my knees. “I’m proud of you. I wanted to be here for you. Will you let me take you out to celebrate?”

      My hand tightens, my fingers clutching a fistful of his shirt as he pulls back enough to look at me, his eyes bouncing between mine. Then, instead of answering him with words, I just tug him closer to me, going up on my tiptoes to kiss him again. And this time, there’s nothing soft or chaste about it.

      This kiss is hunger and fire, desire and possessiveness.

      I’m well aware that the security guard can still see us through the glass doors of the building, and that we’re probably giving him the best entertainment he’s had all day.

      But I don’t fucking care.

      Reese is here. I got a job. And nothing can ruin this moment for me.

      When our lips finally break apart, I can still taste Reese on my tongue. We’re both breathing a little harder, and his arm is like a steel band around my waist, holding me pinned to his body.

      “Is that a yes?” he asks with a teasing grin.

      I nod, grinning right back. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      “Good.”

      He takes my hand and leads me down the sidewalk, leaving my bike and his car where they are. I’m not very familiar with this part of downtown, but Reese doesn’t hesitate as he steers me toward a little hole-in-the-wall sushi place. It’s so tiny I probably wouldn’t have even known it was here if he hadn’t taken me, but the minute we step inside, I know it’s going to be amazing.

      “Best sushi in Clearwater,” he murmurs as we grab seats at one of only a few tables in the whole place. “Best in SoCal, probably. This place is amazing. I found it on my second day at Sterling Minor, and I’ve been dying to bring someone here. I’m glad it’s you.”

      A blush works its way up my cheeks, and I look away from his striking eyes to focus on the menu. If he were anyone else, I might think he was laying it on a little thick with his sweet words and intense glances.

      But with Reese, it’s not like that. He’s not putting on an act. If anything, it’s like now he can finally say all the things he’d been wanting to for a long time. Like he’s been holding all of this inside his heart for too many months, too many years, and now it can finally come out.

      “I didn’t know you were such a discerning foodie,” I say, nudging his foot with mine under the table as I grin at him.

      His answering grin sends a wave of butterflies cascading through my stomach. “Oh, there are definitely some things you still don’t know about me, Ems.”

      “Really?” I cock an eyebrow. “Like what?”

      “When I was little, I once wore a ninja-turtle costume to school three days in a row.”

      A laugh bursts out of me, filling the small restaurant with the sound. “Oh, I knew that. West sold you out a long time ago, buddy.”

      Reese rolls his eyes, but he’s still smiling. “That fucker.”

      Still chuckling, I pick up my menu. “Hey, isn’t that what friends are for? To know you better than you know yourself?”

      Reese goes quiet for a moment, and my amused grin slips a little. Shit. I probably shouldn’t have mentioned their friendship when things are so strained between him, West, and Trent.

      I’ve finally come to accept that it’s not my job to try to preserve their friendship—they need to do that on their own—but I doubt calling attention to how close they used to be is helping anything.

      “Yeah,” Reese says finally, reaching across the table to tangle his fingers with mine. “It is what friends are for.”

      The conversation shifts to other topics, and a few minutes later, a waiter comes by to take our order. We talk and laugh and eat so much sushi I swear I’ll have to be rolled out the door afterward, and as we’re finishing up the last roll, it strikes me how much I like this.

      All of it.

      I like spending time with Reese that’s just about enjoying each other’s company rather than dealing with some crisis or rehashing the fucked up history between us over and over again. I like how easy and right this feels. I like the way he watches me while I speak, as if he’s absorbing everything about me, and the way his sharp wit matches my own.

      He used to be my closest confidant back in high school, and after the Icons turned on me, I never really found anyone else to fill that role. It feels like I’ve been missing an essential part of myself for years, and now I’ve finally found it again.

      It feels incredible.

      Reese pays for lunch with cash since the guys are still sorting out the shit Leslie did to their credit cards. When we step outside and start heading back down the sidewalk, I veer toward my bike, but he catches my hand, tugging me back toward him.

      I go willingly, unable to resist the almost primal urge to be close to him, to feel encased against his muscular body. But I wrinkle my nose as I meet his gaze.

      “I should get my bike. And you have to go back to campus, don’t you?”

      He shakes his head, tugging his bottom lip between his teeth. “Should. Don’t have to. Don’t want to.” He reaches up to tilt my head a little more toward his, his fingertips lingering on my chin. “Will you stay with me, Ems? Come home with me? I’ll come back for your bike, I promise.”

      A shiver works its way through my body at the clear need in his words. If I say “no,” I’m sure he won’t force me or give me a hard time. But I can hear how much he needs me to say “yes.”

      And in truth, it’s all I want to say.

      So I do.

      “Yeah.” I smile, catching his gaze. “I guess I can support you playing hooky for one day.”

      His fingertips play across my waist as we turn away from my bike. He holds the passenger door on his car open for me, and when he slides in behind the wheel, another memory flashes through my mind—the first time Reese and I had sex. He was sitting in that exact seat, the car parked in a small, hidden lot behind my dorm building.

      I had never had sex in a car before, but it wasn’t even a question that night. I needed him too badly to even think of stopping.

      Similar feelings are building inside me right now, and I shift a little in my seat, a slow ache building between my legs. Reese doesn’t miss the movement, and his pupils dilate as he starts the car with a rumble of the engine. Then he whips out of his parking space so fast I swear we leave a trail of burned rubber in our wake.

      We don’t speak as we drive back to the Icons’ house. Our conversation at lunch felt so easy and natural, but now I don’t trust myself to say a word without giving away the feelings rampaging around inside my chest.

      Tension builds between us as we drive, making all the nerves beneath my skin prickle with a sort of unnamable anticipation. I feel hyperaware of every little movement Reese makes, of his large hands on the wheel and the way beams of light coming through the window pick up the bright highlights in his brown hair.

      He glances at me once, probably feeling the weight of my gaze as it consumes him, but I don’t look away. My stomach fills with liquid heat as electric energy sparks between us.

      The bike ride to my interview earlier didn’t feel all that long, but the drive home feels interminable. When we finally reach the Icons’ house, Reese pulls quickly into the driveway. The other two men are probably still on campus, not having ditched their classes like he did.

      Without missing a beat, Reese turns off the car and shoves his door open, sliding out before coming around to open my door for me. I can’t tell if his gesture is chivalrous or just born of desperation to get me the hell out of the car already—but I honestly don’t care.

      Keeping his hand wrapped around mine, he pulls me toward the door, both of us moving so fast we’re almost running. We lose a second as he fumbles to shove the key into the lock, and a second later, we’re inside.

      And just like that, the thread snaps.

      All the tension that’s been gathering between us breaks, and our lips collide with bruising force. Reese’s hands delve into my hair as he holds my head, angling my face as his tongue slides past the seam of my lips. I welcome his inside, my own tongue battling with his as I struggle to taste all of him, to touch every bit of him.

      Our hands are everywhere—groping, squeezing, caressing. Sliding under clothes to steal touches of bare skin, fingernails raking over sensitive flesh. No one else is home, so the only sounds inside the house are our panting, gasping breaths and low groans as we stumble across the living room, trying to navigate our way across the floor without breaking apart for even a second.

      “Fuck, Ems. You’re so goddamn gorgeous. It took every damn bit of self-control I had not to kiss the fuck out of you back at the restaurant. To lay you out on the table and eat you instead.”

      Reese’s voice is strained, his words coming out with a low rasp as I drag my teeth and tongue down the muscled column of his neck. When I bite down on the place where his neck meets his shoulder, he growls, hauling my body against his as he shoves his bedroom door open.

      I’ve been staying here long enough that there’s evidence of my presence around the room. A few clothes lie on the bed, and my suitcase sits against one wall.

      Reese lifts me in his arms, holding me effortlessly as my legs wrap around his waist. For a second, he pulls his attention away from me, casting his gaze around the room. “God, I fucking love having you in here. I love knowing that my sheets smell like you. That you sleep in my bed every night.”

      His tone is full of such raw possessiveness that it makes my clit throb. I never knew words alone could turn me on so much, but all three of the Icons seem to have a special gift for saying just the right thing to push me even higher, making need gather inside me like a pool of lava.

      “I wish I wasn’t sleeping alone,” I admit breathlessly.

      He must hear the truth in my voice too because he claims my lips in a deep kiss the moment I finish speaking. I lose myself in the feel of his body against mine, his broad shoulders and trim waist and muscled arms.

      A second later, we reach the bed. He lays me down on the covers, draping his body over mine as he continues to ravage my mouth with demanding lips. I lift my hips a little, beginning to scoot upward on the mattress, but Reese breaks our kiss, catching me before I can get too far.

      With a feral, hungry grin, he pulls me back toward him until my ass is nearly hanging off the bed.

      “Uh uh, Ems. I want you right here.”

      Keeping his gaze on me, he reaches deliberately for the waistband of my pants, flicking the button open and sliding the zipper down. One hand slips inside the opening, his fingers running over my pussy and feeling the dampness of my panties. He teases me with his touch, the thin barrier of my panties still separating us, until I’m writhing on the bed, shifting my hips as I chase his fingers, begging silently for more pressure.

      He’s touching me right where I need him, but not enough. I need more.

      “Reese! Please!” I gasp out.

      A pleased smile curves his lips, and he finally pushes the fabric of my panties aside, dragging one thick finger through the slick arousal coating my folds.

      “God, I love how wet you are. Did this start back at the restaurant?” He gives a low growl as he withdraws his hand and hooks my pants and panties, dragging them both down my legs in one swift movement. My flats slip off my feet, landing softly on the floor. “Have you been dying for this since then? Because I fucking have.”

      “Yes,” I breathe, beyond lying or trying to play it cool at this point. Air dances across my flushed, exposed skin, drawing out goosebumps as I watch Reese toss my clothes on the floor. He reaches for the button and fly of his own pants, and I move quickly to whip my shirt off over my head, desperate to feel his skin against mine.

      Reese kicks off his shoes, then discards his pants and boxer briefs, and when his shirt comes off, a low noise I’m sure I’ve never made before in my life sounds in my throat.

      The green of his irises darkens as I reach out for him, trying to pull him back down onto the bed with me. “Not yet, Ems. I want to taste you. I need to make you come on my face.”

      He grips his cock in one fist, squeezing like he’s trying to hold off the orgasm—to make himself last until he can slide inside me. A bead of precum slips from the tip and slides down his shaft toward his hand, and I bite my bottom lip so hard it hurts.

      I want him inside me. Yesterday.

      I’m about to scramble off the mattress and throw myself at him when he kneels on the floor at the foot of the bed, pushing me back down gently. His lips find my inner thigh, and a shockwave of sensations spreads out from the place where his skin meets mine.

      He licks and sucks, bites and nibbles as he works his way upward, and I arch my back on a long moan when his tongue finally finds my clit.

      “Fuck yes, baby. Moan for me,” he murmurs, burying his face deeper between my legs and devouring my pussy like he might never get another chance.

      I want to tell him that’s not true. That he can do this any damn time he likes. That I want him to live between my legs, to never leave, to never stop doing the amazing things he’s doing.

      But I can’t say any of that.

      I can’t even fucking speak.

      Noises that don’t resemble any kind of human speech fall from my lips as I toss my head back and forth, chasing the sensations at the same time I try to brace myself for them.

      I’m about to come.

      I can feel the orgasm gathering deep in my core, a monster about to be unleashed. It will tear me apart and put me back together again, and Reese will devour me the entire time, lapping up my cream.

      He should.

      It’s for him.

      “God, yes, Ems. Come. Come for me.”

      His command is muffled, almost unintelligible. But it doesn’t matter. I do what he says anyway, riding his face as waves of sensation spread through my body, filling me up all the way to the tips of my fingers.

      I’m barely finished, tremors still wracking my body, when he surges to his feet.

      Fuck. I thought he was hard before, but now his dick is so thick and hard it must be painful, the broad length a darker shade than the rest of his skin. He scoops up my legs under the knees, lifting my ass off the bed and positioning me right where he wants me.

      And then he plunges inside.

      My walls are so slick that there’s no pain as he drives in to the hilt, but my orgasm has made me tighter, and I clench hard around him at the sudden intrusion. His nostrils flare, and he lifts my legs even higher, spreading my knees wide as he begins to thrust into me.

      Our fuck in the car was slow and deep. This?

      This is hard and fast and desperate, as if he pushed himself beyond what his self-restraint could take and now he can’t hold himself back at all.

      “Fuck, Reese! Yes! God, yes…”

      My eyes are rolling back in my head, the sensations rolling over me like a tidal wave.

      “Up here, Ems.” His voice is broken up by harsh breaths as he continues to pound into me. “Watch me. Don’t take your eyes off me.”

      I blink, struggling to keep my drooping eyelids open as I gaze up at his face, taking in every detail of his features. His face is tight, his jaw clenched as he holds my legs up, pistoning his hips as he drives deeper and deeper inside me. He looks masculine and strong, and I feel small and wanton as he grips my legs tightly, keeping my body right where he wants it.

      I’m splayed out, only my upper body still resting on the bed. My breasts bounce with the force of his thrusts, and when I reach up to massage the aching flesh, tweaking and rolling my nipples, Reese makes a noise in his throat.

      His chiseled abs contract tightly as he bends his knees a little, giving him a better angle—and he hits a place inside me that makes my toes curl and my mouth drop open in a scream.

      “Reese! I’m gonna… oh, fuck, I’m gonna…”

      Before I can get the words out, it happens. A second orgasm tears through me, stealing my breath, stealing my sanity.

      Reese shifts his grip on me, holding me under the ass as he slows his pace, drawing out each deep thrust. My legs wrap around his waist, and I swear I can feel him everywhere as his cock thickens and swells inside me.

      Then he stops entirely, burying himself as deep as he can go and grinding his hips against mine as he comes hard. I can feel his body shaking, his muscles tensing with every wave of his release.

      I’m breathless, covered in a sheen of sweat, and limp as a noodle. Reese is  panting just as hard as I am, and when he looks down at me with a charming, roguish grin, my heart flutters in my chest.

      For a moment, we exist in this happy, sated little bubble. Then a quiet noise from outside the room catches my ear, and my gaze shifts to the door.

      Oh fuck.

      We didn’t close it when we burst into the bedroom, too lost in each other and our desperate need.

      And while we were busy having loud, wild sex, one of the other Icons must’ve gotten home.

      He heard everything.

      It’s not like this is supposed to be a secret. Just last night, they all agreed to let me explore things with each of them. But I can’t help but wonder what whoever is out there in the living room is thinking right now.

      And I can’t help but wish he would’ve come in and joined us.
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      “Reese! I’m gonna… oh, fuck, I’m gonna…”

      I grit my teeth, digging my pen into the paper harder than necessary as I take notes in my Comparative Politics class. I’m barely absorbing anything Professor Simms is saying. Instead, the sound of Emma’s breathless scream keeps echoing in my head.

      It’s been a few days since I came home from class and heard her and Reese fucking in his room. We’ve all been busy trying to untangle the fucking mess Leslie made of our online lives, and I’ve been grateful to have something to focus on.

      Something besides how badly I want to punch Reese in the fucking mouth, that is.

      We’ve been friends for years, and I can admit I’m glad Emma has more people than just me on her team. It’s good to know that both West and Reese would go to bat for her in any circumstances. But that doesn’t mean I’m thrilled with either of them laying a fucking hand on her.

      And fuck. The way she sounded…

      Her breathless groans left me hard as a fucking rock. I stood in the living room, unable to budge from the spot as I listened to the sounds of her falling apart. Half of me wanted to step inside the room and… hell, I don’t even know what I would’ve done. But I wanted to make her scream like that. I wanted to shuck my clothes, pull her from Reese’s arms, and prove to them both that I could make her feel just as good.

      Of course, I didn’t do anything. Just stood there listening to one of my best friends fuck the girl of my dreams like a goddamn perv. But I meant what I said to Emma about letting this be her choice, and I’d die before I break another promise to her.

      Everything is about her now. What she needs. What she wants.

      More than anything, I want Emma to be happy.

      “And that brings us back to the fundamental question. Why are some countries democratic while others become dictatorships? What are the determining factors?” Professor Simms asks, turning around to survey the class as he speaks.

      As he does, I realize I completely stopped writing several minutes ago, lost in my own thoughts.

      Fuck. I hope he didn’t say any important shit.

      Reese and West aren’t in this class, which is actually sort of a relief. Things are tense between all of us, and even though we’re keeping our shit together for Emma, I can feel it every time we’re in a room together. I don’t know quite how this is going to go down—when Emma finally makes her choice, I know we’ll all respect it. But damn, it would be hard as hell to watch one of my friends get to be with Emma every day and still remain friends with him.

      My stomach twists, and my pen jabs through the sheet of paper I was writing on.

      Fuck.

      I can’t let myself worry about that kind of shit right now. That’s something we’ll deal with in the future. For the time being, the three of us are still a united front, joined together by the common cause of protecting Ems from the crazy cunt who’s painted a target on her back.

      Shaking my head, I tune back in to what Professor Simms is saying, managing to stay somewhat focused on class for the remainder of the hour. My notes are shit, a garbled mess of words in illegible handwriting, but whatever. It’s still early in the semester; there’ll be plenty of time to get caught up later.

      As soon as class lets out, I’m the first out the door. That was my last class of the day, and I’m glad as hell that I don’t have to try to muster up interest in another boring lecture until tomorrow.

      Heading across campus, I find my gaze straying back and forth to take in the people around me, unconsciously looking for a head of blonde hair.

      She’s not here, asshole. Remember? You’re the one who made sure of that.

      Guilt tightens my chest, making it hard to breathe, and I grit my teeth. After spending a semester going to school with Emma, it’s still an ingrained habit to look for her on campus. But she’s not here.

      She’s actually at her new job today, which is a good thing. She’s been downplaying it a little, but I can tell she’s happy to have something productive to do with her days, and although it doesn’t alleviate any of my guilt, it makes me happy to see her excited and energized.

      As I head toward my car, my phone vibrates in my pocket. When I pull it out, I can’t help the shit-eating grin that spreads across my face.

      Speak of the devil. Or the angel.

      Emma’s name flashes across my screen, and I quickly swipe to answer it, raising it to my ear.

      “Hey, Ems. How’s your first day on the job been?”

      “Oh, I’m sure it’s been great. I’m surprised she managed to get hired at all after the tweaks I made to her resume.”

      The smug drawl sets my teeth on edge, and I grip the phone so hard it’s a miracle it doesn’t shatter.

      “Leslie. What the fuck do you want?”

      Shit. Whatever she did to make it seem like Emma’s dad had texted her at the police station that night, she must’ve done the same thing to me. I’m fucking positive the contact name said “Emma” before I answered.

      “So much hostility.” Leslie laughs. “You should think about taking up meditation or something, Trent. All that anger can’t be good for you.”

      “What. The. Fuck. Do. You. Want?”

      I speak each word slowly and clearly. I’ve stopped in my tracks, allowing the flow of students to continue around me as I focus on the phone. My mind starts churning, trying to piece together a puzzle with missing pieces. Why the hell is Leslie calling me? How is she calling me? Is she still in the facility? We’d know if she had been released, so she must be.

      “You’re so touchy.” She laughs again. “You know, Trent, I think we could’ve gotten along very well, if you hadn’t decided to take Emma’s side. Why would you do that, anyway? You know what she planned to do to you all, right?”

      My free hand curls into a fist. I’ve always been opposed to violence against women, but if Leslie were here right now, I’d be hard pressed not to fucking deck her.

      “Yeah, I do know. And it’s better than we fucking deserved,” I growl.

      “Well, then I don’t know why you’re so pissed at me for making sure you got what you deserved,” she shoots back, a teasing lilt to her voice. “I just made sure Emma got what was coming to her too. After all the lying she did, playing both sides for so long? She fucked with you all, and you were too blind to see it.”

      “Yeah?” I start walking again, my long strides eating up chunks of ground. I’m half tempted to drive over to the facility Leslie is being held at right now and have this conversation face to face. “You think if I’d just been smart enough to see what Emma was doing I would’ve picked you, is that it? That me or Reese or West—or hell, all three of us—would’ve fallen for you once you made sure things were over between us and Ems? Well, let me tell you something, sweetheart. You’re not even a fraction of the woman she is, and you never fucking will be.”

      There’s a moment of silence on the other end, and when Leslie speaks again, all humor is gone from her voice. “You’re an asshole. I used to think Emma didn’t deserve you. But maybe you all deserve each other.”

      “No.” My tone is deadly serious. “I don’t deserve her. But I’m doing everything I can to change that. Including taking your ass down. There’s not a single thing in the world I want more than to deserve someone like Emma Holloway.”

      There’s silence again for several long beats. And then the line goes dead.

      I pull the phone away from my ear, glancing at it. Yup, sure enough—the contact that shows up on the screen makes it look like Emma just called me. Leslie must’ve known I wouldn’t pick up if I had any clue it was her.

      What the hell did she want? Why did she call?

      I take some grim satisfaction in knowing that whatever she called for, I don’t think she got it. She sounded pissed the last time she spoke, and there was something petulant in her silence before she hung up. Maybe she was still hoping for some insane reason that if she called me, she could talk me into being on her side, somehow turn me against Emma and my best friends.

      Yeah. Nice fucking try, you bitch. That’s never gonna happen.

      A sudden sense of purpose floods me, and when I reach my car, I hop in quickly and crank the key in the ignition.

      I still don’t know exactly how to keep Emma safe from that crazy hacker, although I’m doing everything I can. But I meant what I told Leslie. The singular focus of my life right now is making sure Ems is taken care of. Trying to make amends for what I did in the past. Trying to deserve her.

      There are more ways I can do that than just by protecting her. And I know just where to start.

      It’s just a little after three o’clock, so I know where Paul Holloway will be. I punch in the name of his company on my phone and let the maps app pull up directions. It’s only about a twenty minute drive, and I use that time to get my thoughts in order. There’s a chance what I’m doing could backfire, but I need to take that risk. My vendetta against Emma affected more than just her life, and I can’t let that stand any longer.

      When I reach the offices of the Wex-Tech Corporation, I park and head inside. A middle-aged woman greets me at the front desk and points me toward Paul’s office. Giving her a curt nod, I head in that direction.

      He’s on the phone when I arrive. The door to his office is open, and his eyebrows raise slightly when he sees me standing in the threshold. After wrapping up his call quickly, he gestures me inside, a slightly concerned look on his face.

      “Trent. Come on in. What are you doing here? Is everything okay with Emma?” He shakes his head. “I knew I should’ve insisted she stay with me. All this business with the hacker, it’s too much—”

      “No, Mr. Holloway. Paul.” I hold up a hand. “That’s not what I’m here about. Well, not directly anyway. The situation with Leslie is getting sorted out, and Reese, West, and I will do whatever it takes to keep Emma from getting hurt by any of it.”

      The intensity of my tone seems to startle him a little. He leans back in his chair, resting his elbows on the arm rest as he regards me.

      I honestly have no idea what Paul Holloway thinks of me. I know I was a fucking asshole the night he and my mom took me and Emma out to tell us about their relationship. Mom was pissed as shit at me for that, which she had every right to be—but she’s my flesh and blood, so forgiveness comes easier for her. Paul? He probably still thinks I’m an asshole, although I’m sure for my mom’s sake, he’s tried to give me the benefit of the doubt.

      But I don’t think he’s ever had any idea of the depths of my feelings for his daughter.

      Now isn’t the time or place to get into all of that with him, and I don’t want to make things harder for Ems by saying too much. She’ll tell him what she wants him to know when she wants him to know it, and I’m not going to spill her secrets.

      I am gonna make sure her dad knows she’s got people in her corner though.

      “My mom told me the two of you split up,” I say, and Paul stiffens at my words. A flash of pain cuts across his features before he puts on a neutral expression again.

      “Yes, that’s—that’s right. Just for the time being, I hope. I really do care about her, but with everything Emma’s gone through, with getting kicked out of Clearwater and now this whole hacking business… I felt like I needed to make her my priority. To be there for her if she needed me.”

      I can hear the truth in his words, and self-loathing roils my gut. This man loves his daughter. He’d do anything for her, and I’m positive if he knew all the shit my friends and I put her through, both in high school and more recently, I wouldn’t have even made it inside the building to have this conversation with him.

      He cares about my mom. It’s obvious in the way his features soften a little every time he mentions her. But he gave up his own happiness because he thought his daughter needed him, and he didn’t want her to be on her own to face the struggles coming her way.

      “I understand that. I respect it.” I step farther into the room, taking a seat in the chair opposite his desk. He didn’t invite me to sit, but I need to look him straight in the eyes for this conversation. “I just want you to know it’s not necessary. Not that Emma doesn’t need you in her corner, because of course she does. You’re her father, and she’ll always need you.”

      A small, fond smile passes over his face at that. “She’s the best thing in my life. I see so much of her mother in her.”

      I lean forward, my voice dropping a little as I continue. “She’s lucky to have you as a dad. But you’re not the only one in her corner. She’s got people looking out for her, and I just wanted you to know that.”

      Paul nods slowly, his brows pulling together a little as he regards me seriously. “So, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying you should have room in your life to think about yourself. And to think about other people you care for, other people who are important to you. That you can have a life and still know that Emma is taken care of.”

      His expression freezes as he finally comprehends my full meaning. This isn’t just about promising him I’ll watch over Ems. It’s about giving him and Mom my blessing.

      “Thank you, Trent,” he says, his discerning gaze still locked on me. “That’s good to know.”

      Silence fills the space between us for a moment as we both regard each other. We’re not friends, and this short conversation hasn’t magically made everything better. But I think I feel something shift between us, and when Paul smiles, he seems to genuinely mean it.

      “You know…” He shakes his head. “The friendship you and the other two have with Emma always sort of boggled me. You were all so close, I kept waiting for the day she’d come home and tell me she was dating one of you. Then after we moved away, I know she sort of lost touch with you all. But I gotta say, I’m glad you three are back in her life. I’m glad she has people watching out for her.”

      His words are like a shock to my heart, and I can’t help but reach up and absently rub at my chest as I answer.

      “I won’t let anyone hurt her, Paul. I swear it.”

      Not even myself. Never again.
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      The house is empty when I get home from campus. I dunno where the fuck Reese and Trent are—I think Reese has a class that goes late today—but I know Ems is at work.

      It’s her first day at her new job, and watching her get ready this morning was cute as fuck.

      She must’ve tried on three or four different outfits trying to pick the right one, and every time she stepped out of the bedroom to ask our opinion, I had to fight down the urge to pick her up, carry her back inside the room, and tear the clothes off her body with my fucking teeth.

      She looked good in everything she tried on, but it was more than that. Her enthusiasm is infectious as hell, and it blows my mind how optimistic and positive she can be, even after all the shit she’s been through.

      Unable to help myself, I walk down the hall and poke my head into Reese’s room, just to make sure she’s not here. She isn’t, but a few clothes are strewn across the bed from her frenzied outfit changes this morning.

      I glance around the room, taking in her suitcase, which sits open against one wall, and her laptop on the nightstand.

      Fuck. She’s really getting settled in here.

      I don’t know quite how to feel about that. On the one hand, having her in our house is exactly what I want. Knowing that she’s living under the same roof as me gives me a peace I wouldn’t have expected—as if there’s some kind of invisible string that ties us together, and it would be physically painful to have her live anywhere else.

      But on the other hand, why the fuck does Reese get to be the one whose room she stays in? Granted, he’s sleeping on the couch every night, so it’s not like they’re sharing a bed. But fucking hell, I want her in my bed, between my sheets.

      I hate the idea of him having something special with her that I don’t have. Even if it’s just her sleeping in his room.

      Rapping my knuckles on the door frame, I turn and head back into the living room. After spending the morning on the phone with both the bank and my credit card company, I don’t want to do anything but crack open a beer and chill. Emma should be getting home from work soon, and I’ve got plans to whisk her away for dinner.

      Reese and Trent can just deal with it.

      I chuckle to myself at that thought. I doubt either of them will be happy if I sneak Emma out of the house for a date—none of us like her having something with the others that she doesn’t have with us.

      But fuck it. She’s allowed to do what she wants. And I plan on treating her like a damn queen tonight.

      After grabbing a beer from the fridge, I settle onto the couch, leaning back and spreading my legs as I drape one arm over the back cushion. But before I take a sip, the sound of keys in the front door lock draws my attention. I turn, hoping to see Emma’s golden hair and pale, delicate face.

      But it’s not her. It’s Trent.

      “Hey, man.” He lifts his chin in greeting as he tosses his keys on the coffee table.

      “Hey,” I grunt. “Where were you?”

      He shrugs, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms. “Went downtown after I got out of class. I stopped by to see Paul Holloway.”

      That gets my attention. I sit up a little straighter, my brows furrowing. “Why?”

      Trent’s blue eyes harden a little, as if he’s daring me to give him shit. “I just wanted him to know Emma’s gonna be okay. I needed to bury the hatchet with him—it was long past time, really. He broke up with my mom because he thought he needed to focus on Ems and what she’s going through, so I just wanted to make sure he understood that she’s not alone. We’ve got her back.”

      His voice is earnest and intense, filled with the same charisma that Trent always exudes—the same sense of purpose that got me and Reese to follow along in his wake as he made it his mission to destroy Emma.

      And that pisses me the fuck off.

      I’m not mad that he’s given up his insane vendetta against her, that he’s finally stopped trying to punish her for shit that was in no way her fault. But that doesn’t give this motherfucker the right to act like some kinda hero, swooping in to save the day, making sure Ems is taken care of.

      If it weren’t for him, who knows if any of this shit would’ve even happened? And now he’s gonna act like the savior? The righteous protector?

      Fuck that.

      I’m not discounting my role in this bullshit, but at least I have the goddamn self-awareness not to try to pretend I’m anything other than a slightly reformed asshole.

      “Yeah.” I huff out a breath, taking a swig of my beer. “We’ve got her back. I guess that makes you a real fuckin’ hero, doesn’t it?”

      Trent pushes away from the wall, his eyes narrowing. “Dude, what the fuck are you getting at? Why don’t you just say it?”

      I slam my beer down so hard that foam bubbles out of the top, sliding down the neck of the bottle and coating my fingers. Shaking my hand out, I surge to my feet.

      “Alright, I’ll say it. You don’t fucking deserve her, man. After everything you did to bring her down, you’re lucky she’ll even speak to you, let alone stand in the same room as you. But you expect her to love you? To choose you over me or Reese? There’s no fucking way.”

      Trent’s jaw clenches. “That’s not up to you, West. It’s up to Emma. And she’s a better person than you give her credit for.”

      “I know exactly how damn incredible she is.” Anger burns through my veins, and I stalk toward him. These words have been eating away at me for weeks, and now there’s no holding them back. “I know what a good person she is. Which is exactly why you don’t deserve her. She probably will forgive you, because she’s got a better heart than any of us. But don’t think for one second that means you actually deserve forgiveness.”

      Trent scoffs. “Goddammit. I’m getting really fucking sick of people telling me what I do and don’t deserve today.”

      I don’t know what the hell that means, but I don’t let it distract me from my point. Trent needs to hear this, and he’s going to hear it whether he wants to or not.

      “If you’re any kind of man at all, you’ll walk away,” I say quietly. “Take the fact that she’s accepted your apology and move the fuck on. But don’t try to claim her for yourself. Don’t try to fucking win her over. She’s worth more than that.”

      Trent goes quiet as he absorbs my words. His hands are clenched into fists at his sides, and I realize that mine are too. We’re standing just a few feet apart, each of us puffed up in anger, and I can feel it filling the room like bolts of electric energy.

      The silence stretches out until it seems like time itself has come to a standstill.

      And then Trent’s fist lashes out toward my face so fast I don’t even have time to raise my arm and block it. His punch is hard, and it catches me on the cheek, making my head whip to the side.

      It’s not the first time I’ve been hit, and I’m sure it won’t be the last—but it’s the first time my best friend has punched me. Memories of growing up, of enduring beatings from my old man, flash through my head, and a haze of red fills my vision.

      I never hit back when I was little. I didn’t want to make it worse for my mom, and it always got worse if I fought back.

      But the last time my dad ever hit me, I swore I wouldn’t put up with that shit anymore. And I haven’t ever since then.

      I recover from the blow quickly, and my body is already in motion before I give it a conscious command.

      Stepping forward, I take a swing at Trent. I don’t have the element of surprise like he did, so he manages to block my shot. But that’s okay, because a second fist is swinging right after the first, and he’s not ready for that one.

      My knuckles collide with his jaw, and he grunts in pain as he stumbles to the side, staggering away from the wall and pivoting to keep facing me.

      He lifts one hand to the side of his mouth, wiping away the blood there, then pulls his lips back in a snarl. “You’re gonna fucking regret that.”

      “Maybe.” I step forward, my fists raised, adrenaline pumping through my veins. “But it was worth it anyway.”

      Anger fills Trent’s features, and he throws himself at me, tackling me with his full weight. We go down together, hitting the floor so hard the entire fucking house seems to rattle.

      That’s it. This motherfucker is asking for it now.

      Trapping his arms, I headbutt him, and when his body recoils, I roll us over giving myself the upper hand.

      It doesn’t last long though. Trent’s almost as strong as I am, especially since I haven’t gotten to hit the gym as often since this whole mess with Emma and Leslie started. And he’s a fighter down to his core. It’s one of the reasons we became friends—we both have this predatory, almost animalistic instinct to fight.

      Trent’s elbow lashes out, colliding with the side of my face. The blow stuns me momentarily, and he shoves me away, leaping to his feet as I scramble to mine. Like two forces of nature meeting, we hurl ourselves at  each other again, fists flying as low grunts fall from our lips.

      I catch Trent in the face again, but he manages to duck my next punch and slide in close enough to deliver a bruising blow to my side.

      We’ve stopped talking entirely. Every bit of anger and resentment that’s built up between us over the years is being communicated in a much more primal way now.

      Through our fists.

      Trent has been one of my best friends for years. He’s seen me through some seriously messed up shit, and he’s stood by my side for all of it. I would die for him. But right now, I kind of want to kill him too.

      He swings at me again. I duck out of the way, but his fist still connects with my shoulder. Grimacing, I grab hold of him and pull him off balance, shoving him toward the wall. He hits the plaster so hard that the entire wall shakes, and before he can move, I’m on him, grabbing the front of his shirt with both hands and stepping in close.

      “You done yet, you fucker?” I growl.

      “I won’t be done till you’re laid out on the floor,” he shoots back, his voice dark with anger. He shoves at me, nearly breaking my hold on him, but I grip his shirt again and slam him against the wall.

      “What—”

      The new voice comes from near the front door. It sounds breathless and frightened, and I know immediately who it belongs to.

      Trent and I both freeze. Then we turn to look toward the front of the house. As we do, my gaze lands on Emma. She’s still got her hand on the doorknob, and her jaw is hanging open slightly.

      She looks scared. Shocked. Pissed.

      And heartbroken.
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      My heart is beating like a rabbit’s, slamming against my rib cage so hard and fast that I swear it’s going to explode.

      I just rode my bike back from my first day at work, feeling on top of the world, happier and more content than I’ve felt in a long time. But the second I pulled up outside, I should’ve known something was wrong. I heard a crash and a heavy thud and hurried toward the front door, but this isn’t the sight I expected to greet me.

      West and Trent both stare at me. Their eyes—soft gray and piercing blue—are locked on me. Trent has a bruise blooming on his jaw, and West has one on his cheek. They’re both breathing hard, their eyes wild, and for a horrified moment, it occurs to me that if I didn’t come home when I did, they could’ve really hurt each other.

      This could’ve ended so badly.

      Actually, it still could.

      I don’t know exactly what they were fighting about, but given the tension I’ve felt clogging the air in this house ever since the night Trent got hauled into the police station, I can guess. And I wish I knew how to fix it.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, my voice raw and scratchy. My throat feels too tight, making it almost impossible to force the words out.

      “Nothing, Ems. We’re just—”

      Trent tries to push past West to step toward me, but the broad-shouldered man doesn’t let go of him. Instead, he slams Trent back against the wall again, growling low in his throat. Trent’s gaze whips back to him, anger sparking in his eyes, and the next thing I know, his fist is flying toward West’s face.

      It connects just above the bruise he already has, and West’s grip on him loosens. Trent presses his advantage, stepping forward and swinging again.

      Fuck. Fuck! No, no, no, I can’t let this happen.

      As West blocks Trent’s punch, I race forward. I don’t give a single thought to anything except stopping this, ending it right now before either of them gets hurt any worse. Before they do something they won’t be able to come back from.

      They’re big men, physically intimidating and downright scary when they’re mad like this. Either one of them could crush me like a bug—but that doesn’t stop me from forcing myself in between them, putting my body directly in each of their paths, cutting them off from each other.

      West, who has his fist cocked back to throw a punch at Trent, arrests his movement, his eyes widening as he realizes it’s now me standing in front of him.

      Trent’s chest rises and falls fast, and his gaze flicks from me to West. His ice-blue eyes burn with cold fire, and his lips curl back.

      “Step out of the way, Ems. We need to finish this.”

      “No, you don’t,” I say forcefully. “Not the way you mean to, anyway. You need to let it go. You’ve been best friends for as long as I’ve known you. Whatever the fuck you’re fighting about, I promise you, it’s not worth it.”

      His attention shifts back to me again, and this time, the look on his face makes goose bumps erupt all over my skin. “It is worth it, Ems. It’s worth everything.”

      My heart kicks into high gear, pounding hard and fast in my chest. I shake my head, biting my lip. “I don’t want you to fight.”

      “Sometimes it’s the only way.”

      Trent glares at West as he speaks, and the possessive anger in his expression sparks something inside me. Just the other day on my way to the interview, I found myself thinking about what it might be like to have all of Trent’s passion, all of his protective possessiveness, focused on me.

      It could be amazing. Life-changing. The kind of thing all women dream of.

      But this is the downside of that. The ugly side of his refusal to back down from what he thinks is right.

      His stubbornness and anger almost tore us apart for good. I won’t let it tear him and West apart. I won’t let it ruin everything.

      I’m done sitting by the sidelines and watching things play out, hoping they turn out for the best. It’s my turn to put my hands on the wheel and show these men I’m not the same person I once was.

      “No.” My voice is strong and clear, and it pulls Trent’s gaze back to me. “That’s not the only way.”

      His brows furrow slightly, but I don’t bother explaining my words. There’s an easier way to communicate the message I’m trying to get across. A way that will cut through all the bullshit and show him exactly what I mean.

      With slow deliberation, I turn away from Trent. West is still standing on my other side, his fist half-cocked. I step toward him, grabbing his wrist with one hand and lowering his clenched fist. My other hand slides up the broad, firm muscles of his arm until it wraps around the back of his neck.

      Then I rise up on my tiptoes and kiss him.

      His body jerks in surprise, but he doesn’t pull away from the kiss. Instead, he steps into it, his closed fist immediately opening to allow him to palm my lower back, running his hand over me as he pulls me closer to him. I can taste just a hint of beer on his breath, and his lips are full and soft but demanding too.

      My tongue slides out and he opens his mouth to meet me, his own tongue clashing with mine as our bodies come together like two combustible chemicals.

      A low noise behind me draws my attention. There’s a warning in it, like a wolf warning off another predator from his kill.

      But the thing is… I’m not fucking prey.

      And I get to choose.

      When West and I finally break our kiss, my clit is throbbing gently, pleasure and desire building up in my body like steam in a pot. His gray eyes are dark as storm clouds as he looks down at me, and for once, I don’t hesitate or second-guess myself.

      I just take what I want.

      Keeping my hand looped around the back of West’s neck, I pivot in place, taking a half-step closer to Trent. They were so close together as they fought that that’s all it takes to close the distance between us, and as soon as I reach Trent, I wrap my arm around his neck too, leaning up to claim his lips.

      They’re stiff and unyielding at first. I can still feel the anger bubbling under his skin like lava waiting to pour out of a volcano. But I slide my tongue across the seam of his lips, tasting him, consuming him, demanding entry—and with a low groan, he lets me inside.

      We kiss with fierce, desperate strokes of our tongues, breathing hard in the small moments when our lips break apart.

      With a sharp tug, West pulls me back toward him, and instead of fighting it or resisting, I go willingly.

      His lips catch mine again, and I know he must be able to taste Trent on me, just like Trent could probably taste West.

      His touch is rougher this time, everything about the kiss less controlled. I don’t fight that either. In fact, I crave it. Knowing that I’m driving him beyond reason and restraint makes wetness slick my panties as my clit throbs in time to my racing heart.

      I’m lost in West’s kiss when something tickles the back of my neck. Gentle hands pull my hair out of the way, draping it over my shoulder, and a moment later, a second set of lips finds the sensitive skin at the base of my neck.

      I moan into West’s mouth, kissing him harder as a wave of desire threatens to overwhelm me.

      Fuck. Yes. Please.

      Trent shifts even closer behind me, his hips pressing against my ass as his mouth continues to devour me. I shift against him, rubbing my ass against the hardness I feel there, and his hand whips up to grab my chin, turning my face away from West’s.

      “Is this what you want, Ems?” Trent demands.

      His voice is ragged, harsh, almost angry-sounding, and he kisses me so hard it feels like I’m drowning. West’s hands are all over me, and even as Trent kisses me, his friend licks and sucks at the column of my throat, making my eyes roll back in my head.

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      It’s the truest damn word I’ve ever said in my life.

      This is exactly what I want. I’m surrounded by the two men, my small body completely encased between their larger ones. I can feel both of their cocks, hard as steel, pressing against me. Both of their lips consume my body, and my hands move over each of them with a grasping, possessive touch.

      Trent kisses me again, his fingers digging into the sides of my face as he squeezes my jaw. I know the anger is still in him, but as we kiss, I can feel it transforming into something else.

      Need.

      I don’t let myself stop, refusing to take even a moment to think about this. I’ve already thought about it, more than I care to admit. I know what I’m asking for, and I’m damn sure I want it.

      West’s hands palm my ass, dragging me against him so hard that my feet actually leave the floor. I lift my legs and wrap them around his lean waist as Trent steps closer behind me. I’m held up between the two men, and when I drop my head back against Trent’s shoulder, West presses his lips to a sensitive spot on my throat and sucks hard.

      I groan, rocking my hips against him. With a growl, Trent grabs a fistful of my hair and turns my head slightly, angling my head so he can kiss me again.

      It’s… mind-blowing.

      It’s not like my dream at all—as hot as that was, it was a pale comparison to what it actually feels like to have multiple men worshipping my body, taking and giving pleasure as if they own every part of me.

      I wish Reese was here.

      The thought fills my mind with images of the green-eyed man with the teasing smile, and memories of how he fucked me on the day of my interview.  A new wave of arousal burns through me, and I writhe in West and Trent’s arms, trying to grind my clit against West’s hard stomach as I kiss Trent even deeper.

      I don’t know how it happens. It shouldn’t even be possible for these two men to be so in sync, considering that just a few minutes ago, they looked like they were about ready to kill each other. But somehow, without speaking a single word, the two of them move at the same time, carrying me between them toward Trent’s bedroom, which is closest to the living room.

      They stumble inside, neither one taking his lips or hands off me, and I hear the door slam shut as Trent kicks it closed.

      Now their touches become even more frenzied, their kisses and hungry bites even more demanding. West keeps a firm grip on me as Trent peels my shirt off from behind, unhooking my bra a second later. Both items are discarded, tossed away on the floor somewhere as Trent reaches around to palm my breasts, pinching my nipples so hard I let out a yelp that turns into a groan.

      “You want this, Ems?” he asks again, but there’s something different in his voice this time. Something that makes me think he wants me to say yes.

      “Yes. Yes, please,” I pant out, giving him exactly what he wants.

      He and West both make feral, predatory noises that seem to travel straight to my clit. A second later, West turns and tosses me onto the bed. I bounce a little on the soft mattress, and the two men tower over me, each gazing down at me with unwavering stares as they pull their own shirts off.

      Their movements are just as in sync as when they carried me into the bedroom, and something about that turns me on so much. It’s like they were meant to do this, meant to share me between them.

      Every shred of shyness I might’ve once had has disappeared, burned away by the need coursing through me. I scrabble for the button of my pants and then yank my zipper down, shimmying my nice work slacks down my legs before kicking them off along with my flats.

      I’m still in my underwear, and judging by the way both men freeze, their gazes locked on the spot at the apex of my thighs, they can see how wet I am—see the patch of darkened fabric where my arousal has soaked through my panties.

      “Fuck,” Trent bites out. “Jesus fucking Christ, Ems.”
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      Trent’s gaze shifts to West, and for a moment, I have the horrible thought that I might’ve just made things worse instead of better. Are they about to start fighting again? Did I push them both too far?

      But instead of taking a swing at West, Trent reaches down and loops his hand around my ankle, dragging me down the mattress toward him. He hooks my panties and yanks them off, nearly tearing them in his hurry to get them off my body.

      When he sees my bare pussy, glistening with my own arousal and flushed and swollen with need, he licks his lips. Beside him, West undoes his pants and shoves them down his legs, kicking them off as his thick cock springs free, jutting out from his body.

      I want to take in the sight of him, to drown in the image of pure masculinity before me. But my attention is hauled back to Trent when he dips his head and runs his tongue up my slit, gathering the sticky arousal that coats my folds.

      My hips buck off the bed, and his mouth moves with them, his lips wrapping around my clit as his tongue lashes back and forth in hard strokes.

      It’s like he’s trying to punish me with pleasure.

      The breath catches in my throat as my entire body locks up, too many sensations registering all at once. I feel the mattress shift beside me, but I’m only vaguely aware of it. My hips are chasing Trent’s tongue, undulating against the harsh strokes as he laps at me, and if this goes on for much longer, I’m going to come like a fucking freight train.

      Just as heat begins to pool in my belly, I’m tugged away from Trent’s mouth. West pulls me toward him, rolling me over so that my body is draped over his, my legs straddling him. The quiet intensity that’s all West radiates from him as he palms my ass again, guiding me up and down his body. My soaked pussy slides along the length of his thick shaft, and I shudder as his dick rubs against my sensitized clit.

      They have me right on the edge already, so worked up from their touch that I’m teetering on the precipice of an orgasm, my whole body flushed and aroused.

      “You do want this, don’t you?” he asks, his voice low. It doesn’t sound so much like a question though—more like a statement. Like a realization.

      I nod, resting my hands on his muscled chest as I work myself against him, grinding against his cock and teasing us both as the rounded head breaches my entrance.

      “Then take what you want, baby,” Trent murmurs from behind me. I can feel the heat of him, feel the burning trail his fingertips leave as they work a path down my spine.

      I moan, the sound deep and throaty.

      It’s not just his words that affected me so much. Not just the permission he gave me.

      It’s the raw lust in his voice.

      I can barely believe this is happening, but it is. And neither he nor West are doing this as a favor to me, going along with it grudgingly or unwillingly. They’re both turned on as fuck, every bit of anger and resentment between them now being channeled through an entirely different emotion.

      They like seeing me like this, so turned on by both of them. This isn’t an act they’re putting on or a pity fuck.

      They want this too.

      It’s that thought that pushes me the rest of the way, that gives me the courage to do exactly what I want and say fuck the consequences.

      Wrapping my fist around West’s thick length, I rise up on my knees and line him up, then sink down slowly, impaling myself completely on his cock. He lets out a low groan, and I hear Trent make a choked noise behind me.

      “Ride him,” Trent rasps out. “Let me see what you look like when you’re fucking him.”

      Fire burns through my veins, and my entire body feels like it’s carrying an electric charge. My clit is throbbing, my pussy aching, and there’s no other choice in the world but to obey Trent’s command.

      Slowly, I rise up and sink back down, using my thigh muscles to control my movements. Trent is still behind me, and I can only imagine the view he’s getting as I fuck his best friend in long, slow strokes.

      West’s breathing is choppy, and his nostrils flare as his pelvis rises up to meet mine. His hands fall on my hips, gripping so tightly I’m sure I’ll have bruises tomorrow, and each time I sink down, I grind against him, getting perfect friction on my clit.

      I’m close again.

      Already.

      I was right on the edge when West pulled me away from Trent’s sinful mouth, and now I’m rising even higher than that, my entire body tingling from head to toe.

      “Fuck,” I whimper. “Oh, fuck.”

      There’s an angry growl behind me, and a second later, Trent’s hands replace West’s on my hips. He lifts me all the way off his friend, and West’s cock slides out of me, slick with my arousal. Trent yanks my hips back a little, and the force of the movement sends my upper body plummeting until it’s draped over West’s chest.

      A second later, Trent plunges inside me from behind.

      I groan, clutching at West’s broad shoulders as my breasts press against his chest. He holds on to me tightly, and when I tilt my head up a little, I see him gazing over my shoulder to where Trent is fucking me hard and fast.

      My spine is curved, my ass high in the air, and Trent is on his knees behind me. It’s a different angle than the one West had, and it hits new spots inside me—even though there’s no longer direct pressure on my clit, the head of Trent’s cock is hitting me exactly where I need it.

      Four hands touch me, and I hear the ragged sound of both men breathing hard and fast. My nipples are hard as diamonds, and they brush against West’s chest with every punishing thrust from Trent.

      I can’t move. I can barely think.

      I may have started this, but I’m no longer the one in control. And it feels fucking amazing. Every thought drifts out of my head, leaving only the sensations tearing through my body. Just as Trent’s thrusts begin to push me toward the orgasm that’s been threatening for so long, West grabs my hips again.

      “Mine,” he grunts, and despite the haze of lust clouding my mind, I’m still shocked as hell when Trent releases his grip on me, allowing West to pull me forward.

      I sink onto the cock of the man beneath me again, and my walls clamp down tight as he slides in all the way to the hilt.

      “Fuck, Emma.” He jerks his hips upward, sinking even deeper as if he can never get close enough. “You’re so fucking perfect. You like this, don’t you? You like having both our cocks.”

      “Yes.”

      I feel dirty and filthy as I say it. But I also feel… free. I’ve kept that truth trapped inside my chest for too long now, and I’m done denying it. Even if this is nothing more than a one-time, insane moment the three of us share, it’s exactly what I want, and I’ll never regret it.

      Hearing the naked honesty in my voice must do something to the men too, because they fall into perfect sync once more. Trent kisses and gropes me while I ride West, and when he can’t take it anymore, he pulls me off his friend and thrusts into me from behind again.

      They share me back and forth, and with every touch, every thrust, the desire building inside me spirals higher and higher. I’m so wet that I can feel my arousal dripping down my thighs, coating each man’s cock and mixing with their precum.

      I feel like I’ve stepped out of the body I once had and into an entirely new one—one that’s capable of more pleasure than I ever thought possible.

      As West pulls me down onto his cock again, my toes curl against the blankets, and my head drops as a powerful wave of ecstasy surges through me.

      I can’t hold it off anymore.

      I’ve been walking the fine line of pleasure for too long, and now I’m about to fall off the cliff into oblivion.

      My body begins to shake, my breath stuttering as I undulate against West, riding his cock with everything I have.

      “You gonna come, Holloway?” Trent grates out behind me. He grabs a fistful of my hair close to the roots, tugging just hard enough to make it sting, and I groan in response. “You gonna give your sweet cream to West? Let him feel how tight you get when you come around him?”

      Trent’s other hand slides down my back, delving between my ass cheeks. I’m so wet that he just has to dip his fingers a little lower to slick them with my juices, and that’s exactly what he does before sliding a finger into my tight back hole.

      I open my mouth on a ragged cry as the orgasm crests inside me. Waves of pleasure crash through me as Trent slips his finger even deeper, fucking me with it just like West is fucking my pussy.

      It’s too much. The overload of sensations hits me like an electric shock, and I scream out my release as West drags me down hard on his cock one more time, jets of hot cum filling me.

      “Goddamn, you’re so tight,” Trent breathes. “I can feel West coming inside you, Ems. I can feel what it does to you.”

      His dirty words, and the desperate arousal in them, make me groan helplessly. I’m still coming, my body clenching around West’s cock over and over even as he stops pulsing inside me.

      And then I’m suddenly lifted one more time. I feel a gush of wetness spill down my thighs as Trent pulls my hips toward him and drives inside me. Wet slapping sounds mix with the pants and groans in the room as he fucks me hard and fast, pounding into me until he finds his own release.

      His hips grind against mine, swiveling and rotating as my spasming pussy milks every last drop of cum from his cock.

      As the last vestiges of my orgasm fade, all my muscles seem to go limp at once, and I slide off his still semi-hard dick and sprawl on top of West’s large body.

      He rolls onto his side as Trent collapses beside us, and I end up sandwiched between the two men. I’m a sticky mess, cum still leaking from my pussy and my own arousal still smeared all over my thighs. But I’m too sated and exhausted to care or move.

      For several longs moments, we all just lie there, breathing hard as we come down from the high.

      It takes a while for my mind to clear, but as it does, dozens of thoughts start to bounce around in my head.

      Holy shit. I can’t believe we just did that.

      I can admit to myself by now that this is exactly what I’ve wanted for a long time—maybe since the very beginning, when I first began to fall for all three of the Icons in high school. To not have to pick the one man I wanted to be with, but to share them all. To be shared by them.

      But I still can’t believe it actually happened.

      When I blink up at West’s face, I can see the marks from his fight with Trent. They’re darker than they were before, the bruises beginning to settle in. As I walked into the house, they were locked in a fist-fight, both men intent on beating the shit out of the other.

      How did we get from there to here?

      And can this possibly last?

      I steel myself, straightening my spine as I roll onto my back. The two men surround me on either side like bookends, and from this position, I can look at both of them, see both of their faces.

      Their expressions are unreadable. I can tell that they’re both a little shocked this happened too, although neither of them is radiating the pure, animalistic rage they were when I first walked inside the front door.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, shifting my gaze from Trent to West and back again.

      Trent huffs a breath, shaking his head. “I just came harder than I think I ever have in my life. So ask my dick that question in a few minutes.”

      I choke out a surprised laugh. That wasn’t at all what I was expecting him to say—not that I had any idea what to expect. But jokes are good. I have a feeling he’s deflecting a little because he’s not quite ready to deal with what this means, what it could mean for all of us. How much it could change things between us, and the possibilities it would open up if we decide this is more than a one-time thing.

      “What about you?” I ask West, lifting my hand to run my fingertips down his cheek. He leans into my touch, and my heart thuds hard in my chest.

      God, I hope he’s okay with this.

      What Trent just said is true. That was the most intense orgasm of my life. But it’s not just that. It’s more than just the sex. I want this with both of them, and with Reese too. This moment in the afterglow when barriers are down and you feel as close as possible to another person.

      I want to have all three of the Icons in my life. In my heart. In my soul.

      West draws in a deep breath and releases it, and I feel the warmth of his exhale ghost over my skin. Then he reaches up to take my hand, kissing my palm before threading our fingers together.

      “I thought about this once,” he says quietly, and my eyes fly wide open. One corner of his mouth tilts up, and his gray irises churn like clouds drifting in the wind.

      “You did?” I whisper, hardly daring to breathe.

      “Yeah.”

      His gaze shifts from me to Trent, and a muscle in his jaw ticks. I know this is new territory for both of them. They’re both possessive, alpha men, so the idea of sharing anything is probably a bit foreign to them.

      But that doesn’t mean it’s impossible.

      “That day you and I fucked in the kitchen,” West continues, his voice deep and rough as he looks at me again. “You were so fucking gorgeous. So responsive. And I thought… I thought about what we could do to you if we worked together. All of us. How we could push you higher, take you to places you’d never been before. How we’d fucking worship you.”

      Trent makes a noise in his throat, and I glance over quickly, expecting to see him glaring at West or something.

      But he’s not.

      Instead, he’s looking at me, and the expression on his face makes me think he’s imagining all the different ways he and his friends could do just that.

      My pulse picks up, my body flushing as my pussy clenches. I’m still worn out, but just the feel of Trent’s gaze on me, the way he’s looking at me, makes me hungry for more.

      Maybe that’s the key, I realize.

      I never wanted to come between the Icons because I was afraid it would drive them apart. But maybe I’m supposed to be between them—as the lynchpin that holds them together.

      My breathing picks up, and I lift my head off the mattress to press a kiss to Trent’s lips, one hand still tangled up with West’s.

      “I care about you,” I whisper. “All three of you. We’ve been through so much shit, I think I was scared to rock the boat for a long time. But I can’t hide it or deny it anymore. This is what I want. I know it’s asking a lot, but I don’t ever want to choose between you. I want all of you. Just like this.”

      Something passes through his bright blue eyes, an emotion I can’t quite identify. But whatever it is, it’s strong enough that I feel it, like an electromagnetic pulse from his body.

      He opens his mouth to speak, but before he can say anything, a new sound catches our attention, making us all turn our heads.

      It’s the heavy thud of the front door slamming shut.

      Reese is home.
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      Fuck. What gave me the brilliant idea to register for a class that doesn’t even start until five o’clock?

      It doesn’t help that my last class of the day is also the most boring. By the time I walked out of the classroom, I felt like my eyes had permanently glazed over, and as I shove open the door to the house, I shake my head to clear it.

      I saw Emma’s bike out front, so I know she’s home already. I can’t wait to hear how her first day went. She was nervous this morning, but I’m sure she fucking killed it.

      As I step inside the front door, my gaze sweeps the living room.

      Huh. I’m surprised West isn’t sprawled on the couch with a beer in his hand.

      There is a beer bottle sitting on the coffee table, but I don’t see West anywhere. Or Trent. Or Emma.

      Something strange twists in my gut, and I close the door quietly behind me. The whole house seems weirdly silent, like it’s holding its breath or something. I don’t know why, but I have a feeling something is up.

      “Hey, guys!” I call out, tossing my keys on the little table. “You here?”

      A second later, Trent’s bedroom door opens, and I swear my heart just about stops.

      It’s not Trent who steps out, but Emma. And she’s not naked, but she’s not exactly dressed either. She’s wearing what looks like Trent’s shirt, which fits her almost like a short dress, coming down just below her ass to brush against her bare thighs. Her hair is tousled and messy, framing her head like a crooked halo, and her skin is flushed a gorgeous pink.

      She looks hot as hell.

      And thoroughly fucked.

      Piercing jealousy surges through me, and I feel myself stiffen as she pads softly toward me.

      I know, I know. We all fucking agreed to this. And I know I had a moment with her in my bedroom just a few days ago. But the thought of Trent bringing her into his room and doing all the things to her that I want to do makes me want to march in there, grab the fucker, and settle this with our fists.

      “Hey, Reese,” Emma murmurs quietly, stopping just a few feet away from me.

      Now that she’s closer, the sweet scent that’s uniquely her tickles my nostrils, along with the unmistakable musk of arousal and sex. My cock twitches, even as my hands ball into fists.

      “Hey,” I reply, doing my best to keep my voice even. We all agreed to be cool about this, and the last thing I want to do is make Emma feel like shit just because me and my friends can’t work our issues out. “What’s up?”

      She smiles like she sees right through me. Like she knows exactly what I’m thinking. Then she steps forward, closing the last bit of space between us and wrapping her arms around my waist. My own arms band around her automatically, a knee-jerk response to having her this close.

      “I think you can probably guess the answer to that,” she whispers. Her fingers drift softly over the muscles of my back, and she rises up on her tiptoes to press a kiss to my lips.

      I can guess. I already have. I’m pretty sure I know exactly what she was just doing, and even though possessiveness and envy make my chest feel tight, it doesn’t stop me from kissing her back. If anything, I kiss her harder, with that much more desperation and need.

      She pulls away before we can lose ourselves in it though, her lips a little swollen and her brown eyes gleaming as she gazes up at me.

      “I came home from work and… something happened.” She pulls her lower lip between her teeth, a gesture that I think is due to nerves but that only serves to make my stiffening cock that much harder. “It all sort of happened so fast, and it wasn’t what I planned, but it was what I wanted. I had sex with Trent… and West.”

      My head jerks back slightly as my eyebrows shoot up.

      Uh, okay, so I was wrong. I thought I knew exactly what she was just doing, but…

      Trent and West? Holy fucking shit.

      The jealousy roiling in my stomach tightens into a hard lump, and my body goes rigid.

      Fucking hell. This is some kind of goddamn bullshit.

      It was one thing when it was all three of us competing with each other for her, but now Trent and West have teamed up? She picked both of them?

      Where the hell does that leave me?

      “Oh.” My jaw clenches, and I can hear the stiffness in my own voice. “Okay. Then I guess I’ll just—”

      “Reese.” Emma tightens her grip on me, not letting me pull away. Her body is warm and soft against mine, and when she rose up on her tiptoes to kiss me, the shirt she’s wearing shifted upward, leaving the rounded curves of her ass exposed.

      Unconsciously, I grip her tighter, my hands skimming over her body. “Yeah? What?”

      “Will you come with me?”

      My brows furrow as I narrow my eyes. Come with her? Where?

      I don’t really want to. I want to get the hell out of this house and clear my head—or march into the bedroom and take on both Trent and West. If it’s two against one, I know they’ll beat me, but right now my blood is running hot enough that I don’t really care. Just so long as I get in a few good shots, that’d be enough for me.

      But I don’t know if I could ever deny Ems anything. So when she steps back and takes my hand, I follow her.

      She leads me toward the door she just came from, the one that leads to Trent’s room, and I slow my steps, tugging her to a stop until she turns around and looks at me.

      “Just trust me, alright? Please?” she asks, and the vulnerability in her voice cuts through everything else.

      Gritting my teeth, I nod. I have no idea what the fuck she’s planning, and I swear to God, if either Trent or West starts to gloat because she picked them, I will kick their asses, consequences be damned.

      Ems grips my hand tightly, her small fingers interlaced with mine as she opens the bedroom door.

      The room smells like sex, the scent even more noticeable in here than it was when I caught a hint of it lingering on Emma’s skin. Trent and West are both inside. They’ve got jeans on, but no shirts, and they’re eyeing each other warily from either side of the bed.

      Well, good. At least they’re not all buddy-buddy with each other. That evens the playing field a little.

      Although, to be honest, I’m not quite sure what field we’re playing on anymore. What exactly is going on here?

      Emma takes in the sight of West and Trent and lets out a small sigh, her shoulders slumping a little. Then she turns to me, her chocolate brown eyes wide and serious.

      “I told West and Trent this, and it’s about time I came clean with you too. I’ve been dancing around it for way too long, but the truth is, it’s not just that I don’t know how to choose between the three of you. It’s that I don’t want to. I want all of you. Together. Separately. I want all of us”—she gestures around the room, encompassing everyone in it—“to be a thing.”

      My eyebrows shoot up to my hairline, and I whip my head up to glance at Trent and West. Neither of them seem surprised to hear it, which makes sense if Emma already broached this with them.

      All of us? Together? The three of us sharing Emma?

      The thought pings around in my head like a stray bullet, and I scrub a hand down my face, trying to sort out my thoughts.

      My initial reaction is no fucking way. I don’t share. I’ve never shared. What’s mine is mine, and any dude who touches it had better watch the fuck out.

      But then again, West and Trent aren’t just any dudes. They’re my best friends, the two guys who have been with me through everything, who know me better than anyone else in the world. They’re not strangers. They’re practically parts of myself.

      And I’ve felt us splintering apart over the past few months. I honestly worried that our friendship wouldn’t be able to survive all of this.

      Maybe Emma has the perfect answer to that.

      Share.

      I swallow, my jaw clenching as silence fills the room.

      Ems draws in a deep breath. Her gaze flicks from me to Trent and West.

      “I know it’s different. I don’t have any friends who are in poly relationships. But who cares if it’s not what everyone else is doing? That doesn’t matter if it’s what we want.” She takes a step forward, her voice gaining strength. “I know you both liked it. Trent, you said so yourself. And West, you said you’ve already considered this. That you thought about it before. All I’m asking is that you keep thinking about it. Because I have, and I’m sure.” She squares her shoulders. “This is what I want.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I hold up my hands, making a T shape. “Okay, time out. I get what you’re saying here, Ems, but how would this even work? I mean, to be honest, every fantasy I’ve ever had about a four-way involved a lot more girls than guys, if you know what I mean.”

      A snort-laugh bursts from Emma’s lips before she can hold it in, and when she turns to me, I can see a smile teasing the corners of her lips.

      Good. This situation is so fucking strange, I’m glad I could lighten the moment a little.

      As I watch, the smile blooms even brighter across her face, and she cocks her head slightly, her hands fiddling with the edges of Trent’s large shirt. “It could be good, Reese. It could be mind-blowing. For all of us. Can I show you?”

      I may not exactly be on board with this yet, but when the girl of your fucking dreams gives you a look like that and asks if they can show you something, you sure as hell say yes.

      Licking my suddenly dry lips, I nod. West and Trent are both watching her intently too, and when she crawls up onto the rumpled blankets on the bed, I catch a glimpse of her bare pussy and ass. My breath picks up a little as my cock stiffens, straining against the confines of my pants.

      Jesus. That’s gotta be one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen.

      There’s something both demure and sinful about it, and without even meaning to, I take a step closer to the bed. All three of us are now surrounding the bed on three sides, and I can tell my two friends are getting just as turned on as I am as we watch Emma settle onto the mattress, her head resting on a pillow.

      She bites her lip, her own chest rising and falling faster as she slowly spreads her legs, inviting all of us to look. Her pussy lips are pink and flushed, and I can tell she’s already been fucked today.

      But strangely, knowing West or Trent—or maybe both—already had her doesn’t make me want her any less. If anything, it makes me want her more. Makes me want to claim my turn.

      “It would be easy. There are so many ways we could do this,” Emma murmurs. As she speaks, one hand trails down her flat stomach, pulling up the shirt a little higher before her fingers slide between her folds, teasing her clit and dipping inside her pussy. “There are so many ways you could share me.”

      God, my dick could punch a fucking hole in a wall right now.

      Emma is hot as hell, and I love how responsive she is in bed, but this? This is next level shit. I’ve never seen her take control like this, and I kind of fucking love it.

      Her fingers move faster over her clit, and she opens her legs wider. She’s giving us a show, I realize. Letting us all watch her, letting us all have this piece of her.

      And it’s working. Watching her hips shift back and forth on the mattress as she chases her own touch has my heart hammering like a drum in my chest. I thought it would be awkward as hell to have an orgy with my two best friends, but with Emma splayed out in front of us like this, all my focus is on her, just like theirs is.

      “Reese,” she pants. “West and Trent fucked me. One after the other, taking turns to be inside me. I could still feel each of them when the other was in me, and it was incredible. There was only one thing missing.”

      Her free hand is massaging her breast through the soft fabric of the t-shirt now, and her knees are slightly bent as her hips arch up off the bed in rhythmic motions.

      I can’t help it. I’m about to fucking die if I don’t do something. Reaching down, I palm my dick through my jeans, rubbing up and down in short strokes just to relieve a little of the ache.

      “What, Ems?” I rasp. “What was missing?”

      “You.” Her eyes are like dark pools as she gazes at me, her fingers circling faster and faster on her clit. “I wanted you inside me too.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      My hand works my dick harder, and out of the corner of my eye, I’m vaguely aware that Trent and West are stroking themselves too. I can’t blame them. I feel like I’m about to explode.

      “You did?” My voice is like fucking sandpaper.

      She nods, the movement jerky. “Yes. I need you so much. Will you fuck me now, Reese? I want Trent and West to watch. To touch themselves while you fuck me.”

      Trent makes a strangled noise in his throat, and West squeezes his dick through his pants, his entire body rigid. But neither of them object.

      My focus zeroes in on Emma again, and it’s not even a question. Even if my mind wanted to object, my body would refuse to listen to that order. I need to be inside her. Now.

      With one hand, I reach up and yank my shirt over my head. Fire burns in Emma’s eyes as she mirrors my action, pulling off Trent’s oversized shirt. She’s completely naked now, and her nipples are peaked and dusky, so goddamn gorgeous my mouth practically waters.

      Moving quickly, I fumble with the button and fly of my pants, kicking off my shoes before I shove everything down my legs, letting my cock spring free. It’s a relief not to have it confined by my jeans anymore, but I need more than that. I need to feel Emma’s sweet warmth wrapped around me.

      I hear clothing rustling on either side of me as I climb onto the bed, crawling up between Emma’s knees as West and Trent kick their pants off too. She wraps her arms around me when I drape my body over hers, her lips ghosting over my skin, tasting my shoulder, my neck, my earlobe.

      A shudder runs through me at the feel of her soft mouth on my skin, and my throbbing cock nudges her entrance.

      She’s wet.

      So wet.

      I can feel her slick juices coating the head of my shaft, and as I press inside her slowly, she lets out a moan that seems to come from the very depths of her soul.

      Twin groans sound from either side of us, and a shift of the mattress lets me know Trent and West are on the bed now too. Emma keeps her arms twined around my neck, but she lifts her head, her gaze shifting back and forth to take in my two friends.

      Whatever she sees, it makes her pussy clench hard around me. She bites her lip, whimpering softly.

      “Yeah. Just like that.” She undulates her hips against me, meeting my strokes as I begin to thrust into her. “God, that’s so fucking sexy.”

      “Oh, fuuuck,” Trent groans as West makes a tortured noise.

      My cock throbs, and I pick up my pace, driving into Emma even harder. I’m not attracted to my two best friends; I doubt I ever will be. But somehow, knowing they’re watching Emma, knowing she’s fucking me in front of them, drives me insane with arousal.

      I want them to see her like this, to see how she responds to me.

      That thought drives me as I rise up onto my forearms, bracing one hand on the bed beside Emma’s head.

      “Should we show ’em how it’s fuckin’ done, Ems?” I murmur roughly, and she nods, her hair a tangled mess as it spreads out across the pillow.

      She’s getting close already, but I don’t want close. I want to feel her convulse on my dick, I want to watch her shatter over and over again. Leaving one hand planted on the mattress, I move the other one down between us, finding the hard nub of her clit as I continue to thrust into her with deep strokes.

      “West. Trent,” she gasps, her head tossing back and forth as I work her sensitive bud. “Tell me what you see. Describe it to me.”

      “Jesus. Fuck.” West’s voice is choppy. “Your tits. They bounce every time Reese fills you up. They’re so fucking perfect.”

      “Your legs are wrapped around him so tight. You like what he’s doing, baby? You like feeling all three of us inside you? You can still feel us inside you, right?” Trent adds.

      He’s breathing heavily, and as I find the perfect rhythm on Emma’s clit, he moves a little closer, grabbing one of her hands and wrapping it around his cock, enclosing it with his own large hand and using their combined grip to jerk himself off.

      “Yes!” Emma’s response is a breathless gasp. “I can still feel you. I can feel all of you.”

      “You want Reese to make you come?” West asks. He moves closer too, but instead of grabbing Emma’s hand, he holds his own hand in front of her face.

      She doesn’t even ask what he wants. She lifts her head off the pillow slightly and licks his palm, drawing his fingers into her mouth and sucking on them, coating them with her saliva.

      The sight of her plump lips wrapped around his fingers almost undoes me. I fall out of rhythm a little, my fingers moving faster and faster as I push Emma ruthlessly toward an orgasm. My balls are drawing up, my own release gathering at the base of my spine, and I don’t know how much longer I can hold on.

      West draws his finger out of Emma’s mouth and wraps his hand around his cock again, jerking himself off hard and fast. Without even meaning to, I match his rhythm, driving into Emma at the same tempo.

      “Come,” she groans, her legs wrapping tighter around me, her heels digging into my ass and urging me to go deeper, faster. “Come. Please, come. I want your cum in me, on me. I want to feel all three of you.”

      Well, I never could deny her anything.

      I pinch her clit between my thumb and forefinger just as I slam into her one last time, throwing my head back and grinding my hips against hers. She screams, her pussy walls clamping down on my cock like a vise as she writhes beneath me.

      “Oh, fucking hell. Fuck.” Trent strokes himself with Emma’s hand until he spills his load over their intertwined fingers, letting out a rough groan.

      With a few more harsh strokes, West finishes too, ropes of cum jetting over Emma’s breasts and stomach.

      I’m breathing like I just ran a marathon at a full sprint, and when I glance down at Emma and catch sight of her sprawled out beneath me, limp from pleasure and bearing the marks of my friends, something shifts inside my chest.

      Holy shit.

      This is big.

      This is huge.

      What just happened between the four of us—it changes everything.
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      I don’t know if I can move.

      I do know that I don’t want to.

      Nope, I would happily stay here forever, surrounded by the three men I’m falling in love with, my hand still wrapped around Trent’s cock, Reese still buried inside me, and West’s cum marking my stomach and chest.

      After what happened between me, West, and Trent, I hardly dared to hope I could get Reese on board too. But once I led him into the bedroom, I saw the moment his need overtook his hesitance.

      And now, for the first time in years, I feel really and truly complete.

      As if I’d been waiting for this moment my whole life without knowing it.

      Nothing I told the guys earlier was a lie. I know this is different than most traditional relationships. I know we might face struggles or judgment because of it.

      But you know what? I really don’t care.

      No relationship is perfect. No relationship is without its ups and downs. So you might as well start off with the relationship you want and make that work rather than go for the “safe” option just because it seems like it might be easier.

      These three men have hurt me. They’ve fucked with my emotions and gone out of their way to make me miserable.

      But things have changed, and now there’s nowhere I feel safer than right where I am. In their arms. Surrounded by them, encased by them.

      Shared by them.

      “Sooo,” Reese drawls, his bright green eyes twinkling as he gazes down at me. “That’s what you wanted to show me, huh?”

      There’s humor in his voice, and I laugh, slapping his chest lightly with my free hand. But I’m grateful for his jokes.

      He’s the missing piece of the puzzle, the piece that will tie it all together. West and Trent channeled their anger at each other into their desire for me, but in the aftermath, things were already getting tense again—when I brought Reese back into the bedroom, it looked like the truce between Trent and West was already dissolving.

      We need Reese in this too. They need him. West has darkness in his past and Trent has this intensity that’s just an intrinsic part of who he is. They need someone who looks for the humor in things, someone who can break the tension before it snaps like a broken rubber band.

      I need that too.

      Each of these men complement each other so perfectly, and they each give me something I’m not sure anymore that I could live without.

      Reese catches my hand in his, pressing it to his chest. He’s still buried inside me, and he pulses his hips against mine gently, grinding against me. Then, with a groan, he slides out.

      My pussy walls seem to cling to him, unwilling to let him go. I’m a little sore, a little raw. Not only was the sex intense, but I literally fucked all three of them—it’s more than my body is used to.

      Not that I’m complaining. This kind of soreness is a delicious ache between my legs, one that makes my clit throb in anticipation of the next time.

      God, I really fucking hope there’s a next time.

      West moves over a little to make room for Reese as he collapses to the mattress beside me. Trent hops off the bed to grab a towel from his closet, then returns to help me clean off. I notice the way his touch lingers as he uses the towel to dry my skin, and when I catch his gaze, he smiles softly at me.

      Something is different in him too. Not just different than it was when I came home this afternoon, but different than I’ve ever seen him.

      He seems… at peace. More relaxed.

      As if knowing that both of his friends are in on this too allows him to share the burden of being the protector, the leader, the defender.

      When I’m a little less sticky, he tosses the towel onto the floor with the rest of our discarded clothes and drops down to the mattress beside me. For a moment, all four of us lie there in exhausted, comfortable silence.

      Then Reese lifts his head, swiveling his neck to look from me and Trent to West and back again. “So, should we order a pizza or what?”

      “Pizza?” Trent snorts under his breath, glancing over at him. “That’s what you’re thinking about right now?”

      “Well…” Reese shrugs, but I don’t miss the amused glimmer in his eyes. “I just figured we should keep our strength up.” He rolls over to lean up on his elbow, gazing down at me with hungry eyes as his hand settles possessively on my hip. “Because we’re definitely doing that again.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Buttery sunlight streams through the blinds as I blink my eyes open.

      I’m exhausted. I have no idea how much sleep I actually got last night, but it wasn’t enough.

      Not that I’m complaining.

      At all.

      At Reese’s suggestion, we did order pizza. And it’s a good thing we did, or I probably would’ve passed out during our third round.

      I let out a soft sigh of contentment, shifting slightly between the two hard bodies I’m sandwiched between. We all passed out in Trent’s bed afterward, and I feel cozy and safe in the warm little cocoon we’ve created under the blankets.

      West growls softly in his sleep, his arm snaking around my waist to pull me a little closer as his morning wood nudges my ass. Trent nuzzles his face into the crook of my shoulder as Reese’s hand tangles in my hair. They’re all touching me somehow, all of them gathered around me as if I’m the sun in our little solar system and they’re planets orbiting around me.

      It’s crazy and insane and wonderful.

      I never imagined this could actually happen, and it’s a little hard to believe that last night wasn’t all a dream—an even better and more vivid dream than the one I had after we got back from the police station.

      But it’s not.

      It’s real.

      There’s still a lot to work out, a lot of things we’ll have to feel our way through if we really want to navigate a four-person relationship. But for the first time since I’ve known the Icons, the first time since I realized I had feelings for all of them, it actually seems possible.

      Something changed last night. I guess the kind of crazy-intense sex we had will do that, but I don’t think that’s all it was.

      The men all got a glimpse of what sharing would be like. And no matter how doubtful they may have been in the beginning, I don’t think any of them went along with it grudgingly in the end.

      They liked it.

      “What’s on your mind, Ems?”

      Trent’s voice is rough from sleep, so low it’s hardly more than a whisper. I didn’t realize he was awake too, but he pulls his head back a little to look at me, reaching up to brush a strand of hair away from my face.

      “Just… how happy I am,” I admit.

      “Yeah?”

      His smile is slow and lazy, and it changes his whole face. I’m used to Trent being serious and intense, and I know that side of his personality will always exist. But I like this side too. I like that as we put the awfulness of the past behind us, he can let this side out more often.

      “Yeah.” I lean forward to kiss him, unhurried and deep. With my lips still brushing against his, I whisper, “Thank you.”

      “For what?” Our noses brush as his eyes bounce between mine.

      I shrug, a swell of emotion rising in my chest. “For giving me this. It’s… everything.”

      His hand rests on my cheek, his thumb brushing over the curve of my cheekbone. “We didn’t just do it for you, Ems. I’m glad you’re happy. It’s all I want, all I’ll ever want. But this feels right. For all of us.”

      “Really?”

      He nods. “It feels like things are finally how they’re supposed to be. West and Reese are my best fucking friends, and you know me. I’m an asshole. I don’t make friends all that easily. Not the real kind, the ones that’ll have your back no matter the fuck what. The ones who’ll see you through anything. I hated that this shit was coming between us, hated the idea of losing them.”

      He grimaces a little, making the bruise that still decorates his face shift. “Despite what you saw yesterday, I don’t want to fight with either of them. Just—none of us saw any other way. Until you showed us.”

      My hand drifts up to trace the purple mark on his face. “What started your fight anyway? I came home and thought you two were gonna kill each other.”

      Trent’s expression hardens a little, his mouth setting in a grim line. “Leslie called me.”

      All the breath seems to flee my lungs. “What?”

      Anger glints in his blue eyes. “Yeah. As I was leaving class. She called to gloat, basically. But she said something on the phone about how we all deserved each other. I think she meant it as an insult, but all it did was make me realize how much I wanted that to be true. How much I wanted to deserve you.”

      His voice is raw and honest, and I press another kiss to his lips, unable to stop myself. We’re all still naked—we were too worn out last night to bother with clothes—and I can feel his cock pressing against my hip. West’s is still hard against my ass, and I bet if I reached over and stroked Reese, I’d find him hard and ready too.

      I’m still recovering from the marathon sex last night. I’ve never done anything quite like that, and I can still feel the effects of it all over my body. But that doesn’t stop a flare of arousal from igniting deep in my belly.

      I wonder if it’ll ever be satisfied, this deep craving for them.

      Honestly, I kind of hope not.

      “You do deserve me,” I whisper, and Trent makes a noise low in his throat.

      “No. I don’t. But I’m trying to. So I went to see your dad yesterday. I want to fix things for him and my mom, and I figured the best way to do that was to talk to the man himself.”

      My eyes open a little wider as my heartbeat picks up in my chest, and Trent shakes his head.

      “I didn’t tell him everything. Not because I don’t want to own up to the shit I did, but because it’s not my story to tell. But I did tell him that he didn’t have to put his own personal life aside to try to take care of you, because you have people in your corner who have your back.”

      “Thank you, Trent.”

      My voice is soft and low. He’s downplaying it a lot, but I know what this means. For a long time, he blamed my dad—and me—for splitting his parents up, so him actively working to get my dad and his mom back together is huge.

      Then my brows pull together, and I make a face. “But wait. What does that have to do with you getting into a fight with West?”

      He snorts a humorless laugh. “When I got home, West asked where I’d been, and I told him. He didn’t like me trying to paint myself as some protector. Not when he and Reese have done more to take care of you than I have.”

      There’s pain in his voice, and it strikes me that even though Trent fought with West over what his friend said, he probably believed West’s words. Still believes them.

      “That’s not what this is about,” I argue. “It’s not a point system. You’ve all helped me. You’ve all hurt me. And I was doing my best to hurt you too, before Leslie went psycho.”

      Trent chews on his bottom lip thoughtfully, his hand sliding down to brush over the skin of my bare shoulder.

      “I know. That’s what we were all missing. What you showed us last night. We were all fighting over who gets to protect you, who gets to look out for you and take care of you. But we all missed the obvious fact that if all three of us do it, that’s better than it being any one of us. We’re stronger together. We’ve known that for a long time, but we forgot it when it came to the most important thing. You.”

      “We don’t plan on forgetting again,” West murmurs from behind me. He must’ve woken up sometime while Trent was speaking. He pulses his hips against my ass, making me unconsciously grind against him. “And we don’t plan to let you forget either.”

      Turning my head slightly, I meet West’s cloud-gray eyes, feeling a smile tug at my lips.

      “I don’t think I could even if I wanted to,” I tell him. “And I never want to.”

      “Good.” Reese’s head pops up behind Trent’s shoulder. His brown hair is sticking up a little on one side, and he looks sleep-rumpled and sexy as fuck. “Because you’re stuck with all of us now, Ems. There’s no way you’re getting rid of us after last night.”

      “Agreed.” Trent pulls me toward him and presses a hard, fast kiss to my lips. “And the first thing we’re gonna do is kick that bitch Leslie to the curb.”
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      Despite the urgency of Trent’s declaration, the four of us take our time getting up.

      I sort of expect the guys to all slink back to their rooms to get dressed, or drag the sheets with them to cover themselves when we finally stumble out of bed—but none of them seem embarrassed about their nudity at all.

      Maybe I should’ve known it would be like this. After all, none of them have anything to be ashamed of. They’re all fucking built, and none of them are lacking in the size department. And I guess after the things we all did last night, it’s a little late for any of us to get shy.

      I gotta admit, I don’t hate it. The sight of West, Reese, and Trent all sliding out of bed in their naked glory is enough to make my still sore pussy throb with need.

      But once we’re all showered and dressed, Trent slips into serious mode. As Reese cooks eggs on the stove and we all sip coffee, Trent talks us through exactly what happened yesterday, detailing every minute of his conversation with Leslie.

      “God, so she really did do all this just because she wanted to come between us?” I ask, wrinkling my nose in disgust as I blow on my coffee.

      “Yeah.” Trent’s hand clenches into a fist on the table. “And when she realized it wasn’t gonna work, that we weren’t gonna turn against you, she decided to fuck us all over.”

      “Damn.” Reese glances over his shoulder. “That’s messed up.”

      “She’s obviously got some kind of personality disorder,” I say, although I’m having to dig really deep to find any sympathy for her anymore.

      “Yeah. Which is why she’s in a facility,” Trent says. “The question is, how the hell is she still able to fuck with our lives while she’s supposedly in a place that limits access to phones and internet?”

      “She’s gotta have someone helping her.” I shrug. “Just like Detective Walton said. My money is on either someone at the rehab place, or someone on campus. Not that those two options narrow it down a ton. That still leaves hundreds of people it could be.”

      “I’ll call Walton later today.” Trent looks around the table as Reese brings over the eggs, meeting all of our eyes. “He said he wanted our help bringing Leslie down? Well, I’m all in.” He glances my way. “She texted you. She called me. She fucked with our bank accounts and hacked your email. Odds are good she’ll pull more shit like this. And if we can’t stop her yet, at least we can use what she’s doing to our advantage.”

      My stomach twists. “What do you mean?”

      West and Trent share a look, and I have a feeling that single glance just communicated an entire paragraph worth of words. They’ve always thought alike, and despite the bruises each of them are sporting today, they’re completely in sync with each other.

      “She’s probably been hacking for a long time, especially to get this good at it,” West says, picking up the thread of Trent’s thought. “But she’s never gotten caught. That detective has suspicions that other hacking jobs might be related to her, but he has no proof. She’s smart. She’s strategic.”

      “Or at least she was,” Trent adds. “Until it became personal. Before, her hacks were about getting money or furthering her own interests somehow. Now? Now she just wants to make the four of us pay. This is about emotions, about revenge. Those things make people stupid and unreasonable.” He presses his lips together, shaking his head slightly. “Believe me, I know.”

      I reach across the table and rest my hand over his, squeezing gently, and he meets my gaze with haunted eyes.

      It’s strange. I spent so long waiting for him to apologize, to feel guilty for what he did to me—but now that he does, it’s painful to witness. I wonder if he’ll ever forgive himself, although considering how long he held a grudge against me, I doubt he’ll be any easier on himself.

      West takes in the two of us, but instead of the rage and jealousy I might’ve expected to see on his face even a day ago, there’s something warm in his expression. Letting Trent and I have our moment, he picks up where his friend left off again.

      “That’s what gives us an advantage here. Leslie’s better at hacking than all of us put together; she just is. But if we can draw her out, if we can stick together and withstand the bullshit she throws at us, she’ll make a mistake. And that’s when we’ll fucking end this.”

      “Yeah.” Reese grins. “And there’s the added benefit that the four of us sticking together and presenting a united front will only piss her off more. That’s gotta be why she called you, Trent. Even after everything, when we’ve all made it perfectly clear we’re on Emma’s side, it seems like Leslie’s still hoping one or all of us will go running back to her.”

      Trent bares his teeth in something that looks halfway between a grin and a snarl. His hand flips over beneath mine, our palms pressing together as his fingers wrap around mine.

      “She can do her worst. That’ll never fucking happen.”
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      Unfortunately, Leslie’s “worst” is pretty fucking bad.

      The next couple of weeks are a strange blend of bliss and torture.

      This thing between the Icons and me is real, and I feel it more and more every day. Reese is no longer sleeping on the couch. He’s back in his bedroom, or occasionally in one of the other guys’ rooms if we all end up passing out in the same bed.

      The dynamics are fluid as we all find our way through this new relationship that’s forming between the four of us. But one thing that’s noticeably absent is the aura of heavy tension that seemed to choke the house before.

      It’s just… gone.

      The men still get growly and possessive from time to time, particularly West and Trent, but it’s never got the same level of rage behind it that it used to. Besides, I’ve found a pretty effective way of dealing with their possessiveness—one that usually ends with all of us naked, sweaty, and exhausted.

      It’s amazing.

      Incredible.

      Better than I ever dreamed it could be.

      But on the flip side of that is Leslie. As if she somehow knows how happy my life has become—hell, she probably does know, considering I wouldn’t put it past her to keep tabs on us somehow—she’s ramped up her campaign against us big-time.

      She gets my phone service cut off, hacks into my Netflix account, and uses my last working credit card to go on a shopping spree that takes me hours to undo.

      Then she sets in on our social media accounts. Footage of Trent that I hoped would never see the light of day again pops up on his feeds, and doctored footage of the rest of us shows up as well. My dad and Claire, thank God, aren’t big enough into social media to get wind of most of this, although they know something is still going on.

      And it ends up being a stroke of luck that I started my interview at Sterling Minor by having to explain all about getting hacked and having my online presence fucked with. Devon already knows about it, so when insane things show up online, he just asks me how I’m doing instead of firing me on the spot.

      It helps that Reese is dealing with the same shit. Our stories corroborate each other, so nobody at work thinks we’re lying or making this up.

      Because he has class most days, I don’t see him at work often, which makes me a little sad. There’s been so much going on that I haven’t really had time to miss being in school, but I do. I’ve stopped dwelling on why I’m no longer a student at Clearwater, but now I need to start thinking about my next steps—where else I might apply, how I’ll pay for it, all of that.

      In the meantime, the Icons and I keep watching and waiting, taking each attack on our online presence as a chance to look for any breadcrumbs Leslie might’ve left behind.

      Trent was right. She’s getting aggressive and sloppy, and if she’s doing all this from the facility where she’s supposed to be getting help, it’s only a matter of time before she gets caught.

      At least, I fucking hope so.

      I press my fingertips to my temples as I stare at the latest monstrosity on my newsfeed. Leslie got into my Facebook account and sent a video loaded with a virus in a mass private message to nearly half my friends. Most of them are smart enough not to open suspicious links, but because it came from me, a few of them clicked on it.

      What was supposed to be my lunch hour at work is now going to be spent taking care of this bullshit.

      Great.

      As I start sorting through all the friends the message got sent to, my brows pinch together.

      Huh. That’s interesting.

      I think I’m starting to see a pattern in who it got sent to, but until I go through the whole list, I won’t know for sure. My hand on the mouse moves a little faster, eager to see if my hunch turns into anything useful.

      My phone buzzes on the desk next to me, and I glance down at the screen. It’s Dad. I’ve still got twenty minutes on my lunch break, and there’s no way I’ll have time to go out and grab food anyway, so I push back from the desk and scoop up my phone, heading out into the hall outside the offices before swiping the screen to answer.

      “Dad?”

      “Hey, Ems.” I can hear the smile in his voice, although it can’t quite mask the concern that lingers there too. “How are you?”

      I smile. That’s how he starts every conversation these days, and although I hate that he worries about me, I love that he cares. I love that things are better enough between us that he’s able to call and check up on me, and I can actually tell him what’s going on. There are still things from the past he should probably hear about, but with how well things have been going between me and the Icons, I don’t want to risk ruining that.

      Not now.

      Not with everything else going on.

      “Not too bad,” I say with a grin. My gaze flicks back toward the office where my computer sits, and I roll my eyes. “Same old, same old.”

      “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?” he asks for about the millionth time.

      I let out a soft laugh, but my voice is gentle when I speak. “The cops can barely do anything, so I don’t think there’s much you could do that they couldn’t. But you care, and that helps a lot. More than you know.”

      “Always, sweetheart. And if you ever do need anything, you’ll let me know, won’t you?”

      “I will. Thanks, Dad. But I’m doing okay. I’ve got people on my side.”

      There’s a small beat of silence, then he chuckles. “Oh, I know. And I’m glad, Ems.”

      A flush creeps up my cheeks. I don’t think he knows exactly what’s going on with me, West, Reese, and Trent. But he definitely knows we’re close. He probably assumes I’m dating one of them. That’s another conversation we’ll have to have soon if things keep going the way they’re going.

      “Anyway, I actually called because I wanted to talk to you about something,” Dad goes on. “I have some news that—well, I hope you’ll think it’s good news. I’m a little nervous, actually.”

      He gives a self-deprecating laugh, and I straighten a little, holding the phone closer to my ear. “Why? What is it?”

      “Well…” He clears his throat, then forges ahead. “Claire and I are engaged. I proposed last night, and she said yes.”

      My jaw drops so low it’s a miracle it doesn’t hit the floor. I step into a stairwell so I can speak at a louder volume without disturbing anyone in the office or hallway.

      “What? Really? Dad, are you serious?”

      “Yes. We’re getting married.”

      “Oh my God, that’s incredible!”

      “You think so?” I can hear the relief in his voice, and it makes tears sting the backs of my eyes. He really was nervous about this, I can tell.

      “Of course I think so,” I gush. “I could tell how much you guys cared about each other. I just… I thought you were broken up. Or taking a break, I mean.”

      “We were.” He chuckles. “Things were a little rough there for a while, what with… well, everything. But I had a talk with Trent, actually, a few weeks ago, and it changed my perspective on a few things. I realized I hadn’t given Claire a fair shot to be a part of my life, messiness and all. But that’s all I really want—to have her in my life and be a part of hers. Even when it’s hard. Even when it’s not perfect. So when we got back together, I decided it would be stupid to waste any more time. I knew what I wanted, and I didn’t want to wait any longer.”

      The tears burning my eyes slip out over my lower lids, and I let out a ragged breath. His words hit me right in the chest, but not as much as the tone of his voice.

      He sounds so happy.

      Happier than I’ve heard him sound in years.

      He deserves every bit of this, and so does Claire. They’ve both been through a lot, and even though I didn’t know they were together for most of these past couple years, now that I have the full picture, his proposal does seem like it’s right on time.

      They love each other, and I’m so thrilled for both of them.

      “Congratulations, Dad. This is the best news I’ve heard all day. You guys are great for each other, I’m so happy for you.”

      I’m smiling through my happy tears, and my lips stretch wider as Dad tells me the story of how he got down on one knee and popped the question.

      It’s only as we say our goodbyes and hang up a while later that a new thought pops into my mind, stealing the grin from my lips.

      Does Trent know yet?

      What will this mean for us?
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      “That’s fucking amazing, Mom. I knew things would work out for the two of you.”

      “Oh, like you didn’t have anything to do with it?” My mom chuckles. She sounds almost giddy, same as she did when she called twenty minutes ago to tell me the news—she and Paul are getting hitched. “You don’t think he told me about your little visit to his office? I have to say, of all the people who I ever thought would play matchmaker in my life, my son was never one of them.”

      “I didn’t do anything.” I brush off her words with a shake of my head, even though she can’t see me. “We talked for a few minutes, and it wasn’t even about you. It was about Emma.”

      “Sure. Sure, Trent.” The tone of her voice makes it clear she doesn’t believe me, but she’s willing to go along with whatever lie I want to tell. “Well, whatever you talked about, I’m glad you did. I’m so happy. I can’t get over it. And this ring!”

      “I can’t wait to see it, Mom,” I tell her with an indulgent grin. “I’m sure it’s beautiful.”

      “It is,” she gushes. “It’s nothing too extravagant. We’re old folks, we don’t need all of that. But it’s gorgeous, and it’s just so me. He knows me. He gets me. And that’s the best part.”

      Yeah. It is.

      There was a time when I wouldn’t really have understood what she was saying. But now, I get it completely.

      I think on some level I’ve been in love with Emma Holloway since the first fucking day I met her. But the way I feel about her now? It’s so far beyond that it’s not even in the same dimension. I know her. She knows me. We’ve seen each other at our absolute worsts, and yet somehow, through it all, we came back to each other.

      If I ever proposed to her, I would know exactly what kind of ring to get. It wouldn’t even be a question. Because I know her, inside and out.

      Of course, I have no idea where marriage stands in our future. This thing we’re doing isn’t exactly conventional, so maybe certain things will never be in the cards for us.

      “Anyway,” Mom continues, breaking into my wandering thoughts. “I just wanted to let you know the big news. I would’ve called earlier, but I was sure you were in class.”

      “Yeah, I was. I just got home, actually.”

      “Well, I’ll let you go. But I’m so glad you approve, honey. I know it was a bit of a rocky start between you two, but he makes me deliriously happy. And I want my two best guys to get along.”

      “We do, Mom. We will.”

      An all-too-familiar pang of guilt squeezes my chest at the memory of what a fucking asshole I was the night she and Paul took me and Emma out to tell us about their relationship. They meant for it to be a fun, pleasant dinner, but as soon as I realized Paul was the guy my mom had been seeing, I made it my mission to torpedo the entire evening. Did a pretty damn good job of it too.

      “Thank you,” Mom says softly. “That means a lot to me.”

      “Of course.” I shake my head, running a hand through my hair. “I just want what’s best for you. Always.”

      That part, at least, is true and has always been true. It’s just that I used to have a severely fucked up concept of what was best for my mom. For years, I thought she would’ve been better off if she’d stayed with my dad. It was only my recent trip to visit him in San Diego that helped me see that Mom is honestly much better off without him in her life.

      Paul cares about her. He’d move mountains for her without a word of complaint.

      I don’t think my dad was ever like that, and certainly not in any recent memory.

      “I love you, Trent. Come by for dinner sometime soon, will you? I know you’ve been so busy dealing with all of that hacking nonsense, but that only means you need a night of normalcy and a good, homemade potpie even more.”

      A chuckle escapes me, but she’s not wrong. “I will. Love you too.”

      I hang up and toss the phone down on my nightstand. West and Reese are home, but Emma’s still at work. She should be arriving any minute now, and I wonder if she’s heard the news too.

      As if I’ve called her up by my thoughts, I hear the door open a half-second later.

      Emma.

      Pivoting on my heel, I head toward my bedroom door. It only takes me a few strides to reach it, but the moment I pull the door open, I stop in my tracks.

      Emma must’ve been walking even faster than I was, because she’s already outside my door. Her hand is raised like she was about to knock, and there’s an expression on her face that I can’t quite read.

      I may not be able to read it, but I know I don’t like it.

      It’s pinched, tense, closed-off.

      Like she’s scared.

      My teeth grind together, and before she can speak, I grab her wrist and yank her into the room. The door closes behind her, and a second later, I’ve got her up against it, her back pressed tightly to the wood as my lips devour hers in a bruising kiss.

      My leg slides between hers, grinding up against her so that her pussy rides my thigh, and her response is immediate. She whimpers breathlessly, her hands latching on to my arms for stability as she gets swept up in the kiss.

      The tension I saw in her before slowly melts out of her as her body molds to mine, her hips undulating against me with unconscious little movements.

      Finally, I break the kiss, reluctantly pulling my mouth away from hers. My hand reaches up to clasp her chin, fingers and thumb splaying across her jaw and part of her neck.

      “What’s that look for?” I growl.

      The tight expression is gone from her face, replaced by something dazed and pliant, but I know she understands what I’m talking about.

      She swallows. I’m holding her chin so tightly that I can feel the play of muscles underneath my fingertips as she does. Then her pink tongue darts out to wet her lips, her eyelashes fluttering as she gathers her thoughts.

      I’m already hard from our kiss, from grinding against her and feeling the heat of her pussy against my thigh. But that small glimpse of her tongue darting out, the gesture innocent and sinful at the same time, makes my cock throb, aching to bury itself inside her.

      “I… I got a call from my dad at work today,” she whispers. “He told me—”

      “—he and my mom are getting married.”

      I finish the sentence for her, and her gorgeous brown eyes flare wide in surprise.

      “You knew? Then why did you—”

      Using my grip on her chin, I tilt her head up a little, pressing my lips hard against hers. I know what she’s going to ask. She’s going to ask why I kissed her the way I just did if I knew our parents are engaged to be married. Why I’m not angry at her instead.

      And I don’t want to hear her say those fucking words. I don’t want to live in the past, where she feared my retribution and reprisal for what I saw as her wrongs.

      I won’t let her live there either.

      The kiss is hotter and more full of fire this time, and when it ends, we’re both breathing harder.

      “I told you, Ems,” I whisper against her lips. “I told you I was done fighting this. I told you I was going to fix it.”

      She’s still gripping me tightly, her small fingers digging into the muscles of my shoulders. “But this is everything you didn’t want. We’re going to be… brother and sister.”

      I jerk my head back. A laugh belts out of me before I can stop it, and without giving her a chance to say anything more, I find her lips again, sliding my tongue inside her mouth and letting it clash with hers. She’s off-balance, taken by surprise, but she still kisses me just like she always does.

      Like she’s hungry.

      Like she’s ravenous.

      Like there’s a fire burning inside her that will never be extinguished.

      Releasing my grip on her chin, I grab her wrists and pull her hands away from my shoulders. I pin them to the door above her head, keeping my leg wedged between hers so that her feet barely even touch the floor anymore.

      She’s wearing a pair of nice black pants and a billowy blouse, and I can see her nipples standing out starkly beneath the thin fabric. I want to latch my mouth around her breasts and suck each one, lap at her and bite her until the soft material is dark and wet.

      Just like her panties must be already.

      She’s quivering against me, her brown eyes wide as deep as pools of melted chocolate as she stares up at me.

      Shifting my grip, I hold both her wrists in one hand as I trail the knuckles of my other hand down the side of her face.

      My best friends and I have fucked her and shared her in some pretty damn creative ways over the past couple weeks, but I think it’s about time she remembered what I can do to her all by myself.

      With two fingers under her chin, I tilt her head up, holding her gaze as I grind against her.

      “You think I’d kiss a sister like this, Holloway?” I murmur.

      My fingers trail downward, tugging sharply at the neckline of her top and sending buttons flying. The two halves of the blouse hang open, revealing her pretty lace bra, and I drag my hand down over the swell of her breast, pinching her nipple between my thumb and forefinger.

      “No.” She laughs softly, but I can tell it’s taking conscious effort for her to speak.

      Good.

      But not good enough.

      I plan to make it impossible in a second.

      “That’s right. I wouldn’t.” My hand moves to her other breast, and I pinch harder this time, rolling the sensitive little bud between my fingers until she gasps, then groans.

      “I know…” Her eyelids flutter, nearly dropping shut when I roll my hips against hers, pressing my cock into her lower belly as her clit rides my thigh. “I know we wouldn’t be actual brother and sister. But what will people think? About us—if our parents are married?”

      I palm her breast and squeeze, massaging away the sting from my harsh treatment of her nipple. Then I drop my head to the crook of her neck, loving the way she squirms against the door when my lips find the spot I know makes her crazy.

      “A very wise, very fucking gorgeous woman once told me not to worry about what other people think,” I whisper, licking and kissing the soft skin of her throat. “Not to let them judge me, no matter how unconventional my choices are.”

      “I know.” She lets out a soft, breathless laugh as she realizes I’m turning her words back on her. “But I still thought you’d be mad. I guess… I guess I just keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

      Fuck.

      Those words freeze all the blood in my veins, settling into my stomach like a slowly hardening block of cement.

      There it is.

      The truth I’ve feared.

      The truth I’ve known all along.

      Emma wants to forgive me. Hell, maybe she even has.

      And she wants to trust me too.

      But how can she when she keeps waiting for the other shoe to drop? She trusted me once, gave me her heart and believed I wouldn’t break it.

      I did though.

      And now, despite all we’ve been through, despite the love I see growing in her eyes when she looks at me, some part of her is still waiting for the moment when it all comes crashing down.

      And why wouldn’t she be?

      If the sky falls once, only a fool thinks it will never happen again.

      For a moment, it feels like all the breath, all the blood, all the life, has fled my body. I feel numb, locked outside of myself.

      Then it all comes rushing back in a torrent. My heart slams hard and fast against my ribs, sending blood pouring through my veins. My cock stiffens as I release Emma’s wrists, grabbing her ass in both hands and hauling her against me, pressing her so tightly to my body that we both groan in pleasure edged with pain.

      “You’re not my fucking sister, Ems. You’re not my enemy. You’re not my vendetta. You’re the love of my goddamn life, and I’m gonna show you exactly what that means.”

      Her eyes widen as she registers my words.

      Love.

      The love of my goddamn life.

      I’ve thought it more times than I can count, and now is probably the completely wrong time to say it, but I’m beyond caring. I need her to understand. I need her to not just know it, but feel it all the way down to her bones.

      This is real.

      It’s permanent.

      It will not be shaken or swayed by anything short of death.

      Hell, not even that.

      She blinks rapidly, her mouth falling open slightly. I don’t think she knows quite what to say, but that doesn’t matter. I’m not done making my fucking point yet.

      Palming the back of her head with one hand, I bring her in for another kiss, pulling her deeper into the room as I do. My other hand stays on her ass, and I half-walk, half-carry her across the room until we reach the foot of my bed. When I set her on her feet, I can feel her legs wobbling.

      She’s not gonna be able to stay upright without help. But I can work with that.

      My cock is hard as steel, pain and guilt and determination mixing inside me to create a heady cocktail of pure need.

      Forcing myself to release her delicious fucking lips, I spin her around so her back is to my chest.

      “Do you want me to show you, Ems? Do you want me to prove it to you? How I feel about you?”

      “Yes.”

      Her voice is low and husky, and I can feel her chest rising and falling hard as she sucks in deep breaths of air.

      My hands drop to the button of her pants as my lips find the shell of her ear. She shivers, and the vibration against my body makes my balls ache.

      “Bend over, then,” I whisper. “Hands on the bed. And don’t you dare fucking move them.”

      Her breath hitches, but she does as I say without a second of hesitation.

      I fucking love that. She may still be struggling to fully trust me, but in moments like these, she gives herself over to me completely. Even when we hated each other, she trusted me in bed.

      And that says something.

      It proves to me that she is capable of trusting me. That somewhere deep down she knows that, even when I was being a fucked up asshole, there were some lines I wouldn’t cross.

      That she could let herself fall with me, and I would catch her.

      “Good girl,” I murmur, and the heat in my voice makes her shift, rubbing her thighs together.

      I like that. I like knowing she’s so desperate for a little bit of relief that she can’t help but try to give it to herself.

      But right now, that’s not her job. It’s mine.

      Flicking open the button on her pants, I slide the zipper down. Then I tug the fabric down her legs, dropping to my knees behind her.

      Her flats come off. Then her pants.

      She’s still wearing her panties, and I was right. They’re fucking soaked.

      Her top is still on too, and the billowy fabric hangs down toward the floor. From where I’m kneeling behind her, I can just catch a glimpse of her breasts, still covered by her bra.

      Her palms are planted flat on the mattress, leaving her bent over almost at a right angle. Her ass is perfectly on display for me, as is the damp crotch of her panties.

      Humming in satisfaction, I drag my finger over the wet patch of fabric.

      “Is this for me, Holloway? Is all this for me? You soaked your panties through.”

      “Yes.”

      It’s a groan this time, and I reward her honesty by sliding my finger down to graze her clit.

      She jumps at the contact, her toes curling as her knees bend slightly. She arches her back, pressing her hips toward me as she tries to get more friction.

      My cock is about to punch through the fabric of my jeans. Rising to my feet quickly, I shuck my own pants, kicking off my shoes and pulling my shirt over my head with one hand. When I’m naked, I drape my body over Emma’s from behind, letting her feel every inch of me as I slowly drag the fabric of her top up her body.

      She moans again as my dick slides between her ass cheeks, slipping between her folds and getting slicked with her arousal.

      The shirt goes over her head. With half the buttons gone, there’s not much holding it together anymore. When she moves to lift her hands to slide it off her arms, I grab her hips tightly, pulsing my cock between her thighs.

      “I said don’t move, Holloway. Stay right where you are.”

      She whimpers, dropping her head. But she complies. Her shirt stays pooled on the mattress, the sleeves gathered around her wrists, and all she’s left in is her bra and panties.

      A flick of my fingers releases her bra.

      And when I shred the panties from her body with a quick rip and snap, her yelp makes my cock twitch.

      Tossing the ruined fabric to the floor, I slide my fingers down her slit again. This time, there’s nothing between me and her pussy, and I can’t resist dipping two fingers inside her, feeling her channel tighten around them.

      “I like that,” I murmur. “That’s what you’ll do to my cock, isn’t it? When I’m buried inside you? You’ll squeeze and squeeze, and you’ll moan so loud West and Reese will know I’m fucking you. You’ll grip me so tight it’s like you never want me to leave, huh, baby? Won’t you?”

      “Yes. Fuck, Trent, yes. Please—”

      God, I like hearing her beg.

      But I like giving her what she wants even more.

      Before the plea is even out of her mouth, I thrust my fingers deeper, angling them to hit the exact spot I know she needs.

      She cries out, her fingers clenching the blanket on the bed, fisting it tightly in her hands.

      I pump them hard and fast, mimicking what I want to do with my cock, and she comes just as hard and just as fast, cream spilling over my hand with her release.

      “God… Oh, God,” she whimpers.

      She sounds helpless. Broken.

      And I’m going to put her back together.

      I slowly drag my fingers out of her sopping pussy. I want to fucking lick them clean, but instead, I bring them upward just a few inches and slip one inside her puckered back hole.

      She lets out a choked gasp, rising up onto her tiptoes, and I chuckle, fisting my cock with my other hand. I’m about to explode, but I’m not ready yet.

      “Has anyone ever fucked you here, Ems?”

      I press deeper as I ask the question, demonstrating exactly what I mean with short pulses of my finger.

      She shakes her head, her blonde hair falling around her face like a shimmering, pale curtain.

      “Do you want to be fucked in the ass?”

      I can feel the tight ring of muscles constrict hard around my finger in response, and the shiver I can feel run through her body gives me my answer even before she speaks.

      “Yes.”

      “God, you’re so damn perfect,” I mutter.

      I press my finger in deeper, watching her response, drinking in the sight of her like this. Then I reluctantly withdraw it, stepping over to my nightstand and pulling out a small plug.

      “What… what is that?”

      Emma hasn’t moved, just like I told her not to, but she lifts her head in time to see what I have in my hand.

      “I got it for you, Ems.” My voice is rough as sandpaper, and I stand where I know she can see me. My cock is leaking precum, throbbing with the need for release. But it’s not about me. This is about her. “Do you want this in your ass while I fuck you?”

      Her eyes flare wide, but it’s not fear I see in the chocolate brown depths.

      It’s excitement.

      Need.

      She swallows and nods, and that small gesture snaps the last threads of my self-control. I can see she’s as far gone as I am, as wild with desire. That’s exactly how I wanted her.

      And now I’m gonna take care of her.

      Walking back behind her, I run my hand over the curve of her ass as I drag the plug through her folds, letting her feel the cool, smooth texture. Once it’s thoroughly coated, I begin to work it inside her tight ass, playing with her clit while I do, teasing her, loosening her up, keeping her just on the edge of a second orgasm but never quite letting her have it.

      By the time the plug is all the way inside, she’s shaking from head to toe, moaning incomprehensible words as her hips bump backward toward me in rhythmic motions, like she’ll fuck the air if she can’t have my cock.

      But she can.

      I’m done holding out. Holding back.

      Holding on.

      I line myself up and press inside, groaning out a curse as I feel how tight she is with the plug in her ass.

      This is what it’ll feel like when Reese or West fucks her ass while I fuck her pussy.

      This full.

      This tight.

      This fucking good.

      “Trent. Trent. Trent…”

      That’s all Emma says. All I can make out anyway. Just my name, over and over. Like a prayer. Like a goddamn mantra.

      I pull out and plunge back in, sinking deeper, driving harder this time. She lets out a loud cry and I do it again, thrusting over and over until nothing but the sound of our groans and my hips hitting her ass fill the room.

      My cock is aching, my balls already tightening. I held off for so long, and she feels so fucking good. The plug peeks out from between her ass cheeks, and I grab two solid handfuls of that gorgeous ass, using them to hold her steady as I pound into her.

      There’s a time for gentle.

      There’s a time for sweet.

      This isn’t that time.

      This is the time for me to show her how I feel about her, how desperate and intense and fucking pure my feelings are.

      They are distilled, undiluted by even a shred of doubt. I fucking love this woman. I need her.

      I need her pussy wrapped around my cock.

      I need her bravery, her strength, her goodness.

      I need her heart.

      “Trent!”

      The last time she says my name, it’s a scream. Her back arches, her head tipping up toward the ceiling as her pussy clamps down hard, shortening my thrusts to choppy, shallow movements. She looks wild and feral, covered in a sheen of sweat as she rocks back against me.

      I’ll never want anyone else.

      That’s the thought that sends me over the edge, and I explode inside her, emptying myself completely as jet after jet of cum floods her pussy. With my dick empty and still pulsing softly inside her, I wrap my arms around her waist and drape myself over her, pressing kisses to her shoulder.

      “You can move your hands now, Ems,” I murmur, and she chuckles weakly.

      “Actually, I’m not sure I can.” She laughs breathlessly. “I’m not sure I can move any part of me.”

      With one more kiss, I straighten, sliding out of her as I pull her up to stand with me. Turning her in my arms, I press my lips to hers.

      Our fuck was hot and hard, but this kiss is simple. Tender.

      Our fuck was a promise, but this kiss is the seal on that promise.

      She kisses me back, blinking up at me with dazed, sated eyes when we break apart. She’s still got the plug in her ass, and I know she can feel it when she moves. My cock twitches again as she bites her lip, and I scoop her up into my arms, carrying her around the side of the bed and pulling the covers back before laying her on the mattress.

      West, Reese, and I are learning to share her. And I’m happy about that. I’m grateful for it.

      But tonight?

      Well, just for tonight, she’s all mine.
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      Trent loves me.

      I’ve heard stories of women whose boyfriends blurt out all kinds of lies during sex—I love you, baby; I want to marry you; I want to put a baby in you—only to take it back or deny they even said it later.

      But that’s not what happened last night. For one thing, he told me he loves me before we even started having sex. And for another, Trent’s the kind of guy who becomes more honest during sex, not less.

      And he loves me.

      It shocked the hell out of me when he said it, and I’m glad he kissed me before I had to figure out what to say back. Because if he hadn’t kissed me, I might’ve told him I love him too… and that scares the shit out of me.

      Not in a bad way.

      In a riding-a-roller-coaster-in-the-dark kind of way. The way I’m falling for all three of the Icons is terrifying and exhilarating all at once.

      It’s not new, really. I started falling for them when we were all in high school, barely old enough to really understand what those feelings meant. Everything that happened between us slowed my descent for a while, but now? Now I’m free falling. There’s no bottom to this love that I can see, and it’s overwhelming and shocking to realize the depth of my feelings for these men.

      My mind is a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions, but I struggle to focus—or at least look like I’m focusing—as I sit through a meeting at work. It’s almost lunchtime, and I had planned to spend the hour working on untangling the mess Leslie has made of my Facebook profile.

      But as I twirl my pen back and forth between my fingers, a new thought takes root. And I know what I have to do.

      The meeting wraps up, and as everyone files out of the room, I step toward Devon.

      “I need to take a half-day. I’m sorry. There’s something I really need to do.”

      His eyes narrow a little, one eyebrow quirking up. I’m not sure exactly what I’ve done to deserve it, but I know Devon likes me. He respects me. I hope that will give me a little leeway right now.

      “Is this about that girl who’s been harassing you?” he asks.

      I nod.

      His lips press into a thin line, and he dips his chin. “Then stop wasting time talking to me and go get her.”

      I can’t hide the grin that spreads across my face. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      Grabbing my bag, I slip out of the office and onto the street, already looking up directions on my phone. It’ll be a long bike ride, but I don’t want to wait and ask one of the guys for a ride. They’d probably try to talk me out of going or want to come with me, and I can’t let either of those things happen.

      I need to do this.

      Alone.

      Because Trent loves me, and whether I was prepared for it or not, I think I love him back. I love West. I love Reese.

      And you fight for what you love.

      The day is unseasonably warm, and I break a bit of a sweat as I ride my bike out to Sun Valley Rehab Center. My ass is still a little sore from yesterday, and a blush warms my cheeks at the memory of why. I know it wasn’t a coincidence that Trent fucked me while I had the plug in my ass. He was testing the waters, helping me prepare for what he knows I want.

      All three of them inside me at once.

      Just like in my dream.

      My body temperature rises for an entirely different reason than the exertion of biking, and I work to clear my thoughts as I pull to a stop outside the rehab facility where Leslie is staying. I’m about to venture into the belly of the beast, and I need to stay sharp.

      I lock up my bike, then smooth down my hair and straighten my shirt. My heart is beating hard and fast in my chest, but whatever I do, I can’t let Leslie know I’m nervous. She’s a shark, and fear is like blood in the water.

      Everything inside Sun Valley Rehab Center is clean and orderly. They’ve gone with a minimalist design, maybe as a way to try to soothe their inpatients or something, and large windows let in the bright sunshine from outside.

      “Can I help you?” A woman looks up from behind the front desk. She’s wearing the kind of floral blouse my grandma used to wear, and her curly hair frames her face.

      “Yes. I’m here to see Leslie Harstonn.”

      Her eyebrows lift slightly, but she turns back to her computer and types quickly. “I don’t have any guests listed for today.”

      “No.” I step a little closer. “I don’t have an appointment or anything. But I was her roommate at Clearwater University, and it’s really important that I speak with her.”

      “Oh!” Her face brightens a little. “She hasn’t had any visitors except her parents since she arrived.”

      She hasn’t?

      Shit. There goes my theory that she had someone bringing her a phone or smuggling in some kind of computer equipment under the guise of “visiting.” Still, I know she has to be getting help from outside the facility somehow. There’s no way she could still be actively fucking with our lives if she wasn’t.

      “I had a busy start to the semester,” I say, carefully avoiding lying outright. I’ve definitely been busy—just not with school. “But I finally got an afternoon off and wanted to come and see how she’s doing.”

      “Well, that’s very sweet of you.” The woman nods. “I’ll just need you to sign in.”

      I show her my ID and sign the form she indicates. I keep a neutral expression on my face, but as I go through the steps to be allowed inside the facility, I can’t help but wonder how on earth Leslie is getting help from the outside—this place isn’t quite Fort Knox, but they definitely take precautions to keep unauthorized people from getting inside.

      After I’m approved to enter, the woman behind the front desk has an orderly take me into the back. I follow along silently as the young man leads me through several hallways, finally stopping in front of a door at the far end of the building.

      “Here you are, miss.”

      He raps on the door, and a moment later, it swings open. Leslie’s gaze settles on him first, and she opens her mouth to speak, an annoyed look on her face. Then her mismatched blue and green eyes land on me, and her jaw snaps shut.

      The expression on her face is unreadable for a moment.

      Then she beams. “Emma! I’m so glad you came. Come in, come in.”

      Grabbing my hands, she pulls me inside the room. The orderly smiles and closes the door behind us, and the second he’s out of sight, Leslie’s expression changes again.

      She drops my hands and cocks her head, narrowing her eyes. “What the fuck do you want?”

      My blood runs cold at the way she changed so quickly, like someone flipped a switch inside her. But I guess that’s exactly what sociopaths do. They’re such good actors that nobody knows they’re acting.

      “I just want to talk to you,” I say, standing my ground and keeping my voice neutral.

      This might be a really stupid idea. I didn’t check with the guys or with Detective Walton before coming here, and for a moment, I curse myself for thinking I could play amateur detective.

      Leslie backs away from me, a sneer curling her lips. “What, have another heart to heart? Whine about how three of the hottest guys in school are all obsessed with you and you just couldn’t help but fuck them all?”

      The mocking tone of her voice sets my teeth on edge, but I know what’s beneath it.

      Jealousy.

      I trusted her as a friend and confidant during my first semester at Clearwater, and I told her things I’d never told anyone else. I confided in her when I slept with each of the Icons—but I wasn’t doing it to gloat. I told her all of that because I was genuinely fucked up in the head about it, unsure why all of this was happening or what to do with the intense emotions I felt toward each of them.

      But all she saw was an ungrateful slut who didn’t deserve the attention of one man, let alone three.

      Just like Caitlin Smith in high school, who went out of her way to drive a wedge between me and the Icons. Between me and my best friends. All in the hopes of having them for herself.

      This is personal, I remind myself. So let it be personal. Let her be jealous. It’ll make her stupid and sloppy.

      “No.” I smile placidly. “I don’t need your advice on my love life anymore. I’ve figured it out. Trent, West, Reese and I are together. All four of us. It’s perfect.”

      The mocking expression on her face slips slightly, surprise showing instead. I don’t think she expected to hear that. She probably thought that all the shit she’s been pulling on us would truly tear us apart. That the stress would set us at each other’s throats like wolves.

      She never thought it would actually make us band together. Make us stronger.

      Leslie recovers quickly, affixing a bored expression to her face as she settles back onto the bed. Her room is small, with a desk against one corner, a bed, and a wardrobe on the opposite wall. I don’t see a phone or computer anywhere, which isn’t surprising.

      “You think you’re so fucking special because you’ve got three guys falling over themselves for you?” She huffs out a laugh. “Trust me, it’s not so hard to get guys on the hook. You’re not the only one, and your vagina isn’t magical or anything.”

      The implication that I’m just using the guys for sex—or worse, that I’m using sex as a tool to get them to do what I want—infuriates me, but I do my best to keep my emotions under wraps just like she is. She’s trying to get under my skin, trying to make me doubt myself or feel like shit.

      And I won’t let her.

      “Yeah?” I allow myself a slightly smug grin. “You’ve got three boyfriends in here, do you? A little lockup hookup?”

      Her multi-colored eyes flash with irritation. Good. I’m getting to her as much as she’s getting to me. It hasn’t been that long since I last saw her, but at lot has happened since then. I feel like a different person. More confident, more in control. She can’t manipulate me the way she used to, and I can tell she hates that.

      “I wouldn’t date any of the losers in here.” She rolls her eyes like I’m crazy for even suggesting it. “I don’t need to anyway.”

      My pulse picks up a little, but I make sure not to give any outward sign. Instead, I lazily run my finger down the spine of a book that’s sitting on the desk.

      “Sure you don’t. I bet guys will be banging down your door as soon as you get out of here.”

      She shakes her head, a look of withering pity on her face. “That’s the problem with you, Emma. You never realized that some guys like bad girls. The more dangerous you are, the hotter you are. I’m plenty dangerous. And that’s what keeps my man interested. It took me a little while to realize that too, but when I did…” She grins. “Well, let’s just say things finally heated up between us.”

      I hardly dare draw in a breath, and I’m careful to keep from looking her directly in the eye.

      So she does have someone. Some guy she’s seeing.

      And I’m pretty sure I know who it is.

      I want to push for answers, to try to confirm my theory. But if I let her know what my guess is, she can start trying to cover her tracks.

      She can’t know that I have any idea how she’s been managing to connect to the outside world from a facility that bans the use of phones, laptops, and other devices.

      God, I hope I’m right.

      “I’m glad you have someone, Leslie,” I say softly. “And I hope he really does care about you—that he likes you for you, and not just because you manipulated him with sex or whatever. Because when it comes down to it, when the chips are all on the table and you need someone by your side, the only people who will be there are the ones who know you and love you. In spite of all your weaknesses and flaws.”

      I turn toward the door, but stop with my hand on the knob and look back over my shoulder.

      “I used to think you were one of those people to me. Now I know better. But I should thank you for helping me find the people who really are.”

      With that, I leave the room.
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      My legs shake as I make my way back through the hallways toward the front desk. I see a few orderlies walking through the corridors, but they ignore me as they go about their work. My mind is whirling, putting puzzle pieces together as I sort through the conversation I just had with Leslie.

      She gave away more than she meant to, I know that much. She might not even realize she gave me information I can use, but she did.

      The question is, did she give me enough to complete the puzzle?

      When I reach the front desk again, I smile at the woman who greeted me when I arrived. My gaze flashes down to read the name tag pinned to her shirt.

      Cheryl Becker.

      “How was your visit?” she asks as I approach. I see her gaze flit toward the clock on the wall, and I wonder if she’s noticed that my chat with Leslie didn’t last very long.

      “It was… good,” I say. “We each got some things off our chests, I think.” I lean on the front counter a little, lowering my voice. “She really hasn’t had any other visitors?”

      “No.” Cheryl shakes her head. “None. Except her family, twice.”

      “No guys came to see her?”

      I’m aware my question is too personal, and that it’ll probably make Cheryl clam up, but I need to know. There has to be something. Leslie made it clear she’s got a guy on the hook. A guy who likes how dangerous she is, and who would do anything for her.

      There has to be some evidence of his existence. Some way he’s been in touch with her if he’s helping her while she’s confined.

      “No.” Just as I expected, Cheryl’s brows pull together. The single word is drawn out, as if she’s buying herself time to consider why I’m asking about this.

      “Right.” I force a smile onto my face, trying not to let my disappointment show.

      Dammit. I was so close.

      There’s something I’m missing. I know it.

      I’m about to turn and head for the door when another orderly emerges from the back.

      Only this face, I recognize.

      Holy shit.

      Grabbing a brochure from the front desk, I open it and study it intently, letting my blonde hair cascade down to shield my face. My heart is beating out a hard, fast rhythm in my chest, and I swear I don’t take a breath until the orderly disappears into the back again.

      “Miss, are you alright?” Cheryl looks concerned as I straighten and put the brochure back.

      “Yes.” I nod jerkily. “I’m fine. Um, can I ask, how long has that orderly worked here?” I gesture toward where the man I recognized stepped into the back. “Rory?”

      Cheryl’s eyebrows rise, and she shoots a confused look in the direction I’m indicating. “Oh, that boy’s name isn’t Rory. It’s Miles Mather. He’s new here, he just started a little after the new year. Does he look like someone you know?”

      I gaze at her, blinking stupidly for a moment.

      He doesn’t just look like someone I know. He is someone I know. Rory, the guy Leslie was dating last semester.

      “I—I must’ve been mistaken,” I stammer quickly, before turning and walking out as fast as I can. I need to leave before he comes back and catches sight of me, before Leslie realizes there’s a chance I could’ve seen him.

      Rory is working at the facility.

      Only not as Rory, but as Miles Mather—an identity switch that would be easy enough for someone like Leslie to pull off. Once she realized her parents were sending her to rehab, she must’ve set this all up. And Rory, the kind of guy who’s obviously attracted to dangerously crazy women, got on board with it. When Leslie was pretending to be normal and well-adjusted, their relationship fizzled.

      But sneaking around? Helping her get contraband into the rehab facility? Probably fucking her in her room, knowing they could get caught?

      I guess that was the shot of adrenaline their relationship needed.

      My stomach churns as I hurry to my bike, pulling out my phone as I go. I unlock the bike and walk it several blocks away before I call Detective Walton and tell him everything.

      It’s all still a patchwork of hunches. I don’t have any evidence, except for the fact that I recognized Rory and he apparently isn’t going by his given name at his new job.

      But Walton listens, not interrupting. And when I finish, there’s a note of triumph in his voice as he tells me he’ll look into it—that he’ll take over from here.

      He’s a cop. He’s got the resources to investigate and issue warrants. He can tie this up.

      But he needed me to find the loose thread. And I finally did.

      “Well done, Miss Holloway,” he tells me. “You did well. I’m impressed.”

      “You’ll keep me posted? Let me know what you find out?” I press, glancing back in the direction of Sun Valley. It’s out of sight now, but somehow I feel like Leslie can still see me. Like she’s a witch who’s got eyes everywhere.

      Not for long though, hopefully.

      Sun Valley might be secure, but it’s nowhere near as secure as a prison.

      I could try to make it back to the office for the last couple hours of the work day, but I need a little time to process everything that just happened. And I really want to tell the guys. I’m a little nervous about it too, honestly. They’re all so protective, I can’t imagine they’ll be thrilled about me going to see Leslie on my own.

      My bike ride home is slow and leisurely. I take my time, appreciating the view and the warm sun beaming down on my skin. This was one of the things I missed most when we left California—the bright sunshine that seems like it could cut through any gloom.

      For the first time in a while, giddy optimism fills me. There are still obstacles and hurdles to overcome in my future, but maybe now I’ll be able to actually focus on them without constantly looking over my shoulder. And when they come, I’ll have three men standing beside me to help me face them.

      It takes me long enough to get back to the Icons’ house that all three of the guys are there when I walk through the front door. Reese and West are on the couch, West sipping a beer, while Trent sits on the easy chair nearby. They’re all watching a game on TV, but as I push through the door, their heads turn in unison.

      Trent grabs the remote and switches off the TV, his body instantly going tense.

      “You’re home early. What’s going on, Ems?”

      “You okay?” Reese adds, his green eyes narrowing as he skims his gaze up and down my body like he’s looking for injuries.

      West stands, looking ready to beat the hell out of someone, and my heart swells at the immediacy of their reaction. I have no doubt all three of them would march out of this house right now to take on the world if I needed them to.

      But as much as I love having them in my corner, I’m no shrinking violet or delicate flower. I can take care of myself—something this whole mess finally taught me.

      “I’m okay.” I hold my hands up, and West grudgingly settles back onto the couch as I come to stand before all of them, taking the spot in front of the now-black TV screen. “I went to visit Leslie today.”

      “You what?”

      Now all three men are back on their feet, and I feel a shiver work down my spine, a combination of fear and arousal. They’re a formidable force when they’re all united like this, moving in sync as if they share a brain. It’s intimidating as hell to witness, but it’s also sexy as fuck. They’ve demonstrated repeatedly what they can all do when they work together, when they set their singular focus on taking care of me and bringing me pleasure, and my clit throbs a little even as I raise my hands again.

      “It’s okay. I’m okay,” I reassure them. My gaze flits to Trent. “I woke up this morning knowing I had to do something. And that thing you said a while ago kept flashing through my mind. That Leslie was bound to make a mistake sooner or later because this was personal. It was emotional—not calculated and cold.”

      “Yeah.” He’s watching me warily, as if he still can’t quite believe I talked to Leslie and made it out unscathed.

      “Well, when I was going through my Facebook account the other day, I realized that the only people she sent that message with the virus to were people I knew from CU. Other students. That got me thinking that Detective Walton was probably right—she had help on the outside, someone at Clearwater.”

      I take a deep breath, my fingers twisting together.

      “I don’t know if there’s anyone in the world Leslie hates more than me. I still don’t understand why she hates me so much, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to keep her cool talking to me the same way she would if she was questioned by the cops, or even by you guys. She’s angry at me and jealous of me, and no matter what, she wants to one-up me. So I poked her.” My smile finally breaks free. “And she slipped up.”

      Reese’s emerald eyes gleam as he takes a step closer to me. I can see the hope expanding inside him, see the gleeful grin ready to erupt over his face. “What are you saying, Ems?”

      “I know how she’s been hacking us. And if Detective Walton is able to move fast, it should give him enough to connect her to everything that’s been done to us.”

      My body buzzing with adrenaline, I tell them everything. Their expressions harden as I recount my conversation with Leslie, and I see Trent’s hands clench into fists. But I keep going, forging ahead until I reach the end.

      “I called Walton,” I add. “He’s on it. He said he’ll keep me posted.”

      There’s silence for a moment after that. All three men are still watching me closely, their gazes burning pathways over my skin. Finally, West speaks, his voice rough.

      “You didn’t have to do that, Emma. One of us could’ve gone to see her. Or we could’ve all gone as your backup.”

      “I know.” My voice softens as I shake my head slightly. “I know you would’ve, West. All of you. I really do believe that. But this was something I had to do on my own. Because Leslie was threatening people I loved, and I couldn’t let her do that anymore.”

      The words hang in the space between us, infusing the air with something I can’t even put a name to. The three Icons freeze as if they’ve been struck by lightning.

      When Trent told me he loved me last night, I don’t know if he even realized he said it. It was more like a truth he had thought in his head dozens of times finally slipped out of his mouth, something he was so used to thinking that it didn’t even strike him as strange when he spoke the words out loud.

      But my statement was deliberate, and I know the men felt every word.

      They move at the same time, prowling toward me like hungry lions. Humor and heat glint in Reese’s green eyes, while West’s gray irises churn with a cacophony of emotions. Trent’s nostrils are flared wide, and when Reese wraps his arms around me and pulls me to him, the other two men converge on me too, pinning me between three solid bodies.

      “You love us, Ems?” Reese asks, his voice low. “All of us?”

      I chuckle, although the sound is breathless. “Of course all three of you. I told you I could never choose.”

      West’s demanding, possessive hands roam over the curve of my waist. He grips my hip tightly as he presses closer to me, nuzzling his face into my hair as he murmurs, “We love you too.”

      My knees go soft as noodles, and I grab on to Reese tightly to stay upright as Trent’s hand comes around my neck—not squeezing, but just tight enough to make every cell in my body aware of his touch.

      “We love you so fucking much that we won’t stand for you putting yourself in harm’s way ever again. Not for us, not for anything. We take care of you, got it?”

      “A-fucking-men,” West adds. He’s still got his face buried in my hair, and his warm breath sends tingles down my spine.

      “Yeah. And I hate to break it to you, Ems, but we outvote you on this one. It’s three to one.” Reese’s voice is playful, but his grip on me tightens, the same warning in it that I feel in Trent’s touch.

      My heart is hammering against my ribs, and heat is gathering in my belly like lava. My pussy clenches around nothing, the slight ache in my ass only making arousal spike higher.

      “You know,” I joke breathlessly. “I’m not sure I like you all ganging up on me like this. I think I should get three votes to make things even.”

      Trent chuckles. His grip on my neck loosens as his lips find the skin of my shoulder.

      “Not gonna happen, Ems.”

      “And besides, you like it when we gang up on you.” Reese rolls his hips against me as he speaks, letting me feel how hard he is and sending a cascade of butterflies flapping through my belly.

      My laugh turns into a groan as West’s hand slides up my shirt, his fingers finding my nipple and sending little jolts of sensation through me.

      Fuck. They’re right.

      I do like this.

      I really, really do.
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      Steam from the shower fills the small space as hot water pours over me. I dip my face beneath the spray and scrub a hand down my face as I shake droplets of water from my hair.

      It’s almost over.

      It’s almost fucking over.

      This thing with Leslie was more of a nightmare than any of us bargained for, and I can’t wait until that crazy bitch is behind bars. Not that I still won’t sleep with one eye open or get touchy anytime someone even looks at Emma funny. But it’ll be one less thing to worry about, and that’s good.

      Emma’s face floats through my mind. Her soft, bow-shaped lips that smile so easily. Her big brown eyes, the soft waves of her hair.

      When she first showed up on campus, I fucked my fist till my dick was raw trying to get her out of my mind. I wanted her gone. I wanted the things she made me feel to stop. It was too much for me to handle—or at least I thought it was.

      But now I realize it was just because even then, I was grappling with my feelings for her. Refusing to see them for what they were.

      Love.

      Possessiveness.

      A need to make her mine.

      Now that I have her, now that all of us have her, those feelings that used to make me think my chest might explode fill me up like air—like the very thing I need to survive.

      Emma is my lifeline. My savior.

      Fucking hell, I guess falling in love turned me to a damn poet.

      I smile lazily, reaching down to stroke my cock lightly. It hardened as my thoughts drifted to Emma, although I don’t feel the same desperate need for relief I used to. I don’t feel like my need for her will tear me apart.

      Because I have her. And that knowledge sits inside my chest like the most precious treasure in the goddamn world.

      My eyes drift shut, my strokes becoming a little harder.

      When I hear a soft click, my head jerks up in time to see the door open. And when Emma steps inside, it feels for a moment like I summoned her with the sheer force of my desire.

      I make no move to hide what I was doing, letting her take in the sight of me surrounded by a haze of steam and water, fist clenched around my cock. Her cheeks flush and she draws her lower lip between her teeth as she closes the door behind her.

      “Detective Walton just called,” she says, still gazing hungrily at me through the glass of the shower stall. “They arrested Rory this morning, and he gave them everything they needed. They’re heading to Sun Valley this afternoon. He just wanted me to know. It’s done.”

      The last bit of tension in my body breaks, and a slow smile spreads across my face as I stare back at her.

      “Emma,” I say, my voice a deep growl. “I love the fuck outta you. But next time you say Detective Walton’s name while I’m fisting my cock, I’m gonna make you pay for it on your back.”

      Her eyes fly wide in surprise, and then she laughs. A cocky smile tilts her lips as she reaches down with both hands to tug off her t-shirt. It’s been a lazy Saturday morning, so she’s still wearing her sleep clothes, but it doesn’t take long for her to kick off her shorts and panties too, leaving her completely naked.

      Then she slips into the shower stall with me, her nipples peaking instantly at the contrast between the hot steam and the cool air outside the shower.

      “Say what?” she asks innocently, her gaze landing on my cock again. I was semi-hard while I was thinking of her and lazily stroking myself, but now my dick is like steel in my fist, pulsing angrily against my palm as it demands to feel her sweet wet heat. “Walton?”

      I grunt, releasing my shaft and wrapping my arms around the little tease, pulling her against me and pressing my aching dick into her stomach. Her body is already slick from the water, and she feels so fucking good in my arms.

      “You feel like being bad today, do you?” I growl.

      She shrugs, her gorgeous brown eyes glinting in the light. “I’m just so glad it’s over. So glad Walton called.”

      With a feral noise, I lift her into my arms, wrapping her legs around me and spinning her so her back is against the tiles. She’s pinned there, and I used that to my advantage, grinding against her, pulsing my hips in small movements as my dick runs between her wet folds. Teasing her but not quite giving her what she wants.

      “I told you, Ems. I’ll make you pay for that.”

      She grins, undulating against me, teasing me right back. “But you’re not fisting your cock anymore. So I can say Walton all I want.”

      This started out as a game, but the further we push each other, the more intense my need for her becomes—and the less I want to hear her say that fucker’s name.

      Yeah, he helped us nail Leslie, and he does seem like a good cop and a good guy. But I don’t want Emma saying any name that isn’t mine, Trent’s, or Reese’s.

      So I grab her ass in a tight grip, lift her slightly to line myself up, and then drop her on my cock, impaling her in one hard stroke.

      “West!” she screams, her legs locking around me as her fingernails dig into my scalp, her hands clenching fistfuls of my wet hair.

      That’s better.

      Grabbing a handful of her hair, I force her to meet my gaze as I draw out and slam back into her. We both let out raw noises of satisfaction, and her mouth drops open slightly as she gasps for breath.

      “You like this, baby?” I mutter as I begin to fuck her in earnest. “You like knowing how crazy you make me?”

      “You… make me… crazy,” she whimpers back, her voice broken up by the force of my thrusts.

      Good. I’m glad the feeling is mutual. That’s how it should be.

      Hot water cascades over us as we fuck, turning her skin a gorgeous shade of pink. My mouth latches onto the spot at the base of her neck, and I bite down hard, sucking hard on her delicate skin. Her pussy clenches around me like a vice, and I make her scream my name twice more before she finally comes, twisting and writhing against the tiles as I hold her up.

      I’m right there. Ready to follow her over the edge.

      But even knowing this isn’t the last time between us, that there will be hundreds more times, I always hate to let it end. I never want to stop being inside her.

      “Look at me, Emma,” I command, and she blinks her tired eyes open, breathing hard as she meets my gaze.

      I thrust hard and slow, burying myself to the hilt to punctuate each of my words.

      “I. Love. You.”

      On the last word, I come hard, filling her with my cum as I rock my hips against hers, grinding against her clit and dragging her into another orgasm with me.

      We stay like that for a while, letting our breath return to normal. My cock is softening, cum sliding out from where her pussy still clenches around my dick. And still, I’m not ready to let go. I’ll never be ready.

      “As much as I like you getting me dirty,” she finally says, pressing kisses to my neck and shoulder. “We should get clean. He Who Shall Not Be Named will be going to Sun Valley soon, and I want to be there. I want to see.”

      I’m amused and satisfied by her new nickname for the detective, but the quiet vulnerability in her voice as she speaks those last words distracts me from our game. I pull back, looking into her eyes as I brush wet strands of hair off her face with one hand.

      “We’ll be there with you, Ems. We’ll be right there with you.”

      She turns into my touch, nuzzling against my hand like a cat. When her brown eyes tilt back up toward me, I see warmth and truth and love in them.

      “I know you will.”
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      There’s no need for us to be present for Leslie’s arrest. Detective Walton got all the evidence he needed, as well as a full confession from Rory—who clearly has issues of his own if the thing that made him get back together with Leslie was the prospect of breaking the law with her.

      But I want to be here.

      I need the closure.

      I need to see it with my own eyes so I’ll really believe it’s over. And honestly, I think the guys do too. They’ve forgiven me for sneaking off to see her on my own a week ago, but I want them to be here with me for this. For Leslie to see the four of us standing strong and tall, a completely united force.

      That’s the image I want her to carry in her mind as she’s carted off to jail to await a trail.

      A reminder that she didn’t break any of us.

      She made us stronger.

      “Ready?” Reese murmurs, his voice tense. “Here we go.”

      We’re standing across the street from Sun Valley Rehab Center, and as he speaks, the doors open. Leslie blinks in the bright sunlight, her blue and green eyes squinting against the harsh rays as she looks around. Her hands are behind her back, and Detective Walton leads her with a firm grip on her elbow.

      As she follows him grudgingly toward the waiting police car, her gaze lifts, landing immediately on me. I didn’t say a word, and none of us even moved—but she knew we were here anyway.

      A dozen different emotions flash across her face as she takes in the sight of us, but there are two I don’t see.

      There’s no guilt.

      And there’s no triumph.

      She’s not sorry, I think. I’m not sure if someone like Leslie can ever be sorry, can ever truly understand the wrongness of what they did. Trent, West, and Reese were horrible to me once upon a time, but all three of them worked to make amends for what they did. They regretted their actions. And that’s why I forgave them.

      Leslie probably won’t ever reach that point.

      But that’s okay.

      I don’t need her apology, and I don’t need her amends. Because she didn’t win.

      We did.

      West and Trent both shift closer to me on either side, and Reese’s hands settle firmly on my hips, my back pressed to his front. I feel all three of them around me, supporting and comforting me.

      Protecting me.

      We stay like that, watching silently as Leslie is put into the police car. Walton glances our way too, tipping his head in acknowledgement before sliding into the car as well. It rumbles off, and the street grows quiet.

      “That’s it,” I murmur, shaking my head in something almost like disbelief. “It’s done. It’s over. Life can go back to fucking normal now.”

      “Not exactly.” Trent’s voice has a hard edge of determination to it, and I glance over at him, startled. He cocks his head at me, his blue eyes glinting. “Normal would be you going to school with us, Ems. Going to class like you’re supposed to. On a scholarship you earned.”

      I pull away from Reese a little so that I can turn around and face all three of the guys.

      “That was the old normal,” I say, shaking my head. “My new normal is working and figuring out where to go from here. And I’m okay with that. I like my job, and I’m ready to move forward.”

      Trent just shakes his head stubbornly, and West and Reese have the same expression on their faces too. It looks like I’m about to be outvoted again, although I don’t know how much that really matters. What’s done is done. Just because the four of us worked through things and managed to get to a much better place, that doesn’t mean we can just snap our fingers and make things magically reset to how they were.

      I open my mouth, but before I can say anything, Trent takes my hand, cutting me off.

      As if he knows exactly what I was about to say, he shakes his head. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot, Ems. And I think there might be a way. It’ll involve a lot of work, and a lot of groveling, but I’m willing to do it. We all are. Will you let us try?”
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      It does take a lot of work.

      But the guys and I are a much better team than we were last semester, so I think we manage to put together a much better final presentation than we did when we were paired up the first time.

      It takes us two weeks of late nights and early mornings, fitting in writing and research around work and the guys’ other class projects. But we get it done.

      Now all that’s left is the groveling.

      All of us will have a part to play in this phase of Trent’s plan. I know he plans on groveling the most, but the truth is, none of us are entirely guiltless in this story. Maybe that’s why we were eventually able to forgive each other.

      Professor Sykes looks up in surprise as Trent raps on the door frame of his office. His gray hair is just as wild and untamed as it was last semester, making him look a bit like a mad scientist.

      His bushy eyebrows lift when he recognizes us, and he leans back in his seat. “Can I help you?”

      “Yeah.” Trent leads the way into his office, and all four of us gather in front of his desk. West is carrying the new binder that holds our completed project—a new version, better and more detailed than the first.

      It strays a little from the original assignment we were given, but we’re banking on piquing Professor Sykes’ curiosity.

      This project is about us. It’s essentially a study in revenge and retribution, in how small groups come together and fall apart, and why. It’s a study in how modern technology has impacted the way people with a vendetta can act on their anger, and about how quickly ‘tit-for-tat’ can spiral out of control.

      It’s a confession.

      It’s an apology.

      It’s a plea for a second chance.

      “We all failed your class last semester,” West begins.

      “Yes.” Professor Sykes nods. “I remember.”

      “We never turned in our final project.” Trent takes the binder from West and holds it out. “Not because we didn’t do it—but because I destroyed it instead of delivering it to you like I was supposed to.”

      That takes Sykes by surprise. He jerks his head back a little, his gaze flashing over all four of us as if he’s seeing us in a slightly new light. Whether that light is good or bad, I’m not sure. But even if it’s bad, we can’t stop now.

      “If you’re wondering why I’d do something so stupid and self-sabotaging,” Trent continues ruefully, gesturing to the binder as Professor Sykes takes it and opens it. “It’s all in there.”

      “Hmm.”

      Sykes doesn’t say more than that for a long time. He flips through the pages of the binder, his brows rising and falling as he reads everything we’ve written. I can tell he’s engrossed, taken in by the story that’s woven through the report.

      For several long minutes, we all just stand there watching him. Finally, he folds his arms on the desk in front of him and looks up, cocking his head to the side.

      “This is very interesting. And very well done. Worth full marks, certainly.”

      I want to exhale a relieved breath, but I don’t. Because I know he’s not done.

      “But,” he adds. “It’s over a month late. What do you want me to do with it?”

      “We want you to accept it. To speak to the school administrators on our behalf and accept our final project retroactively,” Trent says. A muscle in his jaw ticks as he adds, “Not for me. I’ll take the ‘F’ on my transcript. I earned it.” His gaze moves to me, his light blue eyes burning intensely. “But for her. She didn’t earn it, and she didn’t deserve it. She put in the work, and I was the one who wrecked that for her.”

      “I see.” Professor Sykes rubs a hand over his chin, turning to Reese and West. “And for you two? What do you want?”

      “I want her back in school,” Reese says immediately, tilting his head toward me. “I don’t care about my own grade.”

      “Same.” West’s voice is firm. “A ‘fail’ didn’t do more than knock our GPAs down a bit. It got Emma kicked out of Clearwater. And that’s not fucking fair.”

      I wince at the f-bomb he just dropped, but Sykes doesn’t even seem to notice. Still looking thoughtful, he squints slightly. “And you are aware that life isn’t fair, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah,” West says, and the heavy bluntness in his voice makes me think of his father, and the shit West had to go through growing up. Of how well acquainted he is with the fact that life isn’t fair.

      He could play that card right now. Try to garner sympathy from Professor Sykes. But instead, he leaves his answer at just the one word, keeping his gaze fixed on the older man before us.

      Sykes nods thoughtfully, glancing back down at the thick binder before him. He flips through the pages again, making little noises in the back of his throat as he reads.

      Oh fuck, I can’t take this. The anticipation is killing me.

      I reach out and grab Reese and Trent’s hands, gripping them tightly like I’m waiting for a firing squad to unleash a volley of bullets at me. I’d made my peace with no longer being a student at Clearwater, with moving forward in a different direction with my life. But once Trent and the others planted the seed of the idea in my head, it took root—and as I stand before Professor Sykes, it strikes me just how badly I want this.

      We’ve put in so much work. We’ve come so fucking far.

      Please. Please. Not just for me, but for them too.

      I still see that haunted look on Trent’s face sometimes. And although I’ve reassured him that the past is in the past, and that there are worse things that could’ve happened than losing my scholarship to CU, I know how much he wants to make things right.

      Professor Sykes looks up again, and his keen gaze falls to my hands enfolded in Reese and Trent’s. He takes in all four of us again, and then finally he nods.

      “You’ve modified the assignment to fit your own aims,” he comments. “But I can’t deny you did well with it. And the fact that after everything you’ve been through, you’re still standing here together—well, that’s something worth rewarding, I think. Besides, I have tenure. So I can do whatever the fuck I want.”

      I almost choke on my tongue at his last words, realizing that maybe it was stupid of me to have worried about West cursing in front of our professor. Sykes obviously has a saltier side to him than he usually revealed in class.

      Honestly, it makes me like him more.

      “Yeah, alright.” The gray-haired man chuckles. “I’ll agree to retroactively give you an ‘A.’ But you’ll still have to convince the admins to let you back in.” He rolls his eyes. “In theory, if your admission was contingent on grades, then this should do it. But they’re a bunch of stuffy assholes over there, so be prepared to argue your case.”

      “We will, Professor,” I say quickly, excitement humming through my veins. “We promise.”

      I have no doubt he’s right, and I know it’s not quite over yet, but that doesn’t stop the hope from blooming in my chest.

      This really might work after all.

      And if it does, I am so signing up for Professor Sykes’ next class.
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      Two days later, we have a meeting with Dean Philips and a few other admins.

      And it turns out Professor Sykes downplayed his clout at this place quite a bit. Not only does he get to do whatever he wants because he’s tenured, he’s actually a very respected and prized professor on the school’s staff.

      And although I have a feeling he’d deny it up and down if I ever pressed him on it, I think the old man went to bat for us.

      The meeting isn’t exactly easy or pleasant, but about halfway through it, I start to realize that the dean is just going through the motions of being a hard-ass—making sure we know that this kind of behavior won’t be tolerated, and that I’m expected to keep my grades up from here on out. That this is my last Hail Mary pass, and if I blow it this time, there won’t be a single thing I can do to reverse their decision.

      I sit there and listen quietly and patiently, trying to keep a serious expression on my face and not grin like an idiot.

      Because I know their decision has been made.

      They’re going to let me back in.

      “Of course, you won’t be able to start until next fall,” Dean Philips tells me, tapping his pen against the desk in his office. “Or you could take some summer classes to try to catch up, but that’ll be dependent on how hard you want to work and what classes you’re looking to take. It’s too late in the semester for us to get you into any classes now—you’ll have missed too much work.”

      “That’s okay,” I agree quickly. I can feel the three Icons’ gazes on me, and I shoot a glance at them, nodding to let them know I’m totally fine with this. “I actually just started working a job I really like, so this will let me get my feet under me a little more before I start trying to juggle work and school.”

      “Alright. As long as you don’t let your job interfere with your classwork.”

      “It won’t.”

      The dean dips his head in a nod. He looks like he’s ready to get this meeting over with, and I wonder if he fully grasps how one hour out of his busy day has changed the course of my life. For him, it means he’s late for dinner. For me, it means I get a great education at an affordable cost, which means I can study a subject I care about and leave here prepared to put my best foot forward in the world.

      To him, it may be nothing.

      But to me, it’s everything.

      Dean Philips glances over at the other admins, then back to me. “Well then, welcome back to Clearwater University, Ms. Holloway. We’ll get the paperwork all taken care of so that you’ll be ready to start back by the summer if you so choose.”

      I swear I can feel a collective sigh of relief behind me as the three Icons each blow out a breath. My stomach feels like it’s packed full of butterflies, and I want to jump up and scream out my joy, but instead I give a polite nod.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The meeting wraps up, and all four of us head downstairs. As we walk down the hallway toward the exit, Trent wraps an arm around my shoulders, pressing a kiss to my temple. His lips linger, his breath warm against my skin, and on my other side, West’s hand rests on my lower back, fingers just grazing the curve of my ass.

      Ever since we decided among ourselves that we were going to give this four-person relationship a real shot, none of the guys have held back about touching me or showing affection in public.

      I love it.

      It’s just one more of the little ways they show me how much they’ve changed and reassure me that they’d do anything for me. They’re not hiding their feelings for me, and they’re all confident enough in my feelings for them that they don’t care what the world thinks.

      We step outside into the bright early spring sunlight, and Reese pulls me into his arms, kissing me soundly. His eyes are dancing when he pulls away, and he tucks a strand of blonde hair behind my ear before he waggles his eyebrows.

      “So, what do you want to do to celebrate? Because we are celebrating.”

      My stomach flutters with nerves, and my fingers unconsciously dig into the firm muscles of his back.

      “Actually,” I murmur, “there is one thing I want to do. That I need to do. I don’t know if it’s really going to be a celebration, but it’s time. And I’d like you guys to be there with me when I do it.”

      Reese’s brow crinkles, his usually lighthearted expression turning serious as he reads the look on my face. “What is it, Ems? I mean, you know we’ll be there. For anything. But what’s up?”

      Trent and West step closer, protective worry filling their features, and I glance at each of them before answering Reese. “I need to tell my dad. About us. About everything.”

      Trent stiffens, and I see the muscles of his throat work as he swallows. But he doesn’t hesitate for even a second before saying, “We’ll be there for you.”

      I know what he thinks. He thinks this will be the end, the moment when this amazing thing we’ve built blows up in our faces. Our parents don’t know yet that all four of us are in a relationship, and that alone would be a little nerve-wracking to explain.

      But there’s a lot more to it than that.

      After handing our new final project over to Professor Sykes, I couldn’t get over the gnawing guilt I felt every time I considered the fact that a college professor I barely know has more insight into my life than my dad does. That’s not right. It’s not how things should be. My dad loves me—for so long, it was just the two of us after my mom died. And he deserves to be a bigger part of my life than I’ve allowed him to be.

      I know this is the right thing. But it’s scary.

      How will he react?

      I’ve already decided I won’t let it change things for me. In the past six months, I’ve become a stronger person, more confident in who I am and what I want. No matter what my dad says, I won’t let it affect how I feel about the three men I’ve started dating.

      “Well, no time like the present, I guess,” Reese murmurs, glancing over my shoulder as his gaze catches on something behind me.

      Even without turning around, I know what he’s looking at.

      My dad.

      I asked him to meet me here after my meeting with the dean, and he’s right on time. He must’ve come here straight from the office.

      “Ems!” My father calls out as we all turn to face him. “What’s all this about? You’re back in school? How—”

      “It’s a long story,” I say with a weary smile. I give Reese’s hand a quick squeeze before stepping away from him to approach my dad. “Can we go for a little walk? I have to explain a couple things to you.”

      He looks a little flummoxed, but he nods anyway. “Of course. Sure.”

      With a glance at the guys, I step up beside him and we make our way down one of the paved paths that cuts across campus. The three Icons all trail behind us, at a far enough distance to allow us privacy, but close enough that I can feel their silent support.

      “So?” My dad looks at me, hope and curiosity burning in his eyes. “What’s going on here? I mean, I’m thrilled you’re back at Clearwater, but how did you manage it? They were very clear on the terms of your admission.”

      “Yeah, they were,” I agree. “It took a lot of work, but I was lucky to have a lot of help. Reese, Trent, and West all went above and beyond for me to make this happen.”

      “That’s good.” He smiles, glancing back at them. “I’m glad you’ve got them on your side, honey. What did you all do to change the administrators’ minds?”

      “Well…”

      My mouth dries out, and I clear my throat. It would be so easy to keep lying. To make up some rosy story about why it all worked out and bury the past. But I’m done doing that. Miscommunications and lies are what got us all into this mess in the first place, and I don’t want any of that to taint my future with the guys.

      So I don’t lie. I start at the beginning, all the way back at Amundsen High, and I tell Dad everything.

      I clean up some details and brush over a few particulars—no father in the world wants to hear about his daughter’s sex life—but I tell him enough to give him a full view of what’s been going on in my life and how things got to this point.

      His footsteps slow as I speak, his face becoming an unreadable mask as he listens to me divulge truths I should’ve spoken a long time ago.

      I thought it would get easier once I started talking, but instead, every word out of my mouth seems to take more effort until I finally reach the point in the story where Trent destroyed our group project, bombing all of our grades and getting me kicked out of Clearwater University.

      Dad stops walking entirely, his face turning an ashen shade of gray. A muscle in his jaw ticks, and suddenly, he whips around and storms toward the three men who are lingering behind us.

      “What the fuck were you thinking?” he growls, grabbing Trent by the front of his shirt as soon as he reaches him.

      My heart just about bursts out of my throat as my stomach drops into my shoes.

      Oh, shit.

      I’ve barely ever heard my dad swear in my life. He doesn’t mind when I do, but he’s just not the type of person who expresses himself like that.

      Except when he’s really pissed.

      Trent’s body tenses, and his nostrils flare. I know how much effort it’s taking him to hold back, to not meet anger with anger. His hands clench into fists, and for a wild, panicked second I think he might hit my dad.

      Then his eyes shift to me. The bright blue of his irises gleams like ice as his gaze seems to pierce all the way down to my soul. His fingers uncurl, and his broad shoulders relax slightly.

      “I wasn’t thinking,” he says carefully, turning back to my dad. “I was acting like a reckless asshole, and I almost destroyed the thing I care about most in the world. But you have my word, I will never do anything to hurt Emma again.”

      “Again?” My dad puffs up in anger, still glowering at Trent. Reese and West have come to stand behind their friend, backing him up and offering silent support, and Dad glares at them too. “Is that supposed to make things better? Haven’t you all done enough?”

      “Dad!” I step forward, catching his arm and pulling him back. I know Trent won’t let himself fly off the handle at my father, but I can’t stand watching this. The three Icons have done their penance; they’ve paid their dues. “Didn’t you hear what I told you before? I wouldn’t be back in school if it wasn’t for these men. I wouldn’t have a job or a place to live!”

      “You wouldn’t have needed those things!” Dad bursts out, turning to face me. “Don’t you see, sweetheart? They’re the reason you ended up in that hole in the first place! They’re supposed to get credit for digging you out? For helping you get back to the same place where you were before they started messing with your life?”

      I put myself in between my father and the Icons, creating a physical barrier between him and them. My heart is hammering in my chest, adrenaline coursing through me. I won’t let myself regret telling Dad the truth, but now I have to make him understand the full breadth of it. What all of this really means. How far these men and I have come.

      “I’m not in the same place I was, Dad! Can’t you see that? I’m stronger. I’m more confident. I know who I am now. And I have three men I love standing by my side, prepared to take on the world with me. I’m so much better off now, and I don’t care that I had to go through hell to get here. I wouldn’t change any of it, because this is exactly where I want to be.”

      Dad freezes.

      His gaze settles on my face, his expression unreadable. The anger has faded a little, but I can’t quite figure out what emotion has risen up to replace it.

      “What are you saying, Ems?” he asks softly.

      “I’m saying I… I fell in love with my three best friends. My three worst enemies. The three men who know me better than anyone else in the world, and who I can’t imagine my life without. I’m dating them, Dad. All of them. We’re… together.”

      Oh God, I think I might pass out.

      It feels amazing to say it out loud, but utterly terrifying too. There’s a chance that not only will Dad never forgive the guys for what they’ve done, but that he’ll disapprove of our relationship so strongly that he’ll never speak to me again.

      The thought makes my blood turn to water, but I steel myself against the fear. My dad loves me. I don’t think he’d ever cut me out of his life entirely. And if he disavows me because he can’t handle the truth of who I am, of what feels utterly right to me, then I’ll forge a path on my own.

      If he can’t love me for who I am, I don’t want him to love me for who I’m not. I refuse to wear a mask around him anymore.

      Dad still hasn’t spoken, and to my surprise, West’s voice fills the silence.

      “It’s true, sir. None of us expected things to work out this way either, but now that we’re here, I can’t imagine it any other way. We love your daughter. And we want your blessing to be with her. But—and I say this with all due respect—there’s nothing, not even your disapproval, that could make us stop loving her.”

      His words are simple. Plain. Spoken with such blunt conviction that they make my heart expand in my chest until there doesn’t seem to be room for anything else.

      I take a step backward, closer to the three Icons, and I feel each of them move forward to meet me, their bodies supporting and sheltering mine. Each one of them touches me somewhere, and the warmth of their skin seeps into me, lending me strength.

      “Dad.” I meet my father’s still shell-shocked gaze. “Look at me. Really look at me. Can’t you see how much happier I am? How much more solid I am? This is who I want to be. This is my choice.”

      He blinks, a line appearing between his eyebrows as his gaze shifts a little. He stares at me, and the knot of worry in my stomach begins to unwind as I see his posture relax.

      He sees it. He knows it’s true.

      Clearing his throat, he nods. Then he looks sharply at Trent, a warning flashing in his eyes.

      “You’d better treat her right, or I’ll kick your ass.”

      I sputter at his words, but Trent just chuckles. When I glance over at him, I see him sharing a look with his two best friends.

      “Understood,” he says, turning back to my dad. “Although if I ever hurt Emma again, you wouldn’t be the only one who’d want to kick my ass. I’m pretty sure you’d have to get in line.”
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      Holy fuck, it’s been a long couple of months.

      And I know Emma’s right—if we hadn’t all gone through the shit we did, there’s no way to know if we would’ve ever gotten to this place, where things are so fucking amazing.

      Still, sometimes I can’t help but wonder if we could’ve bypassed the multiple shitstorms to reach our happily ever after. Not that it matters now, because we’re here, and I’ve never been happier. And honestly, we’ve all changed a lot, so maybe we needed to go through hell to really appreciate and take care of what matters most in our lives. Maybe we needed to almost lose everything to learn that lesson.

      I’ll tell you what though, I will never fucking forget it now. If a day goes by when I don’t acknowledge that I’m one of the luckiest three men on earth to be with a woman like Emma… well, I’ll kick my own ass for that.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      Emma’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts, and I wrap an arm around her waist as we follow West and Trent toward Louie’s Steak House. I’ve never been here before, but apparently it’s one of the best joints in town. And it’s got special meaning for Trent and Ems and their parents, so it seemed fitting that we all come here for a celebration dinner.

      And we’ve got a lot to celebrate tonight.

      The guys and I just finished out our semester, and Emma will be starting summer classes soon, officially becoming a student at Clearwater once again. Plus, Paul and Claire set a date for the wedding, so they’ll be getting hitched in July.

      Glancing down at Emma, I pull her a little closer and nuzzle her hair with my nose. “I was thinking about you. How fucking amazing you are.”

      She blushes in response. I don’t even have to see her face to know that. I can feel it in her body, in the way she leans closer to me, tilting her head down a little. I’ve made it my mission in life to know her completely, inside and out, and I’ve dedicated a lot of very pleasurable hours to that study.

      I still love how responsive she is. Not just during sex, but in life. She cares deeply about shit, and when she sets her mind to something, she becomes an unstoppable force of nature.

      After everything that happened over the past year and all the effort she put into getting readmitted to Clearwater, she spent a lot of time figuring out what she wanted to study. She wanted to make it all worthwhile, and she eventually decided on law. She’s been loving her job at the law firm, and she’s decided that’s what she wants to do for the rest of her life.

      Personally, I’m all for it. There’s nothing in the world hotter than watching Emma argue. She might be one of the sweetest people I know, but there’s a fire in her that burns like the fucking sun.

      “I lost you again. Now what are you thinking about?” Emma presses, but by the way her hands are roaming over my stomach and back as she leans against me, I have a pretty good idea she knows exactly what.

      “Still how amazing you are,” I murmur, stopping in my tracks so I can wrap my arms around her fully and press a kiss to her lips. I smile against her mouth as we break apart. “Just… the context has changed.”

      “Oh?” She shifts closer to me, her breasts pressing against my chest as her hips roll against my hardening cock. “What context is it now?”

      “Come on, you two!” Trent calls. “Stop making out in the street and hurry up. We’re gonna be late! My mom and Paul are waiting!”

      “Kiss-ass!” I call back, lifting my head to roll my eyes at him.

      I like to give him shit for it, but honestly, I think it’s pretty cool how hard he’s been working to bury the hatchet with Paul. There was a lot of bad blood between them—more than Emma’s dad has with either me or West—and even though Paul gave his approval in theory that day Emma got readmitted to school, it wasn’t like things automatically became all sunshine and roses after that.

      There’ve been some hard conversations, but I think Paul is finally starting to see that we’re all serious about this. That all we want is Emma’s happiness, and that by some incredible and insane luck, the three of us make her happy.

      “Come on. Let’s go.” I grin down at Ems, taking her hand as we hustle to catch up with the other two.

      The four of us enter the restaurant as a group, and Trent leads us confidently into the back room where Claire and Paul are waiting for us.

      “God, please tell me we’re not that gross,” Emma whispers to me with a giggle as we catch her dad and Trent’s mom kissing like lovestruck teenagers.

      “Hate to break it to you, Ems, but I think we’re worse.” I slide my hand down her back to rest it briefly on her ass, grinning at the flare of heat in her eyes even as her blush deepens. “With you, me, West, and Trent, it’s like that, but times three.”

      “Times three and a half,” West grunts, nudging me with his elbow. “Your PDA is out of control.”

      “Hey, I’m an affectionate person,” I joke as we near the table. “I can’t help that. And I haven’t heard Emma complain.”

      I wink at her as I hold her chair out, and she laughs out loud at that. “Nope, I have no complaints.”

      “No complaints about what?” Claire asks, finally dragging her attention away from her soon-to-be-husband and smiling at all of us.

      Emma grins, her expression so bright and carefree that it hits me like a punch to the chest. I swear my fucking heart stops for a moment, unable to continue beating under the wave of happiness that crashes over me.

      “No complaints about anything,” Ems says softly, her smile widening. “About anything at all.”

      We all settle in around the table and the waiter comes by to take our order a few minutes later.

      Emma gets absorbed in a conversation with Claire about wedding planning—talking dresses and venues and other shit I can barely comprehend. Trent and Paul get into a debate about sports, which has become a point of common interest they’ve been able to bond over. West, always the quietest one of our group, surveys the table with the intensity of an alpha wolf keeping watch over his pack.

      And me?

      I’m happy to just sit here, eat my steak, and try to figure out how the hell I became one of the luckiest sons of bitches in the world.

      As we eat, the conversation shifts to our plans for the summer, Emma’s school schedule, and what we’re all starting to think about for after graduation. Claire and Paul talk about the four of us as a unit, an us, and I fucking love it. My parents have been a little slow to come around to the idea of this whole relationship thing we’re doing, so it’s nice to know that some of our folks are completely on board.

      When we’re finishing up dessert, Emma scoots her chair back and excuses herself to go to the restroom. The conversation ebbs and flows around me, Claire and Paul fighting over the last bite of ice cream while Trent and West joke among themselves.

      A few moments later, my gaze flicks to the doorway Emma disappeared through, and the little bit of the hallway I can see beyond it.

      Murmuring a half-formed excuse, I get up and follow the path Ems took, stepping into the long back hallway that leads to the bathrooms. It’s dimly lit, but Emma’s hair still gleams in the low light as she emerges from the bathroom and heads toward me.

      She catches sight of me and smiles, opening her mouth to say something. But whatever words were about to leave her lips, all that comes out is a small gasp when I reach her and spin her to press her back against the wall. My body leans against hers, and I can see her pulse fluttering quickly in her neck.

      “What are you doing?” she murmurs.

      “This.”

      I drop my head to claim a kiss, bringing us right back to where we were outside the restaurant, right back into the consuming need that never seems to really die out.

      Her body responds instantly, her hands threading through the hair at the back of my head as she tilts her neck, arching her back away from the wall to press more of herself against me.

      “God, life is so fucking crazy,” she whispers when our lips finally break apart.

      “Yeah. It is.” I chuckle. “But what made you think of that right now?”

      “This restaurant. This hallway.” She glances up and down the empty corridor, her fingers still sliding through my hair, driving me crazy with just that small touch. “Back during fall semester, Trent and I had a moment in this hallway.”

      “A moment?” I arch a brow, my hand sneaking up under her shirt to drift across the bare skin of her waist, fingertips brushing her ribs. “What kind of moment?”

      She shivers. “We kissed, and it was… I don’t even know how to describe it. It was fire. It was hate. It was want. It was all the things we both craved but wouldn’t admit we needed. I think it was one of the first moments when I realized that we felt inevitable. You know?”

      My cock is hardening as I inhale her sweet scent and feel her soft body molded to mine. The image of her making out with Trent, of the two of them so consumed by the chemistry between them that even the animosity and bad blood that existed too couldn’t override it… fuck, it’s hot as hell.

      I have no sexual interest in either of my best friends at all, but I’m man enough to admit that watching them fuck the girl I love—watching them turn her on, break her down, and drive her wild—gets me hard as a damn rock. The three of us are so close that watching one of my friends with her is almost like being with her myself. And when all three of us are with her, it’s like everything is heightened to an insane degree.

      “What did he do?” I murmur roughly, grinding against her a little. “Did he have you up against the wall like this?”

      She nods, a small whimper falling from her lips.

      “Did he kiss you hard or soft?”

      “Hard,” she whispers. “Like he couldn’t stop himself even if he wanted to. Like he was throwing himself off a cliff and I was the only thing that could save him.”

      Fuck.

      “Like this?” I demand in a low voice a second before I crash my lips against hers.

      My blood is burning, my cock aching to bury itself inside her, and her tongue strokes against mine with matching hunger as I kiss her hard and deep. She can’t answer. Her mouth is too busy warring with mine.

      But the answer is clear in the way she wraps her arms around my neck, rising up onto her tiptoes as one leg hitches around my waist, her hips angling so that my swollen cock presses right where she needs me.

      Yes.

      Yes, exactly like this.

      We get lost in each other, forgetting about the dinner, forgetting where the hell we are until a server clears her throat as she passes by. I rip my mouth away from Emma’s in time to see the server smirking as she walks down the hall. A flash of jealousy lights in the woman’s eyes, and I think I hear her mutter something that sounds like “you go girl” as she glances at Emma.

      Ems and I look at each other and both burst out laughing.

      We get ourselves back together, smoothing our clothes back into place, and I try to think unsexy thoughts to banish my raging hard-on before we head out into the restaurant to rejoin the others.

      I’m only somewhat successful. My dick doesn’t look like it’s trying to forcibly break out of my pants anymore, but I’m still so fucking turned on that I’ve got a semi, which I hide by sitting down quickly.

      West and Trent both turn to glance at me as we settle back in at the table, and from the looks on their faces, they know exactly what Emma and I were just doing.

      West’s nostrils flare, and Trent’s jaw ticks. When they shift their focus to Emma, I feel her shiver beside me.

      “So, should we get the check?” I say quickly, lifting my hand to signal for the server as I smile at Claire and Paul. “This is on us tonight, guys.”

      The food was excellent, the company was fantastic, and it feels like things are finally in a good place between all of us.

      It was a great dinner.

      But I can’t wait to get home.
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      My pulse is still racing from my kiss with Reese in the hall at Louie’s, but I manage to keep it together on the drive home.

      Well, mostly.

      Trent is driving like he often does, and I’m in the backseat with West. Reese is fiddling with the dial on the radio, hopping stations in a way I know drives Trent crazy.

      I feel… happy.

      So grateful for where my life has ended up through all the twists and turns, ups and downs. Things have never felt more perfect.

      Maybe it’s that thought, or maybe it’s the heat still pooling in my lower belly from making out with Reese, but as we near the neighborhood where we all live, I unbuckle my seatbelt and crawl onto West’s lap.

      His eyes widen in surprise, but it doesn’t take him long to respond. His hands palm my ass, holding me close as my lips find his. Our kiss is deep and slow and easy. Exploratory, as if we’ve got all the time in the world.

      “Fucking hell,” Reese groans from the front. “I knew I should’ve sat in the back with you two.”

      The car lurches a little as Trent steps on the gas, suddenly driving a little more urgently. Anxious to get home.

      I can feel Reese’s gaze on me, and I know Trent’s eyes are flicking to the rearview mirror from time to time. It lights a fire deep inside me to know that West and I have an audience, that his friends are watching this and loving every minute of it.

      “Give them a show,” I murmur to West as I draw back from our kiss. I feel a little drunk—on lust, probably, since I didn’t have anything to drink at dinner. “Make them a little jealous.”

      He growls under his breath, thrusting his hips up into mine and grinding his cock against me. Using one hand to support my back, he leans me away from him a little. I’m wearing a cute little sundress, and he pulls the top down, sliding my bra cups down too to leave my breasts completely exposed.

      Dim flashes of light from the streetlamps outside illuminate them briefly before they’re plunged into darkness again, and when West lowers his head and laps at my nipples, Reese lets out a muffled curse.

      “Fuck. God, that’s hot. What does it feel like, Ems?” he asks roughly.

      “Good.” I’m panting a little, already drowning in sensation. “So fucking good. His mouth is hot and wet, and my nipples are so hard. So sensitive. I can feel him everywhere.”

      “Jesus.” Trent accelerates a little more. We’re close to home now, I think. At least from the flashes of scenery I catch when I’m able to focus on anything outside the car. “What does she taste like, West?”

      “Sweet. Like vanilla and honey.”

      West’s voice is muffled as he licks and sucks my breasts. I know the car is in motion, but the idea that someone could look in and see us sets my blood on fire, making me grind down harder on his stiff cock.

      “Fucking finally,” Reese says on a groan when Trent pulls into the driveway a minute later.

      The car engine turns off, and then Reese and Trent quickly slide out of the car. They both come around to the side and open the door next to West, and I wrap my legs around him as he steps out too. My bare breasts are pressed against his chest, and the other two men gather around us protectively and possessively, making sure no one else can see.

      I’m so desperate for more that I’m practically writhing in West’s arms as he carries me to the door. Trent shoves his key in the lock, and a second later, we all spill inside.

      I’m expecting West to carry me to his bedroom. The guys aren’t picky about which room we end up in, but whoever makes the choice usually goes with his.

      But we don’t even make it that far.

      Instead, I’m deposited on my feet in the middle of the living room. Before I can even worry about finding my balance, Trent and Reese are on either side of me, holding me up and supporting me. And it’s a good thing they do, because a second later, West drops to his knees in front of me. He lifts my sundress with one large hand as his other yanks my panties down my legs, quickly getting rid of them and my sandals.

      Then his hand slides back up my leg, gripping my thigh and hoisting it over his shoulder before repeating the action on the other side. The billowy fabric of my sundress covers his head as he buries his face between my legs and laps at me with the flat of his tongue like a cat.

      “Fuck!”

      His action is so intense and unexpected that my body has no time to prepare for the onslaught of sensations, no time to brace for them. Pleasure spreads through me on electric waves and I twist in Reese and Trent’s arms, trying to withstand the overload.

      “We’ve got you, Ems,” Reese murmurs, massaging my bare breast with one hand while he holds me steady with the other. His lips trail over my shoulder, tasting my skin like it’s the best dessert he’s ever had.

      “Just let go. Come on West’s tongue. Come all over his face,” Trent groans, nipping at my jaw as I lean into his hold.

      And that’s all the encouragement I need.

      My body has been in a heightened state of arousal since that moment in the hallway with Reese—hell, since before we even entered the restaurant—and the orgasm that’s been lying in wait hits me like a ton of bricks, nearly bowling me over.

      I ride West’s face without an ounce of shame, and the rolling undulations of my hips only seem to spur him on. He licks me harder and faster, thrusting his tongue into my pussy like he’s trying to fuck me with it.

      “Oh God! West. Trent. Reese…”

      Their names fall from my lips with an almost reverent plea as my body goes limp in their arms, finally relaxing as the waves of ecstasy subside.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of you. Always.”

      Reese presses his lips to mine to seal his promise, and then he and Trent slowly help me disentangle from West, lifting me off his shoulders. When I look down at the man with the cloud-gray eyes and broad features, his lips and chin are wet with my arousal.

      Maybe there was a time in my life when that would’ve made me blush. Would’ve made me burn with embarrassment for how wet he had made me. But now, it just lights a spark inside my core.

      As soon as Trent and Reese settle me back on my feet, I drop to my knees too, wrapping my arms around West’s neck and kissing him. I can taste myself on him, and I love the taste of my arousal on his lips. It’s dirty and hot and sweet at the same time.

      My hands are already scrabbling at his pants, unzipping them and shoving them down, pushing his boxer briefs down over his swollen, hard cock too. He tugs his shirt over his head as Reese and Trent help me undress, and by the time I’m out of my sundress, West has kicked off his pants.

      He hauls me toward him for another kiss, lighting up every nerve ending in my body. When we break apart for air, Trent and Reese stand on either side of us, already fisting their cocks.

      Reese is shirtless, his pants hanging open at the zipper and shoved halfway down his thighs. I fucking love that he couldn’t wait to get them all the way off, that he needed to touch himself first. That the sight of me and his friend like this was too much for him to stand.

      I shift my gaze to Trent and find him staring at me with a ravenous expression on his face. As I watch, he kicks off his pants and tosses them aside. His gaze stays on me as he strokes his cock with harsh, deliberate movements.

      There’s something almost threatening in the gesture, as if he’s warning me how he’ll fuck me later, and the sight of it makes my toes curl as desire spikes in my bloodstream.

      “Is tonight the night, Ems?” he asks, his voice low. “Do you want all of us? Can you take me in your ass while West fucks you? Will you suck Reese so we can all see that gorgeous mouth of yours wrapped around his cock?”

      I shiver, on the verge of coming already just from hearing him say all that. “Yes, please. Fuck, yes.”

      “God, I love you.”

      He drops down beside me and West and plants a devastating kiss on my lips, then slaps my ass hard enough to make me yelp. His hand massages away the sting before slipping down between my legs to feel the gush of arousal that dampens my folds.

      “You’re so fucking wet. You’re going to coat my dick in your cream, aren’t you? To make it easier for your ass to take me?”

      My eyes are practically rolling back in my head as his fingers slide between my pussy lips, but I nod fervently.

      Fuck, yes.

      I can hear the wet slapping sounds of Reese jerking off, and the knowledge of what he’s seeing makes a fresh wave of need flood me. Trying to control my breathing as it comes faster and harder, I push against West’s chest, urging him to lie back on the floor.

      He does, pulling me after him so that I’m straddling his lean waist. His hands roam my body possessively, his thumbs brushing my nipples, his fingers grazing the undersides of my breasts.

      I drape my upper body over his, peppering his chest with kisses, biting at his nipples, and scraping my teeth over the muscles of his shoulders. And all the while, I can feel Trent behind me.

      Preparing me.

      His fingers dip inside my pussy, gathering my slick arousal before moving upward to slide around the tight ring of my ass. He eases them inside, stretching me out, getting me ready to take something much bigger.

      My clit still throbs with the aftershocks of my orgasm, but I’m hungry for more already. Anticipation is building inside me like steam, and I already feel flushed and swollen, my entire lower half tingling with sensation.

      We’ve been dancing around this for weeks, getting close, but never quite taking it all the way. I’ve had toys and fingers and plugs inside me as the men fucked me in just about every position imaginable. But this? Having all three of them fill me at once?

      This is new territory.

      This is taking our relationship to a whole new level.

      And I’m so fucking ready for it.

      Thick tension seems to fill the room as Trent fucks my ass with his fingers and I rub myself against West, sliding my pussy up and down his wet cock.

      When Trent is deep inside me, I can’t take it anymore. I rise up a little higher so that the head of West’s shaft slips inside my core, and then I sink down, impaling myself fully on his length.

      He lets out a long, low groan, and Trent works his fingers in my ass a little faster.

      I feel full. So alive.

      But I need more.

      “Reese,” I gasp out, lifting my head and resting my hands against West’s chest as I prop myself up. I glance over at the man with the dancing green eyes and find his gaze locked on me. He’s slowed the movements of his fist as he fucks his hand, probably trying to stave off his orgasm.

      Good.

      Because I want it.

      It’s mine.

      I bite my lip, giving a subtle jerk of my chin to invite him closer, and he steps up beside West, dropping down to his knees to give me better access.

      That’s exactly what I want.

      West is rocking up into me from below, and Trent is timing the thrusts of his fingers to match his friend’s tempo. I’m about to come from the overload of sensations, and I need something to focus on—something to distract me from the orgasm that’s about to crash into me.

      Leaning forward a little, I extend my tongue and lick a long line up the underside of Reese’s shaft. He groans, threading the fingers of one hand through my hair as the muscles of his abs clench and contract.

      “Fuck. I can’t wait any longer,” Trent rasps out behind me. “Watching you torture Reese’s cock like that. Shit. I need to feel you around me. Need to feel how tight your virgin ass is.”

      “Does it really count as virgin at this point?” I shoot back, glancing over my shoulder and making eye contact with Trent as I flick my tongue over the head of Reese’s cock.

      Trent’s blue eyes are dark with lust as he arches an eyebrow at me. “Emma, until your ass has taken my cock, it’s virgin.”

      The swagger in his voice, the raw confidence and desire, makes me clench around West. Needing an outlet for it all, I wrap my lips around Reese’s shaft and bob my head, taking him as deep as possible.

      All three men make low noises of appreciation, and Trent withdraws his fingers from my ass. His other hand gathers more of my arousal, sliding around the place where West impales me and making both of us groan.

      I swallow hard, feeling the first flush of an orgasm spread through my body. Something about the intimacy, the familiarity, and the pure filthiness of Trent’s action makes my heart pound harder in my chest as my body hits a new level of arousal.

      “Please,” I gasp, releasing Reese from my mouth long enough to beg. “Trent. Fuck my ass. Now!”

      I don’t need to give him any more encouragement than that.

      He grunts something under his breath that I’m too delirious with need to make out, and then I feel the thick head of his cock find my tight back hole.

      Oh, shit. He was right.

      He stretched me out, spent time preparing me, and it’s not the first time we’ve done ass-play. But this is something else entirely.

      As he begins to press inside, moving slowly and gently to let my body adjust, I groan at the sheer size of him.

      Holy fuck. He’s so big. There’s no fucking way he’ll fit.

      “You can do it, Ems. I know you can take me,” he whispers in a choked voice. He sounds like he’s dying, and I can only imagine how tight I must feel around him.

      I want him to be right. I want him inside me so damn bad. I want to feel him and West inside me at the same time, their cocks separated only by a thin wall, moving together, filling me up.

      So I concentrate on Reese instead, letting my body do what it instinctively knows how to as I allow my muscles to relax. Everything I’m feeling, I pour into the blowjob I’m giving Reese, sucking and licking and slurping at his cock as all three men watch me.

      “That’s it, Ems. Just like that.”

      West’s voice is low, and he slips a hand between us as he speaks, finding my clit and rubbing in fast circles.

      The jolt of sensation that flies through me makes my body tense up again momentarily, but then the pleasure begins to seep through my body like a slow-moving wave, filling each of my limbs and letting me take Trent fully.

      I feel it the moment he’s finally all the way inside. His hips rest against my ass, and every time he or West moves, sensation radiates outward from my core.

      Tears sting my eyes as I take Reese all the way into the back of my throat, swallowing until my gag reflex kicks in and then repeating the gesture, wanting to feel all of them as deep inside me as possible.

      “Yes, beautiful.” Trent’s whispered words brush against my ear. “You’re so perfect for us. For all of us.”

      And then we all begin to move.

      Slowly at first, careful to take care of each other.

      Then faster and harder as need and desire swirl together, as the last vestiges of pain and tension dissolve into nothing but pleasure.

      I don’t speak. I literally can’t.

      But little noises pour from my throat, reverberating around Reese’s cock, and the grunts and curses of the three men surrounding me fill the air, becoming the only soundtrack I ever want to hear.

      A sheen of sweat covers my body, and my muscles begin to shake with effort. I lose track of time, of anything but the present moment, as we all rock together, thrusting and grinding and grasping and licking.

      And when I finally come, it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.

      I feel it in my whole body, a starburst of sensation that momentarily blocks out every bit of light.

      I’m floating.

      I’m breathless.

      I’m free.

      I’m fucking loved.

      Then pleasure rips through me like a bolt of lightning, and I scream around Reese’s cock as Trent and West both swell and pulse inside me.

      “I’m coming, Ems. I’m fucking coming.”

      Reese’s choked words reach my ears a second before he thickens on my tongue. I take his cock as deep as I can, swallowing when his cum hits the back of my throat. He’s so deep I barely even taste his salty essence, but then I draw back, running my tongue over the length of him and lapping up every last bit as his dick twitches and jerks.

      Trent carefully pulls out of my ass, and West helps me rise up onto my knees so his cock slips out of me too. I can feel their cum mingling as it drips down my thigh, but all I can do at the moment is collapse between them as Reese hits the floor next to us.

      All four of us are gasping for breath, sweaty, sticky, and exhausted.

      “Holy fuck,” Reese says, awe in his voice. “Holy fuck. Holy… fuck.”

      Trent chuckles. “I think you broke him, Ems.”

      “She definitely broke me,” West comments, pressing a sloppy, tired kiss to my shoulder.

      I just stare up at the ceiling, a slow smile spreading over my face.

      We never even made it to the bedroom.

      We just had sex on the floor in the living room, and now we’re lying in an exhausted mess, too tired to even move to the couch. Too tired to clean up yet. Not wanting to do anything but just lie tangled up with each other, enjoying the afterglow.

      That’s a good metaphor for this relationship, I realize.

      It’s messy. Unconventional. A little dirty.

      Something people on the outside might judge or never be able to understand.

      But it’s ours.

      And it’s fucking perfect.

      
        
        ***

        The End

        Thank you so much for reading the Clearwater University series!! I’ve never had characters talk to me as strongly as they did in this story. Emma and the Icons took the wheel, and I was just along for the ride. But I’m so glad they got their shit together and found their happily ever after!

      

        

      
        Want to catch up with the characters a few months down the road on the day of Paul and Claire’s wedding? Click below and sign up to receive my author updates, and I’ll send you a free short story about the big day!
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        Click HERE to join my newsletter and claim your free bonus story!

      

      

      And if you’re looking for more dark/enemies-to-lovers romance (there will be hate sex, lol), I have a new series coming out soon that I’m so excited about! Vicious Kings, the first book in The Dark Elite series, will release in early 2020. Turn the page to find out more…
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        They say the devil goes by many names, and I know four of them:

        Ciro, Hale, Zaid, and Lucas.

      

        

      
        My father was once a powerful player in the Chicago underground, but six years ago, he left that life behind.

      

        

      
        We changed our names.

        Our identities.

        Our lives.

      

        

      
        The ghosts of the past never forgot him though. They never forgot me.

      

        

      
        Dad promised me we were safe, but I should've known that was just another one of his lies.

      

        

      
        The past always finds you, and mine finds me on my wedding day when four brutal, dangerous men drag me from the altar in a hail of gunfire.

      

        

      
        Four men who used to be four boys.

        Four boys I cared about.

        Four boys I left behind.

      

        

      
        They're not the same boys I knew though, and whatever we may have once been to each other, it doesn't matter anymore.

      

        

      
        Because they're only one thing to me now:

      

        

      
        My captors.

      

        

      
        Pre-order Vicious Kings now!

      

      

      
        
        You can also try my dark high school romance, Lost Boys, or my paranormal academy series, Gift of the Gods.

      

        

      
        For more fun stuff, come hang out in my Facebook group, Eva Ashwood’s Readers. I post giveaways, teasers, and updates there too!

      

        

      
        Reviews are like hugs for authors—if you enjoyed this series, please take a second to leave a review!
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