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        I want Tyler Adams... almost as much as I hate him.

        When I met Tyler, he had nothing but a guitar. 

        I loved him anyway. 

        He was talented, mysterious and drop-dead gorgeous. He looked at me like I mattered, saw me in a way my famous father and rich private school classmates never did.

        Until Tyler moved in with us to work with my dad and attend my school. 

        He didn’t have to betray my friendship and shatter my heart to win over everyone I hate.

        Now, the boy I used to ache for is Oakwood Prep’s lying prince.

        I will never forgive him.

        But some nights... 

        ...He makes me want to.

        

        A Love Song for Liars is Book 1 in the angsty, emotional Rivals trilogy. Fans of forbidden, academy, rock star and new adult romance will love this new series.

        

        *Tyler and Annie’s story continues in A Love Song for Rebels and concludes in A Love Song for Dreamers.
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      I hate Tyler Adams. Hating him would be my religion if music wasn’t.

      But he’s here, facing me, his hair falling across the pillow in a dark cascade. His eyelashes are thick and so long it’s unfair. His mouth is parted in sleep, the top bow firm and the bottom lush.

      I’m freaking out, my heart racing a mile a minute.

      He’s warm. His heat emanates from his body, inviting me closer.

      I hate how much I want to.

      I want. I want. I want.

      My thighs press together because if there’s a response to that realization that doesn’t involve a rush of heat flowing south, I don’t know what it is.

      Of course I’d never let him know that when he’s awake, but he’s not.

      Thank God he’s not.

      I shift in bed, wincing as my muscles ache.

      Perfect.

      There’s a reason I’ve never had sex, and if I were going to, he’s the last guy I’d sleep with.

      He could have so much more than this stupid place, this stupid school… Instead he sold me out for a bunch of dumb, rich assholes.

      Tyler groans, and my heart leaps.

      When he shifts, rolling onto his back and exposing even more beautifully carved torso, the covers ride low on his hips.

      Not quite low enough to see if he’s wearing anything. I swallow.

      I could look.

      Don’t fucking look.

      I press my hands to my eyes as if it’ll erase the image of the beautiful guy next to me.

      Two days ago, all I cared about was being on stage, impressing my rock-star father, and not falling for Oakwood Prep’s rebel prince, Tyler Adams.

      But when his eyes start to open…

      I know I’m well and truly screwed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Two days earlier

      

      “Are you going to fuck it or just fantasize about it all day?”

      The syrupy sweet voice makes me cut off my chorus halfway through a line.

      “Your spoon.” The platinum blonde in the front row crosses one tan leg over the other, making her plaid skirt ride up. “You’re staring at it like you want to—“

      “She’s a mermaid, Carly. She wants to be human. It’s an emotional moment.” My hand tightens on the flatware from the school dining hall.

      “Whatever, Little Virgin Annie. And you?” Carly turns to the corner of the stage, where Jenna’s reading her lines behind a curtain of straight, dark hair. “You’re wearing a garbage bag for a tail. You look homeless.”

      “Annie made it,” Jenna blurts, turning pale under her freckles. “I was afraid I’d trip when we got our costumes, so I wanted to practice first.”

      I step between them. “First off, Jenna? Daniel Craig slept on park benches and J. Lo couch surfed at our age, so that’s a compliment.” She finds a nervous smile before I turn back to Carly. “Second, Jenna has conditional acceptance to Stanford, and your fast track is to Real Housewives, but that’s no reason to be jealous.”

      Our school’s queen bee edges forward in her seat. “I don’t know why you’re even rehearsing, Annie. Being a dumb teenager who’ll never be what her daddy wants must be super relatable. I bet every night the great Jax Jamieson wishes he hadn’t fucked that groupie and ended up with you.”

      I could beat Carly over the head with this spoon. Not hard enough to do permanent damage—assuming there are cells inside to damage—but hard enough to mess up her perfect waves. Maybe hard enough the made-up minions on either side of her would lift their overtweezed brows in surprise.

      But I won’t let her see her words get under my skin.

      “Girls, I hope you’ve been practicing while I’ve been gone.” Miss Norelli strides through the auditorium doors, returning from checking on a burnt-out stage light.

      Our drama director shuffles up the aisle, her black sheath dress hugging her full figure, and takes a seat a few rows behind Carly and the others.

      She pushes her purple glasses up her nose expectantly, eyes narrowed on the stage.

      When the music starts again, I will myself to focus on my performance. To be a mermaid far away from the catty comments of bitchy schoolgirls who wouldn’t have the first idea what to do with themselves if they ran out of people to torture.

      But when I see Carly unscrew the top of my water and tip a tiny brown bottle to pour something inside, my voice wavers.

      “Stop! Annie, I thought we had this section,” Miss Norelli calls from her seat a few rows back.

      Frustration flows through me. “We do. We did.”

      “Why don’t we try it with the understudy?” Carly smiles as if the idea just popped into her head.

      “Good idea.” Norelli folds her arms, and I swallow the anger as I trade places with Carly, who holds out her hand expectantly.

      I shove the spoon into her hand before flipping her off. “Wash it when you’re done.”

      I step out of my garbage bag and retrieve my water bottle, sniffing it before shoving the thing back in my bag.

      “That part never should’ve been yours,” Lana, one of Carly’s minions, whispers. “The only reason Norelli picked you is because your dad’s a rock star. There’s no way you got his talent.”

      “Carly’s still the understudy,” Tara, the other minion, points out. “A lot can happen in five weeks.”

      “Shut it, Flotsam and Jetsam.” They should’ve been Ursula’s eels, not Ariel’s sisters.

      Watching Carly perform, I wish she sucked, but she’s actually good.

      “That’s enough rehearsal today,” Miss Norelli says when Carly finishes. “Annie, a moment.”

      I get up and cross to her seat.

      “Where’s the girl from auditions? The fearless one, the focused one.”

      I shake my head. “She’s here. I swear.”

      She sighs. “We’re running out of time.”

      It was my decision to audition for the lead in the school musical and cross our school’s reigning queen, but what even Carly doesn’t know—what she can’t know—is how much I need this role.

      This year, everything is going to change for me. I feel it the way you feel spring in the air before anything blooms.

      I cling to that conviction as I head to the front of the auditorium to pack up my things.

      “Hey, princess.”

      I glance up to see Kellan Albright, a senior, standing over me. With his perfect dirty-blond hair and bright-white smile, he’s athletic and has a decent voice. It’s a curse for the rest of us because he landed the male lead and begged out of almost half of rehearsals for sports.

      Of course, if any of the girls missed that many rehearsals, we’d get cut. But it’s hard to find guys who’re both willing and capable of doing the part.

      “Look forward to seeing you at the party this weekend.”

      “The mid-production cast party? Canceled,” Jenna offers with a look toward Carly and her minions. “Carly’s solarium is getting renovated, and her parents won’t have people over until it’s finished.”

      “What about your place?” Kellan’s blue eyes dance.

      If looks could melt skin, mine would be peeling off from the evil stares of Carly and her minions, and I swallow an incredulous laugh. “As much as we’re all BFFs, that’s as appealing as waxing my eyebrows off.”

      He laughs as I head for the doors, falling into step next to me.

      “I know I’ve been busy with practice, but we should rehearse together. Maybe at the party.” He squeezes my arm before holding the door for me.

      “Maybe.”

      I pass him and head to my locker to grab my books and sunglasses, the feel of his touch lingering on my bare skin.

      Kellan’s attractive, and a lot of girls would love his attention, but he’s not my type. He’s sports and parties and being seen. But right now, I’ll take my allies where I can get them.

      I pull out a pen and lift the front hem of my skirt to write a single word on my thigh in blue ink, then I shut my locker and head for the main doors.

      If I’d thought Oakwood Prep would be simpler than the public school I attended most of my childhood, I was wrong. It’s full of people with too much money and too many expectations and too many liposuction.

      If I could go back to public school, go back to being normal… I’d take it in a hot second.

      Because the difference between them and me is I grew up with less than nothing until I was plucked from that existence and told I was meant for another one.

      Outside, I slide my sunglasses on as I head for the parking lot.

      The campus is sprawling and beautiful. I soak in the spring day, the expanse of green grass, the mature trees. It’s hot for Dallas, and all I want is to get home and jump in the pool.

      I reach the modern steel fountain that marks the middle of the quad, the halfway point between the school and the parking lot, when a familiar form blocks my way.

      I swear I’ve hit my daily quota of assholes.

      “There are consequences for taking things that don't belong to you.”

      Carly stands between me and the parking lot, flanked by minions.

      “Roles don't belong to people.”

      “I was talking about Kellan,” she retorts.

      “People definitely don't belong to people.”

      My focus falls to Lana’s dirty manicure, the black smudges up her arm that weren’t there during rehearsal.

      Oakwood Prep is like society—the rules supposedly apply equally to everyone. They don’t. Not even close.

      Even amongst the rich, there are circles of power, of influence.

      Carly’s dad is the head of the school’s board, which means she can do what she wants. To whomever she wants.

      “If Kellan’s your pathetic attempt not to die a virgin, good luck with that,” she goes on, leaning in as she senses the kill. “No guy at Oakwood will touch you.”

      I close the distance between us and meet her predatory gaze head-on. “Promise I can get that in writing?”

      “Carly.”

      A low, smooth voice at my back has the baby hairs on my neck lifting. The minions’ attention snaps to behind me.

      Uniforms are an attempt to make everyone look the same. In this case, they come up short. All three guys coming down the stairs toward us are good looking, but one stands out. You’d feel this guy’s magnetism in a blackout.

      He’s tall, with ropy arms his navy jacket can’t hide, and broad enough he could carry the entire school’s baggage without breaking a sweat. He has an angled jaw and cheekbones, brown eyes a little too serious to be kind, and dark, wild hair.

      If Kellan is this school’s preppy king, Tyler Adams is its rebel prince. He has the easy grace earned by being a senior, gorgeous, and a musician.

      When he speaks, everyone listens.

      When he plays the guitar, everyone worships.

      “Tyler,” Carly breathes. “Wanna give me a ride home?”

      I don’t wait around for the answer but use the distraction to dodge all of them and head to my car.

      I want to get the hell out of this toxic place before I burn it down.

      I shift into my silver Audi, turning the key in the ignition.

      It doesn’t start.

      My forehead falls to the steering wheel as I remember the minions’ black-streaked arms. They probably rummaged under the hood for the shiniest parts to stab at with their manicure sets.

      “The Little Mermaid. A girl who has everything but it’s still not enough.”

      My attention snaps toward the guy leaning in the passenger window, and I immediately regret leaving it down.

      If Tyler Adams and my co-star Kellan share top billing on the “senior boys every junior girl would give their BMW to bang” list, it’s for different reasons.

      Kellan’s full of charm, the golden boy who comes from money and radiates ease and promises of good times.

      Tyler’s gorgeous. Talented. Mysterious. He comes from nothing and doesn’t blink before taking everything.

      But no matter how fascinating he is, it’s a lie.

      “Being the daughter of a king doesn’t mean her life is perfect,” I answer at last. “If you think so, you’re dumber than you look.”

      He rubs a hand through his dark hair, the chunk of blue at the front that sets him apart. “But you told me I had a great future. You put on a scarf and held my hand and ogled my fate line.”

      “It was a charity carnival. I was fourteen.”

      “I paid five bucks for that spiritual advice. Don’t tell me I wasted it.”

      I hit the start button once more. It makes a grinding noise until I slap a hand against the dash.

      Please, don’t let me be stranded at school.

      When I blink my eyes open, Tyler’s nodding through the windshield, rolling up the sleeves of his dress shirt, the jacket already gone.

      I don’t want Tyler Adams under my hood. But if I have to call my dad, it’ll invite questions as to why my almost-new car won’t start.

      So, I pop the hood before rounding to the trunk for my toolkit, dropping it at his feet after I find it. Tyler yanks off his loosened tie and holds it out.

      I take the tie from him, draping it around my neck for safekeeping.

      I don’t notice his height, his hard body, the careless way he rubs a hand over his neck as he surveys what’s under my hood with a relentless intensity.

      “You know why Carly fucks with you.”

      I shift against the front fender, twisting one end of his tie around my fingers as I watch. “She’s jealous of my fashion sense.”

      He spares me an incredulous look. “You bait her. You walk around this place with your heart on your sleeve, begging to bleed. It’s impossible for her to resist.”

      You could teach an AP course on making me bleed.

      I knot the bottom of my shirt up around my navel to get relief from the heat. “She can’t handle anyone having anything that could be hers—including the stage.”

      “The spotlight’s not all its cracked up to be. Fans don’t want you, they want what they think you possess. And the more you possess, the more people feel entitled to take.”

      The edge in his words catches me off guard.

      I work a coiled elastic off my wrist, twisting my long hair up in a messy knot and fanning my sweat-damp neck. “Careful, Tyler. Someone might think being Prince of Oakwood is getting old.”

      Tyler shifts to stand in front of me in a heartbeat.

      He’s in my space, tall and built and intent, the weight of his attention moving from the car to me. The crisp white shirt, rolled at the sleeves, makes him look gorgeous and a little reckless, like some pirate on a mission to charm and destroy.

      But it’s the expression on his face, that knowing smirk, that pins me in place. It’s as if he just caught me doing something filthy.

      “Careful, Annie. Someone might think you give a shit.”

      Once, I held his hand and told his fortune.

      Never again.

      He betrayed me. Hurt me more than Carly’s teasing and pranks ever could.

      I want him to back the fuck up, but I can’t speak. Right now, all I can do is take in Tyler’s light cedar scent, his half-lowered lashes, his voice a soft murmur on my skin.

      I clear my throat, arch a brow. “Do you need something?”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      Finally, he moves.

      Down my body.

      My breath hitches as his face is level with my chest, my waist.

      I press my thighs together when his face passes my bare legs.

      The heart is supposed to propel blood to your vital organs.

      Mine’s a traitor. It doesn’t give a fuck if I live or die.

      When he’s this close, it beats for him.

      He drops his wrench in the toolkit at my feet, and I shut my eyes in humiliated relief.

      Get a grip.

      If he ever finds out how I feel, the last of my pride and self-respect will go up in flames.

      “What’s this? Don’t tell me you cheated on our English test.” Tyler lifts the edge of my skirt, and I smack his hand away.

      “What’s under my skirt is none of your business.”

      He huffs out a breath as he straightens and returns to work.

      “There it is,” he murmurs moments later under the hood. “They yanked the coupling for your… never mind,” he says at my blank expression. “Carly’s better at politics than cars.”

      He lowers the hood, wiping the rolled-up arm of his dress shirt on his forehead. “You should be fine. If it gives you any grief, let me know.”

      “Thanks.” The word sticks in my throat, and he holds my gaze for a beat, two.

      I hurry to slide in through the driver’s door. When I hit the start button, the engine roars to life.

      Relief washes over me as I stuff my blazer in the back seat and unbutton my shirt another button while the A/C kicks in. Sweat beads on my chest, and I’m fastening my seatbelt when Tyler leans his muscled forearms on the driver’s door.

      “You get slapped with community service?” He nods toward the black garbage bag on top of my books.

      I shift my sunglasses up on my head. “Oh, I led the litter pickup for Young Environmentalists at the park last week, but no, that’s my practice costume for the musical. It has a hole in the bottom so I can walk.”

      “I see. You’ll have trouble evading horny sailors.”

      “Yeah, well, Hans Christian Anderson was pre-MeToo.”

      This time, Tyler’s smile is genuine. I can tell because it lands in the center of my chest like a blow.

      I wish I could lick my suddenly dry lips without him taking credit for it.

      He reaches into the car, and my breath hitches as he lifts his tie from around my neck, drawing it out in a long ribbon.

      The silk strokes my neck for what feels like minutes, and I force my gaze away when he finally pockets the tie.

      My attention lands on the lone motorcycle across the parking lot. “Next time Carly gets creative with my car, I’m borrowing your ride.”

      “No, you’re not.” He straightens, shoving a hand through his messy-is-sexy hair. “Jax Jamieson would destroy me for letting his baby girl near it.”

      There it is. The reason I can’t avoid Tyler completely, even I want nothing more than to cut him out of my life.

      Oakwood’s rebel prince doesn’t live in a brick mansion with a closet full of V-necks and two Ivy-League-educated parents.

      He lives in our pool house, thirty feet from my bedroom.
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      “Sorry I’m late. Car trouble.” I trip into the café, and Pen looks up from her table. “I did bring you presents, though. Check your e-reader.”

      My friend grabs her tablet from her bag. “Ooh! How many books did you get me?”

      “Ten? Twelve?” I laugh. “You’re going away. You’ll need some new material.”

      “You’re the best,” she informs me when I finish telling her about the mix of fiction and nonfiction I picked out.

      We go to the counter, and I order a peppermint tea.

      “How was rehearsal?” Pen asks while we wait.

      I fill my friend in on what happened with Carly, and her eyes widen.

      “The bitches tried to stop me driving away from the crime scene,” I finish.

      “Sabotaging your ride is a new low. She’s escalating.”

      I roll my eyes. “Carly can’t stand people taking things she wants.”

      “It’s more than that. You’re a traitor to an income bracket,” Pen says, mock chastising. “Writing essays about how her dad and a bunch of others’ are destroying the middle class through their greedy empires and campaigning with the administration to spend our community involvement hours with actual disadvantaged people instead of working with fancy ad agencies on shiny posters for environmental groups.”

      Her smile fades. “For real, though. Why is this High School Musical fantasy so important to you? In a year, we’ll both be at Columbia, and this will all be behind us.”

      My tea is set in front of me, and I reach for it. “She doesn’t get to decide who has a voice, on stage or anywhere else.”

      Pen follows me back to our table. “So, how’d you get here if they fucked up your ride?”

      “Tyler fixed it.” I glance at her empty mug. “Do you want another Americano to get through calc?”

      Hands grip my arms, and in a second, I’m looking straight into my friend’s dark, dancing eyes. “No, I do not want another Americano. I want to know in what world Tyler Adams was elbow deep in your business.”

      Penelope’s smart. Like, next level. She’s the head of debate team and the newspaper, she’s taking all AP courses, and she doesn’t miss a beat.

      Her dad moved here from Shanghai and met her mom at UCLA before they came to Texas. Mr. Wang knows my stepmom because Haley’s in software too.

      “When was the last time you and Mr. Pool House talked about something other than who ate the last Cheerios?” she presses.

      “Four months.”

      “Which is weird given you’ve been living together for the better part of a semester and you were friends before that.”

      Yes, we were friends. Or whatever you call it when you hang with someone incessantly, argue over bands until three in the morning, and take over diner booths across an entire city on an epic quest to find the best cheese fries.

      When I met Tyler, he was part of a community outreach program at my dad’s label in Philly for kids from troubled backgrounds.

      He was talented and gorgeous, but none of that was what attracted me to him.

      There was a deeper pull.

      I knew Tyler had seen some shit the way you can tell when another person’s been through it. Still, anytime I asked about his family, he shut me down.

      When my dad finished the album, we moved back to Dallas, but Tyler and I stayed friends.

      “Remember when he moved here from Philly to work with your dad and everyone at school lost their designer shit over him?” Pen muses. “Oakwood should’ve eaten him alive, but they didn’t.”

      And that’s what I hate the most. The boy I trusted, my partner in crime during one of the most tumultuous periods of my life, traded my friendship for theirs.

      “The whole thing was messed up from the start,” I admit. “Tyler showed up at our house. My dad said they’d be working together on music with Tyler living in our pool house and finishing senior year at Oakwood. Zero additional explanation.”

      I go on at her raised brows. “I was so thrilled he was here that I let the weirdness slide. That was my first mistake. Do not, I repeat, do not let the weirdness slide.”

      I take a sip of my tea, and Pen scrunches up her face. “But he’s not an asshole to you like the others are. So, why did you stop talking to him?” Her dark brows pull together.

      The night at Carly’s birthday party comes back to me in a rush.

      I remember the way he’d looked at me when we were alone, as if I was the only person who mattered—right before he humiliated me.

      “She’s nothing. Nobody.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Pen. I’m over it.” I reach into my black leather bag for my schoolbooks. We have a history test Friday, calculus is a never-ending nightmare, and there’s a poetry assignment breathing down my neck. I love writing but wish I didn’t have to do all the other crap too.

      “But you liked him before he was cool,” she insists. “He looks like Adam Levine fucked Paul Rudd and, through some miracle of modern science, they reproduced.”

      I shift in my seat. “Accurate.”

      My friend grins. “You should write him a limerick.”

      “There once was a prince of a clique. His guitar was pretty slick…”

      “If this ends with a punchline about his dick, I’m going to die.”

      I pick up my tea, eyeing her over the rim. “I’ve never seen his dick, but I’ll call it ‘Ode to Pretty Assholes.’”

      This time neither of us can stop the laughter.

      “You need to get laid,” she says once we’re both breathing again. “If only so Carly stops calling you that stupid nickname. There are a lot of guys who’d love to help you out.”

      “I’m not having sex to spite her.” I narrow my gaze. “Besides, you don’t give a shit about my sex life. You’re going to Italy for a week.”

      Her smile melts away, and I cock my head.

      “Wait, why do you look as if that Americano is your last meal?”

      “It’s the last third of the semester. Exams are coming up. Debate team needs to be prepping for state. I need to hand in this essay, and—”

      “And you’re going to be in Tuscany, drinking Chianti and flipping us off while your dad works.”

      Pen sighs. “Promise you’ll keep me up to date. The most exciting things always happen when I’m gone.”
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* * *

      “This is fucking impossible,” a low voice grumbles as I make my way through the back hallway of our house after parking in the six-car garage.

      The sight greeting me in the cavernous kitchen is the biggest rock star in the last two generations bent over a high chair, feeding my almost-seven-month-old half sister. Judging from the amount of baby food on the tray and Sophie’s face, my dad’s losing.

      “Shouldn’t she be sleeping by now?” I drop my bag on the island big enough to host a dinner party.

      “If I could’ve gotten some damned food into the kid, she would be.”

      Jax Jamieson can rock stadiums, produce multi-platinum albums, charm new stagehands, and cut down aggressive reporters with a stare.

      Apparently, he’s met his match in Sophie. With her chocolate eyes and full head of dark hair, she can barely sit up but is capable of yanking Dad around as if he’s dangling on a cord like one of her zoo-animal-shaped soothers.

      “Think I was this tough to feed as a baby?” I come up next to the high chair, folding my arms.

      My dad pinches my side. “Seems like you ate enough.”

      “Oh my God! You can’t say that to teenage girls. Every pamphlet says so.”

      “I gave those to the band to read.”

      We joke about it, but the truth is he wasn’t there when I was a baby. He didn’t even know I existed when I was Sophie’s age.

      My birth mom was someone he met during his early days touring when he was swept up by the lifestyle. He was still a teenager. He says she wasn’t a hookup but refuses to talk about how it all went down.

      Once he found out, he decided I should live with my aunt Grace and her husband until I was older. You might expect learning your insanely successful rock star uncle is actually your father would be a gift.

      It wasn’t.

      I’m beyond fortunate. I’m reminded every time I volunteer at one of the shelters in Dallas or pore over research for a civic policy paper.

      Still, it can’t erase the feeling I’m missing something inside.

      A necessary component that’s irreplaceable, that no amount of money can fix.

      “Come on, little hellion,” Dad murmurs. Sophie lets out a wail and slaps at his hand hard enough to send prunes flying onto his face.

      “You look like a crime scene victim.” I take the spoon from him and ply Sophie with little coos. The kid is cute when she’s not wailing. “Dad, do you want to watch a movie tonight? You’re way behind on your Marvel.”

      He grunts. “They make one every damned month. But tonight, I need to get a couple guitar tracks worked out for a project. You seen Tyler?”

      Disappointment courses through me. “Not since school. I had rehearsal, then studied with Pen.”

      “Glad to hear it. The studying, not the rehearsal.”

      “Because in your world, the men play the guitar and women do the math,” I deadpan.

      “There is one world, and in it, my daughter is going to college.”

      When your dad happens to have been the biggest rock star on the planet before he semi-retired, things like graduations and diplomas and college admissions don’t seem nearly as impressive as millions of album sales, screaming fans, and seven-figure endorsement deals.

      I would give anything for his musicality, his confidence. The way he commands a room, the God-given spark that makes it so you can’t look away.

      Instead, I have his eyes and his flair for the dramatic.

      Hardly a fair trade.

      “Do me a favor and watch Sophie while I go down to the studio with Tyler,” my dad says on his way to the sink. “Haley’s at a meeting but should be back soon, and there’s lasagna on the stove.”

      If only my dad would see me the way he sees Tyler. They spend hours together discussing guitar, sound, vocals. Working on new tracks for other artists and causes.

      In less than a month, I’ll be the one on stage, and they won’t be able to ignore me.

      Not Carly. Not Tyler. Not my dad.

      Then he’ll see me like he sees Tyler.

      Then I’ll matter like they do.

      My phone vibrates, and I glance at it.

      

      Kellan: Think about my idea?

      

      A temporary truce with Carly and the others would mean I wouldn’t have to constantly worry about getting a knife between the shoulders between now and opening night.

      “I want to have a few people over this weekend,” I decide.

      Dad turns off the faucet, his shirt clean but soaking wet. “Haley and Sophie and I are in LA.”

      “Even better. You hate parties.”

      “And teenagers at my house leave behind messes that will linger until I’m back.”

      He frowns down at his shirt as if realizing teenagers aren’t the messiest part of this household.

      I play my trump card—my dad’s longest friend and guitarist, better known to the world as Mace. “Not if Uncle Ryan’s supervising.”

      Dad yanks the shirt over his head, apparently giving up on trying to get it clean, and heads for the hallway leading to the stairs. “If Mace is free, you can have friends over,” he calls over a shoulder. “But if they break anything, I’ll break you and them.”

      Yes. It’s the closest thing to a resounding affirmative I could hope for.

      I’ll host an epic cast party for the rich assholes, prove to Tyler Adams he’s wrong about me tempting Carly and her minions, and the entire musical standoff will be resolved by Monday.

      Easy peasy.
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      “This is sick, Annie.” Jenna looks around the patio on Saturday night. “Don’t you think, Carly?”

      Carly lifts a bare shoulder under her perfectly waved blond hair. “It’s better than nothing.”

      “Better than nothing” is an expanse of natural rock with a waterfall wrapping around the end of a pool that takes me twenty strokes to span. The stone surrounding it stretches for ages, with enough space to host a hundred people standing.

      This patio is my sanctuary. There’s no pressure here, no haters, no self-doubt.

      Unless all of those things are lounging in chaises drinking vodka-laced punch.

      “You should’ve invited your friend,” Kellan, whose low-slung black swim trunks show off an impressively sculpted torso, says to me. “Pamela?”

      “Penelope. She left for Italy yesterday.”

      He nods. “My uncle has a place in Florence.”

      When you attend private school, stripping out of uniforms is an occasion we take seriously. The girls are wearing bikinis, the guys in swim trunks hanging low on toned abs the dress shirts only hint at during the week.

      I’m in a cherry-red one-piece bathing suit, and I pulled on jean shorts too. I could probably use the padding from a bikini top—I’m still hoping my boobs make a late surge senior year—but my goal for tonight isn’t attracting attention. It’s making peace.

      “How’s your car, Annie?” Carly asks sweetly. “I saw you still in the parking lot Thursday when I left.”

      “Good as new.” I won’t give her the satisfaction of getting to me, especially since I’m trying to smooth things over.

      I glance around the patio. During the daytime, I love swimming laps in this pool. Now, the lights turn it electric blue. Sleek chaise loungers with side tables are arranged around the perimeter. A table with a bar and snacks sits discreetly off to one side. Built-in speakers at thirty different points in the patio—including some of the chairs, umbrellas, and the gardens—make it feel like the music’s inside us.

      My gaze lands on the house. Uncle Ryan’s rules for tonight were no drinking and no coming inside—except for Miss Norelli, whom he greeted at the door. Now they’re in the living room, staring at each other on the couch.

      The form I spot through the sliding glass doors isn’t Uncle Ryan.

      I hold up my cup in a toast—the minions had the carafe spiked with Grey Goose before the caterer left—and Tyler shakes his head.

      The slider opens, and Carly shrieks, “Tyler, let me get you a drink!”

      She dashes to the bar and fills him a Solo cup, her curves bouncing under her tiny bathing suit.

      “Come play ‘I’ve Never’ with us,” she insists as he crosses to where we’re standing along with Lana, Tara, and Jenna.

      Of course Tyler’s jeans and T-shirt come off more compelling than the half-naked guys outside. I see him in school clothes as often as not, and I try not to stare at the way his black T-shirt hugs his chest and reveals strong arms, beautiful hands.

      But when my gaze locks on his, something says he caught me looking.

      Kellan starts the game, and I force my attention to him.

      “I’ve never been fucked up the ass.”

      Carly shoves Kellan but drinks. “Only me? Fine. I’ve never had a thousand people screaming my name.” She steps close enough to brush her boobs against Tyler’s arm as if she has fleas and he’s a scratching post. “That’s you, baby. That show you did in Miami last month.”

      He cocks his head. When he speaks, his voice is amused, with an edge of something I can’t make out above the music. “I filled in as a favor to Jax when their guitarist had a car accident. The crowd didn’t know my name.”

      “They were undressing you with their eyes. Same damn thing.”

      Tyler looks as if he’s about to argue but takes a drink. “I’d rather be good than famous,” he says after, staring into his cup. “The best guitarists aren’t guys like Jax. They’re session musicians. They’ve played on every radio edit you’ve ever heard for the last seventy years, and you couldn’t name one of them. Not everyone needs thousands of screaming fans to be worthwhile.”

      “Spoken like someone who’s afraid.” I’m supposed to be making friends, but I can’t resist stating the obvious. Tyler looks up. “Fame is only as dangerous as the person who commands it. If you’re talented enough to get the world’s attention for more than a few minutes, you have a responsibility to use it. It’s not something you can toss aside.”

      Tyler’s nostrils flare, a muscle in his jaw working.

      I’ve hit a sore spot in this boy they love to worship.

      “It’s your turn,” Carly reminds Tyler.

      Kellan drapes an arm around my neck, and I’m surprised because I almost forgot he was here, but Tyler’s attention locks on the arm around my neck as if he wants to melt it away with sheer disdain.

      “I’ve never worn a garbage bag as a fashion statement.”

      The comment works under my skin like a dull blade even before Carly screeches with laughter. “Drink, Annie. A lot. Jenna? You too.”

      “But damn, girl, you make it look good,” Kellan murmurs, running a finger absently along my collarbone. It tickles like an insect, and I want to brush it away, but my attention’s on Tyler.

      He looks pissed, or his self-contained version of it. I’ve never seen him lose his temper. He’s easygoing except when he broods, when whatever’s below the surface is carefully leashed and dealt with deep down, where he’d never let me. Where he’d never let anyone at this party, I’m willing to guess.

      I’m genuinely at a loss for why he’s still standing here when he looks as though the last place he wants to be is poolside.

      My throat is already burning, but I tip the cup back, swallowing gulp after gulp, and by the time I straighten, it’s empty and all I can taste is cherries and vodka.

      “Your turn,” Kellan nudges.

      I square my shoulders and deliver my challenge at the boy in front of me. “I’ve never lived in a pool house.”

      I regret the words before I finish them.

      They’re mean because they’re insensitive but also because they’re true.

      Tyler reaches for his cup and lifts it in a silent, mocking toast. “You win.”

      He turns and starts back across the patio.

      You win.

      It sure doesn’t feel like it.

      I don’t know why I said that except I felt cornered and attacked, but my chest tightens unbearably.

      “What’s his deal?” Kellan complains.

      “What that boy has money can’t buy,” Carly purrs. “For every girl who’d give her allowance to lick your abs, there’s another who’d blow her trust fund to suck his dick.”

      My entire body stiffens as she takes off across the patio toward the pool house. I can’t hear what she says when she catches up to him because Kellan says, “Fuck him. You look like a real mermaid.”

      “Thanks,” I say, but my gaze lingers on Carly and Tyler talking at the door.

      He’s going to reject her. Any minute.

      I chew on my cheek.

      Come on, Tyler. Shut the door.

      Instead, he meets my gaze as if he can hear my words, holds it for a beat.

      Then he lets her inside.

      It shouldn’t hurt.

      Still, after our talk the other day, I’d thought that maybe he was over being these peoples’ prince, that he saw through her bullshit.

      I was wrong.

      “Your house is amazing,” Kellan says when Jenna and the minions go to get more drinks. “I bet it’s even better inside.”

      I flash him my biggest smile. “It is. You want to see?”

      I pull Kellan through the side door of the house to avoid Uncle Ryan and Miss Norelli.

      “This is the backstage tour,” I say under my breath.

      We sneak past the living room, bending over at the waist to avoid being seen. My heart’s hammering in my ears by the time we get to the garage and I hit the lights.

      “Whoa,” Kellan says.

      My dad’s cars are here. There are also shelves of awards. “Take your pick. The Grammys live inside because my stepmom made him bring them in, but everything else is here.”

      “Why does he keep them in the garage?”

      “I don’t think he has a lot of respect for awards and formality. Your parents have this shit too.”

      “Not like this.”

      My head’s buzzing from the cup I drained outside, but it’s Kellan who looks drunk—on the surroundings. I know what that’s like. People get a hit of my dad, and they’re hooked. It’s why I don’t bring many friends here.

      “So, we didn’t have a chance to rehearse.” Kellan shoots me a loaded smile. “You could show me your room.”

      I’m not interested in taking Kellan there, even if he’s the only person in the musical who doesn’t have a raging hate-on for me. I’m not holding my breath for poetry and professed love, but I’m also not looking to punch my V-card with some lacrosse player who doesn’t even know my best friend’s name.

      “I have a better idea.” I take his hand, and we trip toward the other side of the house and out into the gardens.

      Torchlight bathes everything in a warm glow, but it’s blurring together. It’s a grid of flowers, waist-high but almost like a maze.

      “That’s a shit-ton of roses.”

      I can’t help smiling. “They came with the house, but my dad planted more. He likes building stuff, working with his hands.”

      “I get that rich, I’m not touching anything.” He brushes a hand over a rose bush and snaps off one of the blooms. My heart kicks as he tosses it into the shrubs. “You into pain? Because if we fall into these, it’s gonna hurt.”

      He snickers as he pulls me against him. I inhale, startled, and catch a hit of booze on his breath, his expensive cologne.

      I push against his chest to get a few inches between us. “Whoa. Slow down.”

      “Come on. You’ve been flirting with me for weeks.”

      “Not flirting.” Desperation edges into my tone, the need to explain and be understood. “I mean, you’re attractive. Obviously. But you’re the only person who doesn’t think Carly should’ve gotten my part.”

      “Good deeds should be rewarded, and I can think of a few ways for you to use that pretty mouth.” Kellan’s gaze flicks deliberately down to his pants, then his hand slides down to grab my ass.

      Alarm has my throat tightening, my body stiffening. “Stop.”

      He doesn’t. I duck under his arm but catch my toe on the rock edging the garden and trip.

      I stick my hands out to brace my fall, wincing as I land in the rose bushes, their thorns scratching at my skin, but I push myself up and trip through the garden toward the patio.

      “Annie, what the fuck?”

      I glance back, but Kellan's lurching toward me. A muttered curse says one of the rose bushes bit him, too.

      I round the back of the house, the pool coming into view. Laughter floods my ears. Cans litter the patio. I watch in horror as someone empties a bottle of liquor into the pool.

      These people aren’t my friends, and there's nothing I can do to change that.

      My stomach plummets, the ground tilting at a reckless angle beneath my feet.

      I shove past bodies to the pool house and hit the code for the keypad. After two tries, the door opens, and I fall in.

      The door closes behind me and a low, rough voice splits the darkness. “Party’s by the pool. Get out.”

      I don’t move. The next second, I’m shoved up against the wall by something hard and warm.

      Not something. Someone.

      A hard chest crushes my breasts, and male hips dig into my stomach. I’m so thrown it takes me a moment to catch up.

      But it’s his scent, cedar and sunshine, that keeps me from freaking out the way I did with Kellan.

      “Annie?” Disbelief cracks the anger in his voice, his lips inches from mine in the dark.

      “I know,” I whisper. “You didn’t recognize me without the garbage bag.”

      Tyler steps back, and I sway.

      He lunges for me, wrapping an arm around my waist.

      Even though I want to shove him, I’d fall in a heap without his support. So, my fingers close over his hand, and as he helps me across the floor, I imagine away the heat of his body.

      Six uncertain steps later, I'm deposited on something soft.

      His bed.

      The glow of light—the nightstand lamp switched on—has me wincing until my eyes adjust.

      Tyler’s staring down at me, a shirtless, scowling god. His toned chest floods my field of vision.

      I swallow. The buzz from the alcohol has my gaze sliding down the muscles of his stomach, lingering on the indentations left by the shadows, the faint trail of hair that disappears into the top of his unbuttoned jeans.

      “What did you take?” His voice is commanding, forcing my eyes up to his.

      “Nothing. I had one—two drinks?” Tyler lifts a dark brow under the thick fall of hair. “Two and three-quarters drinks,” I decide.

      He doesn’t smell like cologne and liquor. Tyler smells clean and warm, like a forest.

      “And you’re here because…”

      I think I prefer my trees quiet.

      I slide onto my side, closing my eyes and sinking into the relief the new position brings. “Kellan wanted to wrestle in the roses. I didn’t.”

      A string of impressive curses drifts through my head, almost as if I’d uttered them, but the voice isn’t mine.

      Then he’s gone. I feel him vanish from the side of the bed only to reappear a moment later.

      “Did he hurt you?” Tyler’s voice is so low it’s barely audible.

      I shake my head, and the room spins. I force my eyes open to see him braced over me, close enough his knees brush the bed, holding a glass.

      “It's water,” he says flatly. “You’re dehydrated.”

      “You don’t have to sound like you care.”

      The growl would have made me jump if I wasn’t so buzzed.

      I’m not trying to be a brat. He doesn’t need to pretend when we’re alone. It’s not like with Dad and Haley, when civility is a must.

      Okay, maybe I’m being a bit of a brat, but I’m protesting Kellan, the fuzziness in my head, my own stupidity in thinking I could win these people over…

      Plus the shirtless Hottie McTraitor in my pool house.

      The one who sinks onto the bed next to my head, making the mattress dip with his weight. My fingers brush his thigh.

      “Annie. Drink the damn water.” There’s a note of worry in his impatience. “You can hate me again after.”

      I sit up and drink, studying him over the rim of the cup as he studies me.

      We’re closer than we’ve been in months, except for maybe the other day at my car when he moved down my body.

      But now he’s searching my face—not for emotions, but for marks, for trauma, for signs of something that shouldn’t be there.

      “You won’t find anything,” I murmur when I finish the water. His dark gaze comes back to mine. “Anything worth finding is underneath.”

      But he takes my chin gently in his hands, turning my head and brushing back my hair.

      His fingers graze my cheek, and I flinch at the sting.

      “He scratched you.” Tyler utters the words as if they’re vile, and I twist out of his grasp.

      “I fell into a rose bush. It bit harder than Kellan.”

      I reach past him to set the cup on the nightstand, but he takes it from me before I can.

      “It doesn’t feel as good as I thought it would,” I inform him.

      “What doesn’t?”

      I drop back onto the bed, my eyes closing before I hit the duvet. “Hating you.”
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      When I wake, my head’s on a pillow, and it smells like home.

      No. Home is a fabric softener brand. This pillow smells like sunshine and cedar.

      Like him.

      Blinking my eyes open reveals I’m in a strange bed.

      And I’m not alone.

      Tyler Adams is stretched out across the sheets as if he owns them. He’s as beautiful asleep as he is awake. Maybe more so.

      His firm mouth looks more forgiving with his lips parted in sleep. His eyelashes are black and so long I want to trace them with a finger. Thick, dark hair falls across his forehead, shielding him from the world.

      I wonder what boys who have everything dream of.

      The sheet is twisted around his legs, and his chest is bare. I drink in the cut lines of his body.

      What the hell am I doing here? Did I crawl into bed with him? Did we...?

      Please, God, tell me I didn’t sleep with him.

      Not that I haven’t imagined having Tyler Adams pop my cherry—back before he revealed himself as an ass who cares more about popularity than me.

      But, hello, that’s why we have dreams and the privacy of our own heads—so we can fantasize about stupid shit we’d never admit to ourselves in the light of day.

      He groans, stirring. When his lashes flutter, my heart leaps into my throat.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      He stills once more, and I exhale slowly.

      Pulling back the edge of the blackout curtain reveals the soft colors of the early-morning sun peeking over the hills and trees along the horizon.

      I make a lap of the room I haven’t visited in months.

      Tyler’s schoolbooks and bag sit on the desk my dad and Haley got when he moved in. His guitar rests against the wall by the door. He got it secondhand from my dad’s label, played it until his fingers bled.

      A pile of street clothes is neatly folded on the dresser. Faded T-shirts, black and gray. A Henley. Two pair of jeans.

      The same day my dad’s agent sent him a car for his final album hitting platinum, I got Tyler a Ramones T-shirt for his birthday.

      He wore that shirt until the hem frayed.

      I miss those days. We didn’t care about anything but having fun and being alive. Every second we spent together—messing around with music on my dad’s tour-bus-turned-studio, or questing to find the best cheese fries in Philly, or doing impressions behind the soundboard—felt like we were taking control of our lives. Making new memories.

      Tyler didn’t value our friendship. He traded it for popularity at Oakwood.

      I’d figured the pain would fade over time, but seeing him every day—even for a moment in the hallways or before or after school—means the ache in my gut never quite goes away.

      He saved your ass last night.

      He saved my ass because if something had happened, my dad might’ve thought he was involved in the party and come down on him. It’s the only explanation.

      The boy I knew, the one I laughed with and dreamed about, is long gone.

      I tug on the door of the pool house and step outside in my bare feet. The speakers have long since gone silent, and there’s no breeze, but I can still smell him as if he’s followed me.

      I clean up the patio, collecting bottles and cans before putting the bags behind the pool house.

      When the cleanup is done, I sneak upstairs to my room.

      I don’t bother hitting the lights. The ominous, lumpy shapes are my king-sized bed, my dresser and desk, and the comfy armchair by the window I use to read and do homework. The dark spots along the wall across from my bed are music boxes, lined up on the shelf like guardians.

      On impulse, I stop by the last one and lift the top.

      “It’s a Small World” streams out until I shut the lid again.

      It’s the same song every time, the same arrangement, played by gears instead of humans. The little dancing dog in a tutu has always been the best part.

      I’ll figure out how to keep my part in the musical and keep Carly and her damned minions at bay without Kellan’s help. Without anyone’s.

      In my ensuite, I reach for a washcloth, but the reflection of the girl in the mirror makes me freeze.

      Not because she’s hungover or lonely.

      Because she’s wearing a frayed Ramones T-shirt.
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* * *

      Sunday morning, I shower off the booze and party, dress in jean shorts and a tank top, and fluff out my damp hair.

      There’s a text from Pen with a picture of the villa they’ve rented, asking how the party was.

      I enter and delete a few texts, settling on: No one died. I don’t think Carly and I are destined to be best friends. Go drink more wine.

      Tyler’s T-shirt sits on top of my laundry hamper. I toss the T-shirt and some other clothes into the laundry, then grab The Great Gatsby for English class and pad down the hall. The sound of a guitar pulls me toward the kitchen.

      I pause to listen, my eyes closing as I lean a shoulder against the wall.

      Thousands of years ago, human beings should have spent every ounce of their precious time finding food or shelter or safety. Having sex.

      Not singing songs and creating instruments.

      We did it anyway. Maybe we knew then what we seem to have forgotten since: life isn’t about money or winning or even surviving. It’s about finding meaning in the time we have.

      When I peek around the corner, Uncle Ryan is laughing from a chair at the table and Tyler’s playing on a stool at the island.

      He’s a magician. There’s no other word for the way that instrument sings under his hands.

      I don’t believe in gods, but if they ever existed…

      Their ashes stir each time that boy lifts a guitar.

      I swallow my envy and enter the kitchen. “Morning.”

      “It’s afternoon,” Ryan points out.

      “Like you and Dad ever got up before noon on tour.” I head for the coffee maker without making eye contact and pick out a pod. Haley found this killer Columbian blend I could live on. “Dad call you this morning?”

      “Not yet. But far as I know, everything went fine. Now is when you bribe me,” he adds with a wink as I set my mug under the stainless nozzle and hit Start.

      Uncle Ryan’s attention shifts to Tyler. “You play like a prodigy, kid, but that guitar is a piece of shit. Get Jax to give you a new one.”

      Ryan’s phone erupts into a rendition of my dad’s band laughing their way through a cover of Johnny Cash, and I glance over my shoulder.

      “Tell my dad no Jamieson belongings were harmed in the making of last night’s gathering,” I call as Ryan heads down the hallway to answer.

      The coffee finishes brewing, and as I go to retrieve it, I sneak a look at Tyler.

      His presence shouldn't suck the air out of the kitchen, but once Ryan’s gone, all I see is the guy who lives in the pool house. Gray sweatpants cling to his hips, and the white T-shirt outlines every plane of his torso, leaving his arms deliciously bare.

      I remember that chest bare last night, too close to ignore.

      His body’s beautiful, but it’s the way he uses it that’s impossible to forget. The control in everything he does.

      Tyler uses that body like he’s had it before, like it’s his favorite suit of armor and they’ve been through countless battles together.

      His hair isn’t falling across his forehead like it was when I left his bed hours ago, but standing up as if he woke the moment I walked out the door and has been running his hands through it since.

      Which is impossible.

      I clear my throat. “Why did I wake up in bed with you?”

      Tyler lifts his chin, assessing. “Why did I wake up in bed without you?”

      The way he says it sends shivers up my spine.

      “You passed out,” he goes on, setting the guitar against the wall before rising and crossing to the counter next to me. “I didn’t want you to wake up somewhere unfamiliar alone.”

      I shift a few inches, giving him access to the coffee maker and cupboard overhead. “I would’ve figured it out.”

      “But the seconds before that are the worst.”

      I take a sip of my coffee, burning my tongue. “What do you mean?”

      He reaches over me for a mug and to change the coffee pod. I don’t think he’s going to answer, but finally, he does.

      “My dad used to padlock the door if he was drunk or in a mood. Never knew until I got home from the label or school or hanging out if it was one of those nights. The worst part wasn’t finding a place to crash. It was waking up and not knowing where I was.” He grimaces. “Especially somewhere cold.”

      I set my coffee on the counter, my stunned gaze never leaving his face as I think of the T-shirt he must’ve pulled over me after I passed out, the blankets tucked in around me. “Tyler—“

      “Annie! Your dad wants to talk to you.” Ryan’s voice comes from down the hall.

      “Be right there!” I shout back, then lower my voice. “I didn’t mean what I said about you living in the pool house. It was cruel and insensitive, and I’m sorry. You said that thing about my garbage bag, and I lashed out.”

      The machine finishes brewing, and Tyler reaches past me to toss the pod. His shoulder brushes my breasts in a way that sends awareness flowing through me. I tuck my hair behind my ear, swallowing as I sneak a look up at him, but he’s oblivious, and before I can respond, he continues.

      “We all do shit when we’re hurting. It’s a good reason to keep from getting hurt in the first place.”

      I go to the giant fridge for cream, setting it in front of him. He stares at it as if he’s surprised I know how he takes his coffee.

      I turn away, going to the cupboard for cereal. “I said I hate you. I don’t. I envy you. You take what you want, and you don’t feel bad about demolishing whatever’s in the way. Like friendships.”

      “If we’re not friends, tell me how we’ve talked more this week than in the past four months.”

      I freeze in the middle of the kitchen, watching him add cream to his coffee. “Because lately whenever I get into trouble, there you are.”

      He puts the cream back in the fridge without so much as an indication he’s heard me. I shake my head to clear it as I set the cereal on the counter. “Listen—don’t tell my dad about Kellan.”

      “Or what?”

      His words have me stiffening.

      If my dad finds out I can’t handle myself, it’s more evidence I’m not as capable as I should be, as capable as Tyler.

      Tyler might be the Prince of Oakwood, but he’s in my castle now.

      I close the distance between us, stopping when my bare purple-painted toenails graze Tyler’s socks. I tilt my head up to take in every line of his handsome face, his chocolate eyes bright with challenge.

      “If you tell Dad about Kellan,” I murmur, “I’ll tell him I woke up in your bed.”

      My dad is protective. The day he finds out I’m not innocent, heads will roll.

      Tyler’s jaw tics because he knows that too. He reaches up to brush a thumb along my cheek, tracing beneath the pale red scratch I saw in the mirror this morning.

      “You’re not built for games,” he replies at last, his breath light on my face. “You’re too earnest.”

      “You don’t know me anymore. You said it yourself. Dad would freak if you let me ride your bike. He’d lose his mind if he found out I was riding you.”

      Tyler reaches for his coffee on the counter and takes a long sip while I wait impatiently.

      “What?” I say sharply, and his mouth twitches.

      “I think you’d lose your mind if you were riding me, too.”

      His gaze traps mine, and heat floods my body, hardening my nipples, settling between my thighs.

      My small victory gets smaller because I’m vibrating from his words.

      Our friendship never came with barely veiled innuendos. No sexy, loaded provocation.

      So, what the hell is this?

      The rules of what’s between us are changing…

      But I’m not the one who changed them.

      “Annie!” Ryan hollers again.

      I take a step back, still staring at Tyler. “Your T-shirt’s in the washing machine. I’ll leave it by the back door.”
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* * *

      All day Monday at school, people are talking behind my back. I’m dreading rehearsal that afternoon, but it’ll be a relief too, because I’ll find out what they’re saying.

      Turns out I don’t have to wait long.

      Jenna leans over in calc, when the teacher steps out, to whisper, “Are you okay? There’s a rumor going around that you begged Kellan to punch your V-card, he said no, then when he tried to leave, you crawled after him.”

      I cut a look at Carly across the room. “That’s how it happened,” I deadpan. “I planned the whole party so some jock would stick his dick in me.”

      Jenna goes back to her book. My gaze lands on Pen’s empty seat. I really wish she were here.

      By the time I make it through lunch, then fourth and fifth periods, Carly and her minions have been spreading gossip all day, but it’s Kellan I’m dreading most.

      I don’t want to look him in the eye.

      I don’t want him to touch me.

      Not because I’m afraid, but because he’s a reminder of how stupid I was to think I could win these people over.

      Miss Norelli calls us to attention. “Since Mr. Albright doesn’t have lacrosse today, we can run the rowboat scene.”

      The one where they nearly kiss. Perfect. I get to beg for Kellan’s attention on stage, too.

      Miss Norelli looks around as I drop my bags on the corner of the stage. “Where is Kellan?”

      There’s no Kellan in sight.

      She checks her watch. “He must be running late. Annie, a word.”

      I cross to her, and the rest of the crew goes about their preparations.

      “It was kind of you to host the party this week, which makes it hard to say this.”

      The hairs on my arms lift. “Say what?”

      “I’ve been thinking long and hard, and I’m not ready to put you on stage in the leading role after your inconsistent performance this past week.“

      Every muscle in me tightens at once in denial and panic.

      No. Shit, no, she can’t take this away from me.

      I want to say it’s hard to focus when someone’s threatening to poison you with your own water bottle or point out that Kellan misses more rehearsals than he makes.

      But Kellan’s good when he’s here. I hate that it’s true.

      “I know I haven’t been consistent recently,” I admit, “but I’ll fix this. I swear. Just give me two weeks.”

      “We put a premium on words, but actions speak louder.” Norelli sighs, checking something on her phone. “I can give you ten days, but I’m making sure Carly is well-versed in the lead. If your consistency doesn’t improve, I’m making an executive decision and putting Carly in your place.”

      I nod because I can’t find the words to speak.

      Before I can, Kellan strides in the door. He makes his way up to the stage, and I drag my feet to meet my prince, who’s taking his sweet time shrugging out of his blazer. When he straightens, my gasp isn’t the only one in the room. His eye’s so swollen it’s almost shut, fresh and pink and angry.

      “I trust you’ll be more careful leading up to opening night. We can’t have our prince looking like he was bludgeoned,” Norelli chides.

      I swear this day can’t get worse until Kellan’s good eye narrows as he lowers his voice. “You can wave your ass in my face and then fuck someone else, but tell him he doesn’t need to run interference. You’re not worth it.”

      I shake my head to clear it. “What…? That’s not from lacrosse,” I realize. “Someone hit you.”

      Kellan grimaces. “Don’t pretend you don’t know.”

      We put a premium on words, but actions speak louder.

      I told Tyler not to tell my dad about Kellan.

      It never occurred to me he’d take matters into his own hands.

      The boy I’ve never seen lose his temper finally lost it.

      I should be sickened or angry, and part of me is.

      But there’s a surge of conviction underneath.

      Kellan’s expensive cologne makes my stomach turn, but I step closer. “I know what you think happened, but I’m going to do you a favor and tell you the truth.

      “I didn't pick Tyler Adams over you.”

      Kellan opens his mouth to respond, and I cut him off.

      “But I would.”

      A gasp comes from the wings. I don’t look to see if it’s Carly or Jenna or the minions.

      “He’s twice the man you are,” I press, “because he doesn’t let petty bullshit get in the way of what matters.

      “Now, I know you’re no prince, but for the next hour, do us both a favor and pretend.”
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      You ever have a dream that's so real you can't tell it apart from the truth?

      That’s the kind I’ve been having.

      Dark, seductive shapes.

      Whispered promises of things I told myself I never wanted.

      I never used to dream, but lately I can’t stop, and every time I dream it’s the same.

      Tonight in the headmaster’s office after school is no dream. It’s a nightmare.

      “Mr. Jamieson, there’s been an incident.” The headmaster’s imperious tone has an apologetic edge, like he’d rather be getting a colonoscopy than delivering the news.

      Most people don’t like pissing off Jax Jamieson. I get it.

      “What kind of incident?” My mentor’s voice is whisky on the rocks. The guy could chew you out without losing that smoky depth.

      I wish I could shove out of this too-low leather chair and stalk the hell out of this “look how rich we are” office. Instead, I force my gaze to the blotter in on the headmaster’s desk.

      “Mr. Adams assaulted another member of the senior class. Mr. Albright is a member of the lacrosse team,” the headmaster drones as if that matters.

      “What’d he do to you?” Jax demands.

      I don’t answer, but my knuckles grip the arm of the chair.

      Since moving to Dallas, I’ve gotten a read on everyone at school.

      Kellan Albright? The blond douche talks a big game, and we moved in the same circles, went to the same parties the times I bothered to attend them, but he always seemed harmless.

      Until this weekend.

      “You tell him about Kellan, I’ll tell him I woke up in your bed.”

      I rub my good hand over my jaw. They’re still waiting on an answer.

      “Nothing.”

      The headmaster sighs. “Mr. Jamieson, we accommodated your… charge for his final semester. It’s highly unorthodox to admit new students mid-year, particularly for seniors. We can’t let this kind of behavior slide. It’s for Mr. Adams’ benefit, but also for the other students and their parents.”

      “Then suspend him if you need to.”

      The headmaster’s brows rise. “Fine. Thursday’s a PA day, but you’re suspended from school for the rest of the week.”

      That’s less than ideal. I’m not a stellar student, which means I’ll need some extra studying time so I don’t fall behind more than I have before exams.

      I’m going to graduate high school if it kills me. Everyone else in my family did, and if they can, I sure as hell can.

      The parking lot is almost empty at this hour, and Jax doesn’t say a word until he’s at his car and I’m at my bike.

      “You’re not here to fuck around. You’re here to work.”

      I hate that he’s the one to remind me. “I know.”

      Most musicians would kill for the chance to work with Jax Jamieson. Every time he picks up his guitar, or lays down a phrase, or picks up the headphones to listen with a critic’s ear, I’m reminded.

      Music’s my path forward. It’s how I’m gonna be independent, distance myself from my upbringing and my dad’s reach.

      After eighteen years of shitty luck, when I’d practically tossed in my chips and given up for good, life dealt me a straight flush: the biggest rock songwriter and performer of the last two decades not only invited me into his studio—he invited me into his home.

      Jax is more than a boss or a mentor. He’s the father I could’ve had.

      Except I couldn’t have. He made sure of that.

      I shake off the dark thoughts and flex my hand.

      His gaze narrows. “You’re a musician. You know better than to fuck up your hands.” Jax prods at my palm, and pain spikes up my arm. “Now you’re home from school, and you can’t even play. Was it worth it?”

      I remember the look on Kellan’s face when I slammed my knuckles into his entitled jaw.

      “It was my best work all week.”

      I shift over my bike and reach for my helmet, but Jax hasn’t moved.

      “Tyler, I care about your future, but I don’t want this shit happening anywhere near my kid.” I could laugh at the irony. “If anything else happens under my roof, you’re out. We clear?”

      I nod.

      The world isn’t a just place. Some people, like Jax, try to make it fair. They’re only soothing their guilty consciences.

      What about the ones who want to make the world better?

      They’re deluded. Admirable, beautiful, and deluded.

      I take the long way home so Jax’s Bentley is parked when I pull into the garage and cut my engine.

      I walk around the house and through the gardens.

      Rose petals cover the ground in one spot, and I stop, thinking of what put them there Saturday night.

      I pick up a rose that’s broken off its bush and lying on the path. The petals are intact, the purple rich and royal and defiant in the twilight.

      My hand squeezes into a fist, and I clench my jaw at the pain before setting the rose carefully on the flagstone wall bordering the garden and continuing on my way.

      The hum from the pool drifts into my brain, and it takes me a second to notice the splashing as I emerge onto the open patio.

      Through the pool’s electric-blue water, her body is just visible. Her hair billows behind her like a cloud, her dark-blue bathing suit has me remembering the red one that made her legs look miles long Saturday night.

      I pull out my phone and type out a text to the soph I met at UT Dallas back in January.

      

      Tyler: Come over tonight.

      

      I move through the pool house in the dark, dropping my phone on the bed. In the bathroom, I strip off my clothes and step into the shower. The spray washes away a day of frustration and anger.

      Kellan’s lucky. He might not think so icing his face tonight, but he has no idea what I’d have done if he’d hurt her.

      When I moved to Dallas, I hadn’t planned on being the rich kids’ fascination, but it made everything easier—catching up in school, blending in.

      It’s easy to stay on top when people don’t know what you care about.

      When they know how to hurt you…

      You’re weak.

      I can’t afford weakness. Not when I’m so close to making something of myself.

      I want to get through graduation and leverage my work with Jax into session gigs in LA, New York. I’ll have enough to provide myself, enough to leave my shitty home life behind and be free.

      “Spoken like someone who’s afraid.”

      Annie’s wrong. I’m not afraid of fame, but I’m not dumb enough to think it’s for me. And even if it wants me… I don’t want it.

      So, why does it bother you so much?

      Because I don’t want to want it. I’m never going to make the same mistake my father did.

      When people get a taste of that life, it fucks with their head, destroys them and everyone around them.

      When the prospect of six figures turns to seven turns to eight… it stops being about the music and starts being about something ugly.

      The spray goes cold, and I step out and towel off.

      Despite my current surroundings, I don’t accept kindness easily. A favor is a debt in disguise.

      The favor Jax did me by bringing me here isn’t a new debt.

      It’s a payment on an old one.

      I’m drying my hair when I jerk open the bathroom door and step out.

      The hall light’s on. I realize it a second before the sharp intake of breath has me freezing.

      Annie Jamieson’s in the doorway, her eyes round with shock. The dark bathing suit is painted on her slow curves. Her wet hair is the color of melted toffee, and she’s dripping on my floor. “Holy shit.”

      Her attention isn’t on the puddle she’s leaving beneath her. It’s not even on my face.

      It’s squarely between my legs.

      I wrap the towel around my hips, taking longer than I should. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” But her gaze lingers below my waist. “I needed a towel. The cabana’s… big.”

      “It’s big,” I echo.

      “It’s out! It’s out of towels,” she practically shouts, reddening. I don’t bother to hide my amusement.

      “Did you want this one?” The way she’s staring, I can’t resist asking. My hands hover on the knot.

      “No!” Her gaze snaps to mine as I swallow my first laugh all day.

      She goes to the linen closet while I dig out a pair of sweatpants from the dresser.

      “The lights were out,” she blurts over her shoulder, the flush lingering on her face. “I didn’t think you’d be here, and I didn’t think you’d be naked.”

      “Two-for-two.”

      The first time I saw Annie Jamieson three years ago, she was listening to music on her headphones on a bench outside school in Philly. Her eyes were closed, lips curved as if she were on another plane. Lost in a dream.

      I didn’t know her name, but I wanted to know what it was like where she was because nothing in my world felt like that.

      Over the next few weeks, I learned she loved music and books, both popular and the ones you need CliffsNotes for. I learned she was compassionate, the kind of person whose heart aches for animals in shelter commercials and who always stops to talk and joke with people living on the street even if she’s in a rush.

      I also learned she was Jax Jamieson’s daughter.

      To this day, it’s the only thing about her I’d change if I could.

      “I thought you’d be at Big Leap.” Annie wraps a towel around her body, knots it at her chest.

      I think of Jax’s former tour bus, converted to a mobile studio, in the driveway. “I’ve been dismissed.”

      “Seriously? My dad thinks you walk on water.”

      My attention lingers on her legs a beat too long before I look away. I tug on the sweatpants, leaving them low on my hips.

      “No one walks on water except Haley.” Jax’s wife could burn the house down, and he’d just take her face in his hands and ask her who’d pissed her off so he could bring them down. It would be ridiculous if she wasn’t so completely deserving of it.

      I turn to see Annie working on a knot in the hair that hangs in wet chunks over her shoulder, ending at her breasts. She lets out a little growl, and against my better judgment, I close the distance between us. “Stop. You’re going to rip your hair.”

      Picking guitar? No problem. Girl hair? Not my zone of genius. But I’ll try because my biggest pet peeves are celebrity couple names, people who can’t park without taking up two spaces, and watching Annie Jamieson hurt herself.

      I expect her to fight me, but she huffs out a breath and drops her hands.

      She was always cute, even back when she was a naïve fourteen and I was a worldly sixteen.

      That changed when I wasn’t looking, because now she’s just the awkward side of beautiful. Her amber eyes reveal every thought, her pink lips are full in every variation of smiling and frowning, and the slight shoulders that curve inward when she’s lost in a book or listening to music on headphones make you want to hold her against your side.

      Not that she’d stay there. The girl’s a live wire.

      “Did you start the poetry assignment?” Annie asks, dragging me back.

      Her voice is lower than most of the girls’ at school, with this little lift at the end that makes you do a second take. Like when a girl walks by in a long skirt and you don’t notice the full-length slit up the side until she’s passed you.

      “My future is music, not essays. Suffering for your craft is legit, but I’m not gonna suffer for someone else’s.”

      She turns that over. “I’m suffering but not getting anywhere. Norelli wants to give Carly the lead.”

      Annie’s low admission surprises me.

      “Why?”

      “Carly gets in my head at rehearsal.”

      Annie turns toward me as much as she can given my hold on her. Her gaze lingers on my chest—because it’s at eye level, not because she’s thinking about me naked.

      “You’d never be in this position,” she goes on. “Not because Carly wouldn’t sabotage you, but because you’re too good to let it affect you.”

      Pleasure unfurls in my gut without permission. Most girls who see me play get dreamy-eyed, but it has nothing to do with my abilities.

      At least not with a guitar.

      I force myself to focus on my task and not her flushed face. “Why do you want it so badly?”

      Shit, this is impossible. I’m like Sisyphus if his boulder were instead a thousand strands of glorious tangled silk.

      “Because on that stage, you’re everything.” Her voice is full and wistful, lifting the hairs on my arms. “A magician. A therapist. An artist. You have the privilege of an audience’s attention. They trust you to make them feel, make them believe. Name one place other than the stage where you become a god by falling on your knees.”

      The knot’s almost free, but my fingers stop moving.

      This. This is why I shouldn’t be a breath away from Annie Jamieson. Because no one moves through the world like her. She’s not afraid of its beauty and its darkness. She sees more, feels more, than anyone I’ve ever met. Spending time with her makes me believe I’ve witnessed something precious.

      Precious things are dangerous.

      “But I can’t do that unless I can get over this bullshit with Carly.”

      I finish untangling her hair and lay it across her shoulder, the ends brushing the top of her towel. “Then be so good they can’t look away.”

      “Thanks for the advice… and the hairstyling.” Her chuckle has me drawing a rough breath before she pins me in place with those amber eyes, the softness of her lips. The scratch on her cheek is fading, and I want to trace it but rein in the impulse.

      I turn away, crossing to the dresser for a T-shirt because I’ve just realized there are way too few clothed body parts in this room.

      “Kellan’s face was turning the color of rotten bananas in rehearsal,” she says as I’m pulling the shirt over my head.

      I freeze.

      Shit.

      “I don’t know—“

      “You’re so busted.”

      I tug the hem down as I turn back to her. “I’m suspended until the weekend. Sat through a mind-numbing lecture from headmaster.”

      She folds her arms over her chest, which makes my gaze drop to the little indentation between her breasts too close to where the towel’s knotted. “But you didn’t tell my dad why.”

      I shake my head.

      Annie crosses to me with deliberate steps, and I’m too surprised to stop her before she reaches for my hand.

      Unlike Jax, she doesn’t make it worse, just inspects the reddened knuckles before sighing. “So, when Kellan hurts me, it deserves punishment, but when you hurt me, it’s fine.”

      Her words lift the hairs on my neck and our gazes lock. Adrenaline surges through me.

      She wants to do this now.

      Fucking good. I’ve been waiting for it for four months.

      I step closer until her towel brushes my chest. “If this is about me not answering your messages after you moved to Dallas, I had a ton of shit going on.”

      She lifts her chin, unwilling to be intimidated. “Is that when your dad started locking you out?”

      Pain has my gut twisting. “Still don’t wanna talk about—“

      “Fine.” Her eyes flash. “Then let’s talk about what happened when you came here and everyone at Oakwood fell in love with you.”

      Everyone? I want to ask, but she’s already going on.

      “I could handle the weird popularity thing. But at Carly’s party, the way we talked and laughed and…” She shakes her head, the expression on her face shifting from anger to longing in a way that has my abs tightening. “I started to think we could be us again, even if you had other friends. Even if we hadn’t talked in months.

      “That’s why I made you Rice Krispies squares the next morning like we used to. I came here to talk, but you weren’t alone.”

      My heart stops because I’m starting to see where this is going.

      Annie goes on, though I wish she wouldn’t. “There was a UT lanyard on the hook by the door, a girl’s boots on the mat.”

      “You were jealous?” My voice is hoarse with incredulity because of all the thoughts that’d occurred to me, that wasn’t one of them.

      “No.” She shoves angrily at my chest, but I don’t budge. “But I overheard you tell her I was nothing. Nobody.”

      Fuck.

      “I’ve been called nobody before,” she goes on, her voice oddly hollow, “but I never expected it from you.”

      That hollowness must be contagious because it takes up residence in my gut, spreading with every breath.

      I knew something had upset her, but she blocked me the next day with her phone. The day after with her heart.

      She’d decided our friendship was over, and I let her do it.

      It was what I wanted, wasn’t it?

      The first thing Jax told me when he offered me this opportunity was to stay away from his daughter.

      Now, I want to take it all back.

      I want to tell her she’s more something than every other Oakwood student.

      I want to protect the heart she wears on her sleeve like a fashion accessory.

      “What do you want from me?” There’s desperation in my words. Anything she asks me for right now, I’ll give to her.

      Her next breath fills her lungs, my ears. “I want to forget you.”

      Five words.

      Each one tears a layer off my heart.

      It’s her pain, but somehow I’m the one feeling scraped and bloody.

      My phone buzzes on the bed, and my stomach drops before I read the text.

      I squeeze my eyes shut as I tug on my hair hard enough my scalp hurts. “You gotta go.”

      “What?”

      A knock comes at the door, and Annie opens it.

      Trisha’s surprised face appears, and every curse word I’ve heard and some I haven’t stream through my head at once.

      Annie’s body stiffens, and I get why even before Trisha hangs her UT lanyard on the hook by the door.

      But before I can speak, Annie’s out the door and across the patio, the hair that was in my fingers moments ago clinging to her back in wet waves.

      “What the…? Did you spring a leak?” Trisha frowns at the puddle of water on the floor.

      It’s going to be a fucked-up night.

      I never used to dream, but since Annie Jamieson spent the night in my bed—since I tugged my favorite T-shirt over her red bathing suit and felt her curl into me as if I was the answer to her problems instead of the cause of them…

      I can't stop dreaming of mermaids.
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      “You see the car out front last night?” I ask my dad over coffee Tuesday morning before school.

      “Friend of Tyler’s.”

      I cut him a look. “And you don’t mind?”

      “I mind that he went and screwed his hand.”

      Haley comes into the kitchen dressed in jeans, a tank top, and a tidy ponytail, Sophie on her hip.

      I find a smile for my half sister until my dad asks, “You see much of Tyler lately?”

      I swallow my coffee the wrong way.

      It was easier to keep him at a distance before I learned Tyler hit Kellan. Before he untangled my hair as if it was his job.

      Oh yeah, and before I walked in on him naked.

      Tyler Adams is hot. The well-tailored prep school clothes don’t do him justice.

      The boy I grew up with is a man, imposing and beautiful and dangerous. Anyone who’s ever made the mistake of thinking Tyler Adams is all brooding prettiness with nothing to back it up needs to think again.

      Would he even fit?

      Some part of me is desperate to know the answer, but I’m sure as hell not about to ask him.

      I’d gone to the pool house already upset about rehearsal and left even more confused.

      It wasn’t seeing all of him that threw me, it was the shock on his face when I told him what I’d heard back in January.

      That single expression has me wondering if I’m missing something that would explain why Tyler’s been so secretive all year.

      I thought he might’ve been about to open up to me until that girl showed up and every spark of hope in my chest extinguished.

      “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” my dad asks as I jump out of my chair.

      “I was working on some things for rehearsal last night.” I grab a piece of bread and drop it in the toaster. I check the clock and, on second thought, take the bread back out. “Uncle Ryan gave me some trade secrets, and I kind of missed doing my calculus homework.”

      Dad slings an elbow over the back of his chair. “Rehearsal doesn’t take precedence over homework.”

      I pat my father on the cheek. “Tell it to your Grammys, Dad.”

      For good measure, I tap Sophie, now in her high chair, on the nose. “Can you say Grammys? Gram-mys.” She gurgles and beams, which is the most positive response I’ve gotten from the universe all week. “Make good choices,” I tell her before turning for the door.

      Three hours later in second period, I’m cursing calculus, wishing for the life of me Pen was here.

      Jenna leans over. "You stuck? I can help. No one should suffer proofs in silence.”

      I glance up at the front of the class. The teacher's gone for a few minutes.

      Jenna shows me how to work through the proof, and I try to keep up.

      “What do you even need this class for?” she asks.

      “Pen and I are going to Columbia together. She wants to do journalism. I’m going to start in liberal arts and niche down later.” I want to do something that helps people, but I can’t decide if it’s through journalism or social science or even psychology.

      “I’m going into engineering at Stanford. I need math. You don’t. Are you taking the musical for credit?”

      I shake my head. “There’s an evaluation component if I want credit, and I didn’t think I’d have time.”

      “If I had the lead in the musical and an extra course, I’d for sure drop calc and get the credit for drama instead.”

      I’m still turning that over when the bell rings and she falls into step next to me on my way to my locker.

      “I don’t mind suffering for my craft, but I’m not gonna lose sleep suffering for someone else’s.”

      I’d never thought seriously about getting credit for the musical, but given that I’m at risk of losing the lead, it’s time for desperate measures.

      “I’m sorry about what happened with Kellan.” Jenna’s voice pulls me back. “I was with Carly, so I didn’t see what went down, but I can’t picture you hitting on him and him prying you off.”

      “Thanks. Are you and Carly hanging out now?”

      She shrugs. “We’re not best friends or anything, but she’s nicer to me than she has been. She’s pissed at you, though. More than usual. Tyler was crazy-fierce Saturday night when he kicked everyone out.”

      I’d been so caught up in the fallout with Kellan I hadn’t thought about that.

      I hug my books and glance down the row of lockers to see Tyler’s friends at their lockers without him because he’s at home, suspended.

      It still means nothing.

      But after school, I scan my first-period English notes and leave the copies on the doorstep of the pool house.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Got your speech?” Haley asks my dad in the back of the limo that night. “Tell me you’re not winging it.”

      “I’ve played sold-out shows at Horseshoe. That’s a hundred and five thousand seats. I think I can manage a room full of rich donors.”

      She stares him down until he pulls the marked-up sheet of paper from his pocket. “So, you had your agent spend half a day writing that,” she says dryly, “and you won’t use a word. That’s borderline sadistic.”

      My dad flashes her a grin. “Come on, Hales. I’m a songwriter. And it’s only sadistic if he’d be at the fundraiser tonight.”

      I can’t help smiling.

      I like my stepmom a lot. She’s smart and funny and bold. She runs her own software company with a guy in Philly who’s Tom Hiddleston hot and used to be her professor.

      It kills my dad that she won’t leave Carter and go out on her own, which he insists is because Haley could do better solo, not because Carter’s younger than my dad with a panty-dropping smile.

      Dad and Haley met back when he was still on tour and she was interning. However it happened, he looks at her like the sun rises and sets out of her ass.

      It’s the real fucking deal.

      “You look fantastic, Annie,” Haley comments.

      “Thanks.”

      “Jax?” Haley nudges my dad with her elbow.

      He frowns. “It’s not a dress. It’s a wardrobe malfunction waiting to happen.”

      My jaw drops. “It is not!”

      “Could we not afford more fabric?” he asks Haley, who narrows her gaze at him before turning to me.

      “Ignore him.”

      The black dress Pen and I picked out skims my body, has little spaghetti straps, and ends mid-thigh. It’s sophisticated and fresh, especially with strappy sandals. I left my hair down, taming the waves that tickle the bare skin between my shoulders.

      I feel older, grown-up. More confident.

      I stare out the window and hum under my breath.

      “Is that from the musical?” Haley asks me. “It’s sounding good.”

      “Thanks.” I look at my dad, but he’s on his phone. “Don’t forget to line up security for the night of the show.”

      Assuming I still have a role, I think, but I’m not about to say that.

      He glances up, blinking. “Annie, it’s on the list.”

      I shake my head.

      When we pull up in front of the venue, my dad grunts, adjusting his tux. “It’s not too late to turn around,” he mutters. “We can grab the bourbon, head home, and fund this entire project ourselves.”

      “That’s not the point. The point is to collaborate.” Haley pauses. “If you’ve never heard of it, a collaboration is where you compromise and work as a team—”

      “Funny, Hales.”

      The charity event is a fundraiser for music education at some gallery in Fort Worth with a bunch of people my dad knows. Sophie’s at home with Uncle Ryan playing babysitter, which I think he secretly loves.

      The frustration I felt in the car ebbs as we make our way around the event. My dad glad-hands people. It’s not in his nature, but despite Haley’s joke, he’s come around to it. Usually, he doesn’t invite me to these things, but tonight, he introduces me around.

      "This is my daughter, Annie. She’s a junior at Oakwood,” he tells one producer. “And taking two AP courses.”

      “One, actually,” I say.

      My dad frowns. “Since when?”

      I shift, twirling the drink in my fingers. “Since I’ve decided to drop calculus.”

      “Excuse us.” He stalks toward a spare room and yanks the door shut behind us. “You can’t drop calculus.”

      “I can. I checked the school’s drop policies, and even though it’s late in the semester, they’ll allow it. And I wouldn’t be losing a credit. I can get one for the musical. I have to turn in an assignment, but basically, it’s as good as done.”

      “You're not dropping calculus for a musical.”

      His commanding tone sets my teeth on edge.

      “Calculus isn’t a prerequisite for Columbia. Even if it was, I still have time to take it next year.”

      “You’re in school to learn, not to mess around on stage.” He spreads his hands. “You can do that anywhere. Anytime. The education you’re getting right now is important.”

      I want to blurt that I can’t think about proofs and second derivatives when I’m trying to hang onto the lead of the musical, but I know if I tell him, he’ll just tell me it’s better that way. Or look at me as if it’s obvious that I could never command a stage like he could, like Tyler can.

      “Do you even get the irony?” I ask. “You’re telling your own child music isn’t important at a music education fundraiser you’re keynoting.”

      “I didn’t say it’s not important,” he retorts. “But music’s not the world.”

      “It’s your world, and you won’t let me near it.”

      The words hang between us because that’s the crux of all of this.

      I’m the daughter he keeps at a distance, the one he shuts out from part of his life when he lets other people like Tyler into it.

      “You don’t get to decide this, Dad. I’ve already made my choice. If you won’t give me permission, I’ll stop showing up to calculus.”

      “Do that and you're grounded."

      I scoff. “You don’t know what that means.”

      “I’ll figure it out. And so help me, you won’t leave the house except to go to school for the rest of the semester.”

      I yank the door open and start into the hall.

      "Where are you going?" Dad growls at my back.

      “If I’m going to be grounded next week, I’ll enjoy my freedom while I can.”
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      “Can you believe the chicks?” Brandon goads me. “It’s like a buffet.”

      I tune my guitar on the little box stage and survey the living room of the frat house packed with bodies. “We’re here to play.”

      “Yeah, we are.” The wicked inflection in his voice lets me know exactly what kind of playing he has in mind.

      Brandon’s a good guy. Sure, he’s loaded and a little entitled, but he’s a straight shooter.

      I don’t count on him to have my back, but then, I’ve learned that’s an unrealistic expectation to have of anyone.

      Trisha comes up on stage. She shifts close enough I smell perfume and plants a flirty kiss that tastes like beer on me before I can dodge it. “Thank you for doing this.”

      “Sure.” I don’t say she’s paying me, though it’s true.

      She bounces away, and I turn to adjust my amp.

      “So, that’s how you do it.” Brandon looks impressed. “You really don’t give a fuck.”

      There’s a short list of things I care about, and girls aren’t on it. I would never disrespect them, and I would never pretend to care when I don’t, which is why I’ve been candid with Trisha about what we are.

      She helps me out with what I need. It’s a transaction.

      A couple times, things went further when my head was messed up.

      But that was a mistake, and I told her as much.

      We’re getting ready to start when my phone jumps in my pocket. Brandon sends me a WTF look, but I shake him off when I see the number.

      I duck out into the hallway and hit Accept.

      “My dad is an autocrat.” Annie’s incredulous voice has my brows lifting. “I did what you suggested, and he lost his shit.”

      Warning bells go off in my head. “What did I suggest?”

      “To do whatever it takes to be good. I told him I’m dropping calculus to focus on the musical, and he freaked out.”

      I pick at the corner of the wallpaper in the hallway, the bruises on my knuckles fading. “So, lock yourself in your room and crank The Struts for twelve hours. Problem solved.”

      “I didn’t call you because I wanted you to solve it. I called because I needed to tell someone, and I can’t tell anyone else.”

      Most people can’t understand the pressure that comes with this life, with her life.

      There’s so much to say to that, but what comes out is, “I thought you blocked my phone.”

      “I unblocked it.“

      “When?”

      Annie doesn’t answer, but I want to know whether it was before Monday night when she came by the pool house or after.

      “What do you want?”

      “I want to forget you.”

      But last night, I found the notes from the English class I’d missed on my doorstop.

      No reasonable person would read so much into two sheets of paper, but it was almost as if she’d opened the door a crack and was waiting for one of us to step through.

      “I’m playing a set,” I hear myself say, “but I’ll be back later if you want to talk.”

      Trisha’s probably hoping I’ll crash with her, but I can’t stay here if I know Annie’s spinning out across town.

      “Forget it,” she says.

      I don’t want to get sucked in. Annie’s little rebellions are usually more like silent protests anyway.

      But she has a car. Who knows where she’d go?

      “Wait,” I say before she can hang up. “I’m gonna give you an address. Don’t get lost, and don’t get into trouble.”

      Annie snorts. “I’m not coming to find you, and I never get into—”

      I click off, exhaling hard as I text her the address.

      The girl’s walking trouble. Everywhere she goes, people watch her. Not because she’s Jax Jamieson’s kid, but because she has this energy you can’t ignore.

      As we play our first few songs, I notice the ache in my hand has subsided and I’m almost back to a hundred percent. Not that anyone here’s in a state to appreciate it. The crowd is plied with alcohol and noise. They want to drink and dance and—judging by the number of couples groping and grinding—to fuck.

      My music’s always been for me, first and foremost. As a kid, it was a way for me to escape my shitty life. I could shut myself in a room, a closet, a shed, and play.

      I soaked up everything I could from the internet, music class at school, hundreds of albums I borrowed and stole. Later, I got a chance to play as part of a community outreach program with Wicked. Real instruments, real musicians, real everything.

      That changed my life. I realized music could be not only my escape but my salvation, my future…

      And the pieces started clicking into place.

      It’s why I’m so hellbent on being a session musician after graduation. I want security, reliability, to know that I never have to depend on another person who’ll let me down.

      Tonight, I’ve resigned myself to another hour of playing covers with Brandon’s band for a numb crowd.

      At least until a whisper drags down my spine and makes me look up, tossing my hair out of my face.

      Annie Jamieson is hovering by the window.

      In a room full of drunks, those clear amber eyes are a beacon, a reminder of everything beyond these four walls.

      A group of girls standing in front of her moves, and I fucking miss a chord.

      She’s wearing a black dress that should be illegal, but it’s not only the clothes, but the fire in her eyes, the straightness in her spine, that makes her look like a college freshman, not a high school junior.

      You came, I mouth, sure she won’t be able to read my lips.

      But she lifts a shoulder, her mouth curving. Don’t get too excited, she mouths back.

      Mistakes love company. They travel in packs, like the shallow girls that prowl the halls at Oakwood.

      My first was inviting her here, so while I’m at it, I throw in a second for good measure.

      I play for her, adding some extra flourishes, a solo that has Brandon’s jaw on the floor.

      “Name one other place you can become a god by falling on your knees.”

      I’m not a god but a demon, my hands flying over the strings as I finish, holding the last note for extra reverb, a little vintage flair that would’ve made Hendrix grin.

      But when I look up, I have to search for her.

      I finally spot her in the corner, talking to a built, clean-cut guy.

      My good mood dies.

      Fuck no. I didn’t bring her here to get hit on by some keg-standing bro.

      Half my mind’s on them through the rest of our songs, and at the end of our set, I shove my guitar into its case.

      Before I can push through the crowd, Trisha’s at my arm. “Didn’t realize you were babysitting tonight,” she says, cutting a glance toward the corner.

      “It’s not like that.” But I crane my neck, trying to keep my eyes on Annie.

      Trisha slides a stack of bills into my pocket. “Maybe you should take some of that judgment you like to level at the world and turn it back on yourself.”

      I brush past her to where Annie’s standing next to Frat Boy.

      Sure enough, he’s grinning at her like she’s sex and chocolate all wrapped up in a single package.

      Annie’s gaze lights on me, and her smile dims a few watts at whatever’s on my face. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I slide a hand around Annie’s waist, brushing her hip with my fingers as I bend toward her ear. “We’re going.”

      Frat Boy’s face falls, and I memorize the moment he realizes she’s not his.

      Still, the regret in Annie’s voice as she says goodbye annoys me all the way out the front door and down the steps.

      “Why were you being a dick to that guy?” she demands once we’re on the sidewalk. Drunk people stumble past us, laughing and carefree.

      “Because he was working to get in your pants.”

      She cocks her head. “Then he didn’t need to work so hard. I’m wearing a skirt.”

      I’m seconds from ripping into her with some uptight tirade about college guys only wanting one thing, but my phone rings before I can.

      The number has me stopping in my tracks. I let it ring, and when the phone goes silent, the world suddenly feels too still.

      “It’s your dad, isn’t it?” Her voice fills the night air around us.

      I haven’t talk about it with anyone because if I don’t say it out loud, it doesn’t matter so much.

      “No,” I hear myself say. “He was my father but not anymore.”

      I rub a hand over my jaw, the stubble I didn’t have time to shave this morning. Whether it’s the surprise phone call or the way Annie’s looking at me, nonjudgmental and patient, I continue.

      “The money I saved from working with Wicked in Philly was supposed to pay for college. I had two years’ worth. My dad thought I owed it to him.”

      Her shiny lips curve, incredulous. “He locked you out. You owed him nothing.” Her voice is soothing, but under the surface, there’s an echo of anger.

      “He has his reasons for thinking I did.” My chest contracts as the memories wash over me, things I’ve buried deep down where they belong. “I told him if I did that, we were even and he could never ask me for anything again. He promised.

      “So, on my eighteenth birthday, we went to the bank and I signed over every penny. I haven’t talked to him since.”

      My phone dings once more with a voicemail notification. I hit Delete and shove the phone in my pocket.

      “Aren’t you going to listen to it?” she asks.

      “No. Either he’s saying everything’s great now that I’m out from under his roof, or he’s blown through the money and wants more.”

      I start walking again, my motions stilted, and she follows.

      “I don’t blame him,” I say after half a block. “You get too dependent on people, they find a way to take from you. It’s human nature.”

      “But relationships aren’t one-way. When you say no to someone because you’re afraid they’ll take from you, you’re also saying no to what they could give you.”

      “Which is what?”

      The little noise in her throat makes me look over, and I’m surprised to see her smiling. “You have to say yes to find out.”

      I turn that over as we come to a little dive bar tucked into a strip mall at the corner.

      She stares at it longingly. “My car’s right behind that building, but it seems like a waste to go home. I shaved my legs and everything.”

      My attention drags down her body. Her strappy shoes with fuck-me heels. The black dress that hugs her curves. The hint of makeup lining her eyes, the gloss making her lips shine.

      It's a bad idea, but whether it's the look on her face as if maybe she needs this or a feeling in me like maybe I do, I can’t say no.

      “I missed out on dinner too,” I admit. “Maybe they’ve got cheese fries.”

      Her face lights up like I just promised her the fucking sun.

      Inside the dive restaurant are a dozen students and a few older people. There’s an arcade at one end with a billiard table.

      Annie makes a beeline for the billiard table. “Oh yeah. This is it.” The desire in her voice has the hairs lifting on my neck even before her gaze finds mine. Wanna play pool?

      Adrenaline hits me, a rush that’s too intense given her innocent question.

      Fucking yes, I want to play pool. After the call from my dad, I want it so badly I ache.

      “We need stakes,” she decides, glancing at the chalkboard menu over the bar. “Loser buys cheese fries.”

      “Not enough,” I argue. “Whoever sinks a ball gets to ask a question.”

      We go to the bar to order sodas, then set our Cokes on the edge of the billiard table. I reach for the cues on the wall as she leans over the felt and racks up the balls. “Are you dating that girl who was at the pool house and the party?” she asks casually, “or is it only sex?”

      The light hanging over the table casts her face half in shadows. That coupled with her low, confident voice, has me doing a double-take.

      “My bad.” Annie takes a cue from me and breaks, and one ball drops into the corner pocket. She smiles, slow and satisfied, before lifting her gaze to mine. “So, is it only sex?”

      A voice deep down tells me I should lie, that it’s better for all of us.

      But she won and she asked, and I can’t reward her with anything less than the truth.

      “She’s my tutor.”

      Annie’s smile melts away as she straightens. “But I walked into the pool house that morning after Carly’s party and she was there.”

      I take a drink of my soda, eye her over the cup. “I met her my first week here. Knew I’d need some help in chemistry and physics, and she tutors both.”

      “She came over at midnight?” Annie arches a dark brow, and I mimic her in response.

      “I wanted someone to talk to without a stake in all this. It was a fucked-up week. She came, then she crashed.”

      She stares at me a long moment, and I nod to the table, impatient. “It’s still your shot.”

      Annie misses.

      I circle the table before lining up my shot across from her.

      I sink the five.

      There are a million things I could ask her, but the one I’m most interested in is, “Tell me why you’re really pissed at your dad.”

      She screws up her face. “Because he won’t let me anywhere near music.”

      “You can’t blame him for that.”

      “I don’t. I blame you.”

      Surprise has me stiffening.

      “You were better at everything, always, than I was,” she continues. “Since you moved here, all of his time that he’s not working, or with Sophie, or with Haley, he’s with you.”

      It’s still my turn, but Annie circles the table, never lifting her attention from the possible shots, even when she has to step sideways to avoid me.

      “But I realized something tonight,” she goes on. “It’s not your fault. He wouldn’t have let me in anyway.”

      “I couldn’t come between you if I wanted to.” There’s a sense of urgency beneath my words.

      She chalks up her cue, oblivious, and I step between her and the table.

      I take the cue from her hands so she’s forced to meet my gaze. “You have to know that,” I press.

      Her expression shifts from determined to resigned. “It’s not only about the music. At my dad and Haley’s wedding last summer, a woman approached me and said she was my biological mother.”

      My stomach ices over. “What the fuck?”

      “She handed me a letter that’s sat unopened in my drawer for a year. I haven’t told anyone except for you right now. Maybe it’s like the voicemails from your dad. I want to believe it says that she loves me, that she’s proud. That we should get brunch sometime in New York or wherever she lives.” She shrugs a shoulder, the simple movement conveying way more than apathy. “But what if it says something terrible? Some secret I can’t unknow?”

      The confusion in her voice rips at me. I hate that she’s had this burden for a year, even if it’s partly my fault.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I murmur even though I think I know the answer.

      She puts a hand on her hip, cocking her head. “You were busy being too cool for me.”

      “Maybe I’m done being too cool for you.”

      Annie sucks in a breath but recovers fast, angling her chin up. “Maybe I’m done caring.”

      She starts to step away, but my fingers wrap around her upper arm, and her gaze flies to mine. She’s close enough I could pull her into my arms, and against my better judgment, I want to.

      “She can’t say anything that changes who you are,” I tell her. “Who your dad is.”

      I release her arm, brush a thumb over her cheek, and watch the conflicting emotions scroll across her face.

      The scratch has healed, like my hand, but we can’t go back to the way we were before.

      There was always a connection between us, and I’m starting to see why.

      We have the same pain even though we’ve never talked about it. Even though we deal with it differently.

      I bury mine so deep it can’t get surface, but hers…

      She breathes it every day. Lives through it, makes the world more beautiful despite all of it.

      Annie grabs her cue back from me but doesn’t step away. “I don’t want your pity, okay? I want to play pool. And laugh. And pretend I’m some college freshman out late on a school night and I shaved my legs for a good reason.”

      “Fine. Don’t move.” She wants to play grown-up, I can do that.

      I turn back to the table, rounding the felt and making quick work of the two ball before returning to exactly my previous position, inches away from her. I can smell her shampoo or body wash, something simple and floral, and I want to drop my face to her neck so I can figure out which it is.

      She lifts a brow in amusement, as if she notices how close I am, too.

      “What happened with Kellan Saturday night?” I ask. “Until you stumbled into my pool house, you looked like you wanted his hands on you.”

      She swallows, her full lips parting. The vulnerability on her face slices through me. “I was never into Kellan. I thought he saw me.”

      Fuck.

      No matter what I promised Jax, if I’d met her tonight, looking like this?

      I’d lead her into one of these shadowy corners and show her I see her.

      In the dark, I see this girl.

      Laughter drags my attention toward a couple a few years older who’ve been flirting at the bar. They shift off the stools, him wrapping an arm around her as they make out on the way past us to the door.

      By the time I turn back, Annie’s gone. Slipped past me to plan her next attack on the table.

      We trade shots back and forth, careful not to tread on anything too personal, as if we both recognize we got too close.

      Best new band you’ve found this year.

      Most embarrassing moment at Oakwood.

      Vacation you dream of taking after graduation.

      Book you were forced to read for English class that you secretly love.

      Even though we’re steering clear of dangerous territory, we’re getting to know each other again, and it feels good.

      Finally, there’s one shot left. The angle’s terrible. There’s almost no way to catch the three without sinking the eight.

      “You got a plan for that?” I ask, coming up behind her.

      “Working on it.”

      “I can already taste my cheese fries,” I say solemnly.

      She bends over the table, her dress inching up the backs of her thighs. “Better grab your wallet, then.”

      More than one interested pair of male eyes finds her, and my protectiveness kicks in.

      “Let me help,” I say, surprising both of us.

      I swore I wouldn’t let myself get caught up in her, but in this darkened dive bar where no one knows her or me, that decision feels a million miles away.

      I shift closer, shielding Annie’s body from the rest of the bar with mine. “Get your angle.”

      “Oh, I’ve got mine.” Her voice is low and teasing. The flat of her back brushes my chest, her ass pressing lightly against my groin, and I have to bite my cheek to hold in the groan. “Do you?”

      Who is this creature, and what has she done with the girl I used to be friends with?

      The floral scent is definitely her hair.

      I want to know how the rest of her smells.

      “You think you know how to do everything,” she murmurs, and her smug tone chafes my ego.

      “I do know how to do everything.”

      Annie turns her head, catches me staring. Her cheeks are flushed, lips parted, and she’s trying to figure out what I’m playing at.

      That makes two of us.

      My hands tighten on her as if now that I’ve felt her against me, I can’t stand the thought of her anywhere else.

      I won’t kiss her. A thousand paths that lead to my destruction begin with kissing this girl.

      But I want to.

      I want more of her, closer. To spin her and lift her up on this pool table, to make her see how fucking awesome she is.

      To have some of that awesomeness rub off on me.

      “Tyler…” Annie turns back to the table, loosing the cue in a smooth, practiced motion that has my brows shooting up. The final two balls sink neatly into the pockets, eight last.

      Admiration and pure fucking lust coil at the base of my spine.

      I can handle both of those until she utters five words that crash like a battering ram against the wall around my heart.

      “You owe me cheese fries.”
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      “Bitch, I missed the hell out of you.” Pen bounces at my front door Thursday right before noon, her lime-green Mini in the driveway. She holds out a gold rectangular box. “This is for your dad and stepmom from my parents. It’s some fancy booze.”

      I take it from her and lead the way through the house. “Perfect. Dad, Haley, and Sophie are out, but I’ll put it with the fancy booze collection.”

      I head for the wine storage room off the kitchen and drop off the box.

      “One for them, one for us. I’m so ready for this PA day.”

      I grab a bottle of champagne at random out of one of the coolers.

      Surprise crosses Pen’s face. “I thought we were studying.”

      “Later. I want to hear all about your trip.”

      Soon, we’re in bathing suits by the pool, the sun baking us. She’s telling me about Tuscany, the house and rolling hills.

      “And your book recs were on point,” she adds. “I made it through two rom-coms, plus the one about the refugee who started a business in her new country and got all the local women involved. So good.”

      “I’m glad. Any guys on this trip?” I prod.

      “The winery next door had a son.”

      She pulls out her phone and shows me pictures of a guy with dark eyes and curly hair.

      “Pen. Did you…?”

      “Second base. Which I think is only first base in Italian.” She sighs. “I forgot how much I love your pool.”

      “You may be seeing more of it. I’m grounded.” I lift my glass in a toast.

      “Wait, what?” Pen’s screech echoes off the house as she grabs my arm.

      “I decided to drop AP calc. My dad was not a fan.”

      “You can’t drop calc.”

      I explain my reasoning, and she finally concedes. “So, is this grounding thing the reason you went out and bought that fuck-hot bikini? To give your dad a heart attack?”

      I look down at my bathing suit. That’s not how I would’ve described it, but now that she says it, I can see where she’s coming from. It’s red and cut high on my legs, makes my ass look great, and the magic top pushes everything up enough that it looks as if I have real, live boobs. Cleavage and everything. “I just felt like it.”

      “What about the pool party?”

      The memory has me shivering despite the sunshine. “Kellan hit on me, but when I passed, he turned pissy fast.”

      Her face turns thunderous. “I’m going to shove his balls down his throat.”

      “Too late. He had a black eye the whole week.” I nod toward the pool house.

      She picks up the bottle of wine and fills her glass halfway. “Tyler Adams hit him. I should go away more often.”

      I nearly drop my glass as Tyler and Brandon come around the side of the house. My throat goes dry, and it’s not from the champagne.

      They’re both wearing shorts and nothing else, but it’s Tyler’s body that has me sitting up straighter.

      His shoulders are broad and deliciously rounded, his pecs defined. Suddenly, I’m remembering how he looked playing at that party. How he smelled. How he felt, that body pressed against mine.

      I hate how girls trip over themselves for musicians as if the fact that a guy can play a chord progression magically predicts his ability to get you off.

      But from the second I walked in the door of the fraternity house and saw Tyler on that stage, I was lost.

      They didn’t deserve him, didn’t even appreciate what he was giving them.

      I did.

      Thank goodness for padding because it’s way too hot out for my nipples to be getting hard under this bathing suit.

      “Tyler hit who over who?” Brandon asks.

      “Kellan Albright.” Pen pulls her sunglasses down her nose, then reaches for the sunscreen.

      “That’s how I heard it.” Brandon cocks his head at my friend. “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of tanning?”

      “If I was trying to tan, yes. If I’m studying, no.”

      Brandon smirks. “Doesn’t look like studying.”

      “Do you want me to prove the fundamental theorem of calculus on this patio with my lipstick? Because bitch, I’ll do it.” His jaw goes slack, and she turns her attention to Tyler. “You’ve been looking out for my girl.”

      “Someone’s got to,” Tyler answers.

      Pen smirks. “Gasp, Adams.”

      “Your girl knows exactly what she’s doing,” Brandon weighs in. “Lil’ sis was a serious cockblock last night.”

      He grins at Tyler, who’s shooting him a death glare, before returning to Pen.

      “It’s obvious the whole ‘come play our party’ thing was Trish’s excuse to get our boy on campus for a little extra-credit homework. Then you show up”—he nods at me— “and Ty’s gone all night.”

      I take a sip of my drink. “Sorry.”

      “Like fuck you are,” Brandon cackles.

      It’s true. Learning that girl is Tyler’s tutor made me feel like he didn’t bail on me for someone else—not in January, not even this week.

      Has Tyler slept with anyone since he moved here?

      Maybe that’s why he’s so broody and repressed. The guy needs to get laid.

      “You girls going to use the pool or just gawk at it?” Brandon grabs Pen’s glass, drains it despite her squeak of protest, then jumps—cup still in hand—into the pool.

      I stare at Tyler over the rim of my glass, and his gaze warms on mine.

      “Brandon’s right.” I rise, adjusting my swimsuit, then toss my hat on the patio and yank my hair up into a messy topknot. I brush past Tyler and cannonball into the water.

      When I come up, I hear cheering from Brandon and squealing from Pen, who carefully steps over the edge into the shallow end.

      Tyler’s the last one in, but I can’t take my eyes off him when he disappears below the surface or when he emerges once more, tossing his wet hair back with a grin that makes my stomach flip.

      Last night with Tyler felt exhilarating.

      We both have reasons to be weighed down, but hanging with him, like it was us against the world, was a rush I didn’t expect.

      The news of his dad’s blackmail, or whatever you want to call it, made me angrier than anything I can remember.

      My dad’s never made me feel like I owed him. Even the shock of my birth mom showing up, the secret I’ve been carrying around about the letter that lives in my desk upstairs, feels small and less dramatic by comparison.

      I want to track Tyler’s dad down and chew him out. I want to tell him he doesn’t deserve to have a son who’s talented and capable, one who’s resourceful enough to fend for himself when his parents don’t.

      I want…

      God, I want so many things with Tyler.

      I shouldn’t, but I can’t seem to stop.

      We splash around for a while, trying to keep a volleyball in the air. Eventually I pause on the wall to catch my breath, watching Pen and Brandon fall into teasing conversation.

      “Hey.” I gasp as I realize Tyler’s sneaked up on me in the pool. My gaze pulls to his abs and the water that licks at his stomach a couple inches above the waistband of his shorts.

      “What is that?” he asks.

      I glance down at the ink sticking out the top of my bikini bottom and mentally curse that I forgot to scrub it off. “Just words. I write things I want to remember.”

      “Like ‘buy milk’?”

      I put my hands on my hips. “No. Like ‘be fearless’ or ‘open your heart.’”

      “Can I see?”

      I hoist myself half out of the pool on my elbows and try not to squirm as he tugs down the side of my bikini bottoms.

      “’Leave it all.’”

      I feel my body flush under his scrutiny.

      Normally I write wherever I have space and my words won’t be seen—my wrist, my thigh, my waist. Of course, this time it’s on the front of my hip, below my hipbone. Dangerously low.

      “It means don’t hold back. Leave the fear, the doubt, the uncertainty, and give everything. Be everything. I’ve been telling myself that in rehearsal.”

      I drop back into the water, and he shades his eyes with a hand. “You could get a tattoo. It’d last longer.”

      I shake my head. “I couldn’t decide on one. I’d be covered everywhere. It’d make Dad’s sleeve look like one of those girly ankle tats.”

      Tyler grins. When he motions me closer still with a crooked finger, I inch toward him, the water doing nothing to cool my heating blood.

      Then before I can decide what his game is, he dunks me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I keep seeing banners around for prom. That your doing?” Brandon asks Pen as we head inside after we finish swimming to find something to eat.

      “I was on the junior prom committee, but one of the directors of senior prom came down with chicken pox.” Pen shrugs. “Anyway, A’s gonna be my backup.”

      “We’ll see,” I say as we scrounge some sandwiches from cold cuts in the fridge and fresh ciabatta rolls on the counter. “I might still be grounded, and I draw the line at serving drinks to the minions while wearing a monkey suit. Are you guys going?”

      “I’m still waiting for the right moment to ask Tyler,” Brandon drawls, and Tyler snorts.

      “Bring me roses, B, or there’s no way I’m letting you blow me in the limo.”

      I shake my head because, apparently, I’m not getting a real answer. “Carly’s been bragging about how Kellan asked her. If only that’d get her off my back.”

      “Guess you missed your chance.” Brandon laughs at Tyler as we take our plates of food back out to sit on the patio.

      I shiver at the thought of Tyler taking Carly. I picture him in a tux, soft lights and white smiles and flirting in corners.

      “I wouldn’t touch her if my life depended on it.” Tyler shifts into the chair at the head of the table. Even out here, he naturally assumes the control position.

      “What about at the pool party?” I ask.

      “I let her use my bathroom, then kicked her out.”

      “Why?” I can’t resist asking. “She’s a dick to us, but she’d probably wax your motorcycle with her tits if you asked her to.”

      “Guess she’s not my type.” He reclines in his seat, pushing sunglasses up his nose. “I don’t want her tits anywhere near my shit.”

      That pronouncement makes me irrationally happy.

      My phone buzzes, and I glance at it. “Norelli just said the gym is free for rehearsal for anyone who can go! I need to be there.”

      Tyler cocks his head. “You’re grounded. You’re not leaving.”

      I wink at him. “Watch me.”

      I’m grateful we ended up consuming less than half a glass each of champagne earlier as I say goodbye to Pen, then head to the garage and reach for my keys.

      They’re not there.

      I whirl and stalk back to the patio, where Tyler and Brandon are still sitting.

      “Where are my keys?”

      Tyler clasps his hands behind his head. “Beats me.”

      I’m halfway down the driveway to catch the Uber I called when I hear footsteps behind me.

      “Come back. Your dad’ll be pissed if you leave on my watch.” Tyler’s voice at my back is one part amused, one part annoyed.

      “I need to rehearse.”

      “You can rehearse in the house.” He catches up and cuts me off.

      “I’m going. You can’t stop me.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      He slings me over his shoulder before I can take another breath.

      The ground is a few feet from my face, blood rushing to my head as I try to orient myself. “What the hell! This is medieval. No, these are like… press gang tactics. Put me down!”

      “Once we get to the house.”

      I grind my teeth together as I bounce on his shoulder. “You’re staring at my ass, aren’t you?”

      “As much as you’re staring at mine.”

      The finger I’m tracing over the stitching on the back pocket of his jeans stills, and Tyler chuckles.

      “I was hoping you’d have a comic strip on your thigh. This is a long driveway.”

      The only sounds for the next dozen steps are his steady breathing and my awkward huffs of breath.

      When he finally sets me down, we’re in the rose garden where I was with Kellan last weekend.

      “I have to tell you something,” he says.

      I blink, feeling the blood flow back down my body and out of my head. “Okay…”

      Tyler bends to pick something off the flagstone, turning back to me. It’s a purple rose, its stem broken but its petals intact.

      “I called you nothing that day because I figured if I said it enough, I’d start to believe it.”

      My throat tightens. “How’s that working out for you?”

      “Not great.” He rubs a hand through his hair, leaving it sticking up in a way that should be stupid but isn’t. “Before I came here, Jax told me to keep my distance.”

      Unbelievable.

      I open my mouth, but Tyler continues first.

      “He was right, by the way.” He steps closer until I’m forced to lift my chin to hold his gaze. “I have no business inserting myself in your life.”

      I fold my arms over my chest, taking in his contrite expression. “I will be the judge of who inserts themselves in my anything, thank you very much.”

      His mouth twitches, and he holds up the rose.

      A gift has to cost something. Not money but time, emotion.

      The flower’s not a gift, but it feels like one.

      I take the stem from his hand and turn it between my fingers. “When I lived with Aunt Grace, back before I learned Jax was my dad, we had roses in the house at least once a month. Usually red. Her husband bought them for her.” My chest squeezes hard at the memory. “I always knew when they were coming because it was the day after they fought. She’d sleep in that morning, spend extra time putting on makeup when she got up.”

      Tyler’s body stiffens as my words sink in. “Did he ever hurt you?”

      His voice is so low I nearly miss it.

      “He never touched me.”

      “That’s not quite the same.”

      My lips curve. “No, it’s not.”

      I think of the backhanded comments he muttered when my aunt wasn’t in earshot. How I was useless, didn’t belong, didn’t deserve to live with them.

      I know now the words were directed at my dad, not at me, but I found ways to cope. Writing words of encouragement on myself, things I could hold on to, was one of those ways.

      Tyler looks past me, his jaw working. “Fuck, you must hate roses.”

      He reaches for the flower, and I hold it away. “Not at all. They’re breathtaking and fragile and resilient. For everything in life that sucks, there’s something beautiful if you know where to look.”

      The disbelief on his face has me smiling in earnest.

      “Our lives are the stories we tell about them. The stories we sing about them,” I go on pointedly. “And our hearts don’t belong in cages. We’re meant to be fragile. We’re born to bleed.”

      I squeeze his arm before turning to start back toward the driveway.

      “Annie...” His voice is a warning.

      I pull up, sighing. “I need this musical. You can let me go to rehearsal, or you can help me.”

      He stares me down, emotions running together behind his dark eyes. Helping me would mean more than just going against my dad, and we both know it.

      “That’s what I figured,” I say when he doesn’t respond.

      When I get to my room, I set the rose on my nightstand and call to tell Norelli I can’t come to practice.

      Through the window, I hear Tyler’s voice, Brandon chuckling on the patio.

      I drop the phone on my bed and grab my music box off my shelf, the one that plays “It’s a Small World.”

      I lift the window frame and chuck the music box into the bushes, where it lands on a garden light with a sickening crunch.

      The laughter stops.
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      “You gonna tell me where we’re going on a Friday?” I ask Jax, shielding my eyes against the morning sun.

      He drums his fingers on the steering wheel. “A meeting. Last day of your suspension, so we might as well get something accomplished.”

      We turn off the main road and drive up to a gate. If there’s a house beyond, I can’t see it, just rolling pastures and white fence. Once the gate buzzes us in and we make our way up the driveway, a huge house reveals itself.

      After we park, a butler shows us to a bright reading room surrounded by glass overlooking a stable in the backyard where horses play in green fields.

      “Jax.” The man walking in looks at ease in jeans and a sport coat.

      "Zeke." Jax shakes his hand. “This is Tyler.”

      I extend my hand, and he takes it.

      Zeke gestures out the window. “These are champion racehorses. Retired now. Some take to it better than others. Some of them you’d swear are replaying the races behind those big eyes of theirs.”

      “Zeke left Wicked a number of years back, but he helped with my first platinum album. He now has a number of interests in LA and New York.”

      He smiles. “I’ve established more than two dozen major recording artists at three labels.”

      My brows rise because that’s impressive.

      “I’m going to be honest. Jax tells me you’re interested in a career in the industry. He’s sent me a few of your demos, but I prefer to see things firsthand.”

      We follow him to another room, where he flicks the light switch to reveal instruments everywhere.

      Zeke passes me a guitar. “Let’s hear it.”

      Jax studies me. This is a test.

      I can play anything for anyone, but I wasn’t expecting to do it today.

      Still, it’s as natural to me as breathing.

      The song starts out slow, picks up tempo without losing its mood. It’s thrumming and alive, crisp and precise one second and messy the next.

      But all of it’s on purpose.

      Everything is on purpose, or you lose more than a moment.

      You lose yourself.

      When I finish, Zeke’s face is unreadable, until he cuts a look at Jax. “Say it.”

      “Told you.”

      I pass the guitar back, feeling relief.

      “I need someone who’s willing to work hard and who has the natural talent. That spark.” Zeke replaces the guitar before holding out a hand once more.

      I go to shake it but stop when I see the business card in his fingers.

      I look between him and Jax. “I have another six weeks of school. I’m a senior. I want to graduate.”

      Everyone in my family managed it. I’m sure as hell going to.

      Zeke smirks as if school is a trivial thing. Jax doesn’t react.

      “You know what makes opportunities exciting? They don’t last. Don’t wait too long, kid.”

      They make small talk for a few more minutes before we head back out to the car.

      The property recedes into the distance as Jax’s Bentley cruises down the road.

      “Today was about me,” I say after a few miles.

      “I said I’d help you. This was the plan all along—polish your skills and get you out into the industry.”

      “Why me?” I ask the question that’s been hanging over me for a year, the one I know the answer to but he won’t admit.

      “You remind me of me. Music was more than my pressure release. It saved my life. It’ll save yours, too.”

      My fists ball at my sides.

      Did you expect him to just say it?

      I could call him out right now.

      Because he’s not only saving my life…

      He destroyed it in the first place.

      “What about Annie?” I hear myself ask instead. “She loves music too.”

      He shoots me a surprised look. “I don’t want her anywhere near the music industry.”

      “The longer you ground her, the more she’s going to dig in.”

      “Says the kid who brought her home at two in the morning yesterday.”

      My mouth snaps shut. How he knew about that I’m not sure. “She needed someone to talk to.”

      Jax shoots me a look as we stop at a light.

      There’s no reason for him and Annie to be anything but close. I’m starting to see what I couldn’t before—that the more she tries to let him in, the more he holds her away. She acts as if it’s fine, but it’s not. She’s hurting. I can feel it across the damned patio every night of the week.

      “This life can build you up, but it can tear you down even faster,” he says at last. “She’s a good kid. I want her to have the things she wants.”

      “You want her to have the things you want her to have,” I correct. “You can’t fill a prison with diamonds and expect her to forget the door’s still locked.”

      I think about the letter she’s been sitting on, what she told me about her childhood.

      Yeah, Jax asked me to keep an eye out for her, but that’s not why I hung out with her yesterday.

      It’s not even why I kept her home.

      Somewhere between literally carrying her ass up the driveway and watching her walk away from me, I started to think about how she puts herself out there. She invites the world to reject her, practically demands it, and when it does, she hurts.

      But it never occurred to me she did it by choice, that she was aware of it.

      Maybe there is something to putting your heart on the line.

      We pull up to the gates at Jax’s house, the familiar rows of trees, and the gates swing wide automatically at the sensor in his car. “You’re here because you’re capable,” he says. “But more than that, you fit in. I knew it since the first time I saw you with your damned blue hair and your swagger sitting on my couch with my kid.“

      My chest aches. This place is starting to feel like home. More than Philly ever did.

      I reach into my pocket, fingering the card in my jacket.

      “Call Zeke,” Jax intones, palming the steering wheel as we cruise up the long driveway, the gates closing silently once we’re through. “Not after graduation. Now.”
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      I’m changing out of my uniform into a jean skirt and a tank top after school when there’s a knock on my bedroom door.

      Tyler’s on the other side in jeans and a T-shirt that clings to his body. His hair’s freshly dyed blue, probably something he did to kill time during his suspension, and his expression is determined.

      “There weren’t any notes for English today,” I inform him, but he just holds out a music box.

      “That broke,” I say, frowning. “It hit a light in the garden and cracked. I heard it.”

      “And I fixed it.”

      I inspect the case, noticing tiny cracks where the wood split. I open the lid, and the ballerina dog inside starts to dance.

      It’s almost as good as new.

      “Where’s the music?” I ask.

      He rubs a hand over his neck, the most fleeting and un-Tyler-like display of uncertainty I almost miss it. “I figured you’d rather make your own.”

      My chest expands so much I can’t breathe, can’t even speak.

      Yes, I’d rather make my own. The fact that it even occurred to him has my heart thudding in my chest.

      “If that’s too cheesy,” he goes on, “I can—“

      “No. It’s perfect.”

      “Fine. Let’s go.” It must be my imagination that has his voice sounding rougher than before as he jerks his chin down the hall. “You said you want to kill the musical. You said the problem’s Carly, but if you get more confident in your own craft, rehearsal will go smoother no matter what she does. You’re getting better, but there’re some things we can work on.”

      I trail him down the hall and out the side door of the house, stopping to grab flip-flops in the hall. “You’ve been listening.”

      “Can’t help it when your window’s open. Sometimes I see you too.”

      He turns back to look at me in the garage to see if I’m coming, but I’m frozen in the doorway.

      “Come on, Annie. I won’t tell Brandon you get off to him every night if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Tyler cocks his head, grinning, and that spurs me into motion.

      I chase after him, shove him with every inch of strength I possess. “You’re full of shit.”

      His laughter should be annoying, but I love the sound of it as I follow him down to the renovated tour bus in the driveway.

      Inside, a glass door separates the studio from the couches in the lounge area, and Tyler lifts the guitar over his head as he drops onto one of the couches.

      “Ryan’s right. You do need a new guitar.” I drop onto the seat across from him, shifting forward to trace a finger across the body of his instrument. The wood is cheap to begin with, and it’s banged up.

      “Yeah, well, they don't exactly grow on trees.”

      I blink up at him. “They do. They're wood.”

      “Smart-ass.” The slow smile that stretches across his gorgeous face is one more reminder something has changed since yesterday when he turned me down.

      He’s cautiously open. Carefully receptive.

      “First guitar I ever played was my dad’s,” he goes on. “Did I tell you that?”

      I shake my head, trying not to look as if I’m living for what he says next.

      He starts to play, fingers moving over the strings like it’s a dance he’s done a thousand times. “He wanted to make a career of it. He had a band, used to play local gigs outside of work, odd jobs mostly. He had trouble holding one down, but he did land a gig cleaning at Wicked for a few months. Hell, he even met your dad once when I was too young to remember.”

      I’m not listening to his playing anymore, I’m too focused on his words. “Wow. Does Dad remember him?”

      His thoughtful expression turns flat. “I wouldn’t be here if he didn’t.”

      I start to press, but Tyler stops playing, cutting off the sound before rapping his knuckles lightly on the body of his guitar.

      “So, here’s the thing,” he begins. “If you’re gonna stand on that stage, you need to know you’re enough. Don’t worry about what you’re making them feel—think about what you’re creating. What happens after you make it is none of your business. What happens before that is your only job.

      “You can hide nerves when you’re playing an instrument with your hands. When it’s your breath, that doesn’t work.” He runs a hand through his hair, making his biceps jump under the T-shirt. “How much do you know about resonance? Reverb? Timbre?”

      I shift forward to the edge of the seat, our knees nearly brushing. Frustration seeps into my voice. “Nothing you couldn’t learn on the internet. My dad won’t teach me.”

      “I’ll teach you.”

      Gratitude has my entire body tingling. I exhale heavily, realizing I haven’t really played with him, in front of him, in a couple years. We were kids then. Now, the stakes feel higher.

      “Thank you. We could start with ‘Part of Your World’?”

      He’s shaking his head before I finish. “Nothing from the musical. Something else.”

      “Okay.” I mentally scroll through the possibilities. “Let’s do something in six-eight.”

      “You have a time signature preference?” He grins, and my stomach flips.

      “Yes. Six is perfect. It’s like… a Möbius strip. A twisted loop.” I connect my thumbs and pointer fingers, then twist one hand upside down so my thumbs touch my pointer fingers instead. “No end and no beginning but order and momentum. ‘Nothing Else Matters’ by Metallica. The Beatles’ ‘Oh! Darling’. Enough Queen tracks to fill an album.”

      He shakes his head, and I think he’s about to make fun of me, but all he says is, “The lady wants six.”

      Then he kicks off Queen’s “Somebody to Love,” and my heart lifts.

      This is already more fun than rehearsal.

      We practice until my throat’s worn out. Tyler accompanies me on guitar, watching, giving notes.

      I have so much to learn. This guy is not only the most talented person I’ve ever met—he’s an encyclopedia. We’ve talked music before but not technique, strategy, physicality. My mind races trying to keep up with everything he tells me.

      I haven’t felt so alive in ages. Even the best rehearsal has never felt as good as this. Maybe because I have to deal with the glares and the snide comments and the sabotage.

      Here, it’s just people who love music. It’s the biggest high there is. More than acing a test or winning an award.

      “Better,” he says when we wrap up. ”Now you need to do that at rehearsal.”

      I look down at him from where I’m standing, leaning a hip against the wall of the bus. “Carly’s going to be there fucking with my head. It’s like something’s crawling up my spine and I can’t get away from it.”

      Tyler turns something over in his mind. “Sing it one more time.”

      I start, and he rises, moving to stand behind me.

      Close behind me.

      He touches the waistband of my jeans, and I jolt. His fingers brush the bare skin of my lower back, and I hiccup. “What are you doing?”

      “Keep going.”

      The words come out rough as his finger traces a slow path up my spine.

      I focus on my breath, my tone, the shape of the vowels and consonants in my head, my mouth, my throat.

      I pour everything into keeping my voice level. When he reaches the back of my bra, he reverses directions, stroking back down.

      Slower.

      Harder.

      My shoulders start to shake.

      Tyler’s touch searing my skin is nothing like Carly’s sabotage. It’s hard to keep going for an entirely different reason. Every phrase is harder to execute; every word is a struggle for my brain; each vowel sticks in my throat.

      Finally, I finish, and his touch falls away.

      He doesn’t move. His breath skims my ear when he speaks. “There. That wasn’t so terrible.”

      When I turn my head, all I see is his damned perfect mouth at eye level. A wave of longing washes over me. “No. It wasn’t.”

      I wait for him to pull back or to crack a joke.

      He doesn’t.

      His lashes lower, and holy hell, he’s staring at my mouth too, as if it’s all he wants.

      Do it.

      I want you to.

      I swallow, leaning in a millimeter at a time.

      His body is tight, controlled. I want to know what happens when he lets go.

      “Tyler! You in there?”

      My dad’s voice from the driveway outside has Tyler stepping back smoothly.

      Like that, the moment’s gone. As if it never even happened.

      He reaches for his guitar and jerks his head toward the door, expression unreadable. “I’ll catch you at dinner.”

      I lick my lips, nodding. “Yeah.”

      The touching wasn’t terrible.

      The part where he leaves me wanting more and knowing I’m not going to get it...

      That part sucks hard.
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      My weekend did not go as planned.

      I’d expected to hang with Brandon and the other guys from our band, fix a weird sound my bike’s been making, and lay down some music with Jax.

      I did those things, but they’re not what I remember come Monday, especially when I catch sight of the girl with long, red hair heading determinedly for my locker at lunch.

      “You need a new guitar,” Annie states, leaning against the locker next to mine. The side of her forehead meets the metal as she cocks her head at me. “This soph is selling one that looked amazing, so I lined it up for you to try.”

      I shut the door. “Seriously?”

      “And you have a free period. So, let’s go,” she insists, bobbing next to me down the hall.

      Her slow smile has my abs tightening.

      I sneak a look at her, the skirt that swings against her smooth thighs, her breasts outlined by the jacket, her silky hair waving over one shoulder.

      I was getting used to seeing her in shorts, jeans, bathing suits, but she looks really fucking pretty in her school uniform.

      Even if it has me thinking about what’s underneath.

      “You just want an excuse to hang out with me,” I drawl as we fall into step together.

      “This is a favor. I’m sick of you.”

      But we basically have been hanging out.

      All weekend.

      She needs help. I give it to her.

      No, I don’t advertise to Jax that we’re spending time together. It’s simpler that way.

      But it’s addictive the way she listens, how she tries.

      When she sings, her voice is smooth and rough at once, velvet with a raw edge. Unpolished, but there’s a realness you can’t fake, an earnest emotion that grabs you by the base of your spine.

      Girl’s got a gift.

      I’ve never gotten invested in anyone else’s music before, but I want her to succeed, and I want to be there when she does. To see the lightbulb go off when she figures something out, when a piece clicks into place in that beautiful mind of hers.

      We get to the all-purpose room and meet the guy with the guitar.

      He introduces himself and gestures to the open case.

      “Wow,” he says to Annie when I start playing.

      I tune out whatever he says next, needing to get a read on the sound, the feel, the weight of the instrument under my hands.

      It’s actually not bad. I’ve played some nice guitars of Jax’s and the one at Zeke’s the other day, but maybe I have been slumming it too much with the one I got before I knew I was gonna do this for a lifetime.

      “How much?” I say when I set it down.

      He shrugs. “How’s two?”

      “Two hundred?”

      “Two thousand.”

      I’m about to say hell no when Annie grabs my arm. “Give us a second.”

      She pulls me out into the hall, half-empty since everyone’s at lunch.

      “Do you like it?”

      My laugh is humorless. “Yeah, but two large is insane.”

      She reaches into her wallet and pulls out a thick stack of twenties, two fifties on top. “He’ll negotiate.”

      My hand closes over hers, the warmth of her making me want to hold on. “I’m not negotiating, and I’m not taking your money. Don’t you dare feel sorry for me.”

      “I feel sorry for the guitar.”

      Adrenaline pumps through my veins. “You think my hands are that good?”

      She puts her wallet away and shoots me a slow smile. “I wouldn’t know.”

      It’s only teasing, but those words affect me. We’re in a school hallway, but suddenly I picture dragging her into a stairwell and showing her just what my hands can do.

      Because, suddenly, fixing her music box and playing while she sings don’t feel like the best use of them.

      I want to press my thumb into her mouth, to make her moan around it.

      I want to drag up her skirt to find out what words she’s hiding beneath.

      I want to grab her ankles, wrap those endless legs around my hips tight enough I can grind into her.

      Late last night, she texted to say my lights were on and asked if I wanted to practice in the pool house.

      I shut that down even though I wanted to say yes.

      If I was the talking type, I might ask her to be more considerate.

      To stop teasing me with those long looks, the knowing smiles, the smart-ass comments.

      But none of it makes a difference because Annie and I are still worlds apart in every way that matters.

      We might share a smile in the hallway at school, but I have my friends and she has hers. She goes to rehearsal. I hang with the popular kids, feign ambivalence when Carly spews her bullshit when all I want to do is find Annie and get the hell out of this place.

      It’s necessary. The framework that keeps everything in place, that reminds me not to fall for Jax’s daughter when he isn’t there to remind me himself.

      “What is this?” Annie bends to pick up something that’s fallen on the floor.

      I take it from her. “Nothing. Your dad’s.”

      I’ve been staring at the business card all weekend, but I haven’t made the call.

      I shove the card in my jacket pocket and force my attention back to the task at hand. “If I’m going to start over, I’d rather go with mahogany. Something heavier weight with better sustain. Maybe a rosewood fret. V neck. I like how it fits in my hands.”

      “Three days ago you didn’t want a new guitar. Now you’re Clapton. Anything else?”

      I reach for her blazer collar, straighten it with both hands for an excuse to touch her hair, to graze her neck with my thumbs. “Twenty-four fret.”

      “All right, big boy.” She grins, and I swallow the laugh. “Stay here,” she says before heading back to let the guy down easy.

      I tune out the conversation, but my chest expands at the fact that she cared enough to set this up for me.

      This girl makes me wonder what things are possible in this world.

      My phone rings in my pocket, and like that, my good mood evaporates.

      When the voicemail appears, my finger hovers over the delete button, but thinking of Annie’s comment about how you have to open yourself up sometimes, I hold the phone to my ear instead.

      My father’s voice spills out, angry and pleading in turn.

      You still owe me, Tyler.

      I gave up everything for you, you ungrateful bastard.

      You can’t abandon your family.

      A group of students approaches, laughing and oblivious, and I wait for them to pass before I duck into a recessed stairwell.

      I lean my forehead against the cold painted brick, squeezing my eyes shut. If I’d thought maybe something had changed, like maybe he’d wake up and see what an asshole he’s been his entire life…

      I was wrong. It never changes.

      “Okay, he was bummed but… Tyler?” Annie’s footsteps draw closer until I feel her at my side. “What happened?”

      I shake my head. “Same bullshit as always. For some reason, I still fucking care.”

      Annie ducks between my arms and takes my face in her hands. “Caring isn’t a weakness. Even if the person you care about doesn’t care back, that doesn’t mean you should stop.”

      I heave out a breath, her cool hands grounding me. My hair’s falling over my face and part of hers. I wish it could hide us from the world.

      “You’re good at caring about people,” she goes on, her voice a murmur.

      “Like who?”

      “Like me.”

      I exhale heavily, my hands braced on the wall on either side of her head. “I told you I don’t.”

      “But you’ve shown me you do.”

      I pull back enough to look into her eyes brimming with empathy I’d never ask for but need like my next breath.

      There are moments you look back on, ones that feel small but change everything.

      I should step back, reinforce the distance between us.

      I don’t.

      Instead, I wrap both arms around her, pull her closer. My fingers imprint themselves on the fabric of her jacket, the soft strands of her hair.

      When I tuck her head under my chin, her breath hitches. I take a long inhale, wishing her scent didn’t calm me like it does. Even the layers of our uniforms can’t hide the warm comfort of her body.

      Her hands slide up my back until she’s holding me as hard as I’m holding her.

      I’m supposed to keep her out, but I don’t know how.

      Leaving this summer will hurt like hell.

      And I’m terrified by how much I want to stay.
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      “We’ll need a two-thousand deposit. Cash or credit?”

      I hold out a debit card. “How long will it take?”

      “A month. That’s the fastest service for anything custom,” he goes on at my expression.

      “Can you do a rush? It’s for a friend.” I debate, chewing my lip. “My dad is Jax Jamieson.”

      His eyes widen, and he glances at the name on my card, then back up. “No shit. I’d know those eyes anywhere. I made guitars for his first tour.”

      Discomfort works through me. “Do you keep in touch?”

      “Some.”

      Something tells me that even if my dad would be cool with giving Tyler a guitar, me buying him one wouldn’t go over great. “It’s a surprise.”

      “For your daddy?” The manager’s brows rise as he looks at the order. “Seem to recall he prefers twenty-two—”

      “How long?”

      The manager frowns. “Four days.”

      Apparently, there are perks to being Jax Jamieson’s kid.

      I thank him and head out to my car.

      The money for this purchase is coming from a statewide writing competition I won in the fall, plus the full-time hours I logged working as a summer student at the library last year.

      I was saving it for college—even though my dad and Haley have said they’ll pay my tuition and expenses, I want to at least contribute—but something about this decision feels right.

      Tyler doesn’t have that kind of cash, but he’s also proud. This is something he’d never ask for, something I want to do for him.

      All week, he’s been helping me practice. In the mornings, after school, whenever we can sneak in a moment.

      My performance in rehearsal is improving. I focus on my technique, on connecting to what I’m doing, and tune out the bullshit. I don’t make eye contact with Carly, and I keep my bag and water bottle at the corner of the stage where she can’t get to them. I have less than a week until when Norelli promised to render a verdict on keeping me in the lead, and I’m not going to waste it.

      As I walk, my phone rings.

      “Hey,” I answer, breathless. “I was just thinking about you.”

      “Good things, I hope.” Tyler’s smooth voice comes down the line, sending tingles through my stomach.

      Lately, his voice does that to me.

      Not only his voice—his touch. Hell, even his presence in the same room. I can’t so much as brush up next to him making coffee in the morning without wishing Dad and Haley would drop into some alternate dimension so I could stare at him longer, memorize the feel of his body when he reaches over me to grab something from the fridge.

      But the part I can’t forget when I’m lying awake at night is the way he let me hold him in the hallway at school on Monday. His body was filled with tension, but the tighter I wrapped my arms around him, the more those muscles gave, the more deeply he breathed.

      “You hang up on me?” he asks.

      “Sorry, I’m here.”

      His low chuckle has me flushing as I get into the car.

      “What’s up?”

      “Your dad left a note inviting me for dinner.”

      “Haley’s best friend, Serena, is in town. The whole family’s going out to this steakhouse. Even Sophie.” I start the car, and the purr of the engine is comforting.

      “If this place is fancy, I’m screwed. My tux is at the dry cleaners.”

      “Like you care. You could walk into a restaurant in boxers and have the entire staff falling over each other.”

      “I’ll have to try that.” His voice lifts with humor, and my lips curve too. “Tell me what you’re wearing.”

      I glance down at my clothes, which I changed into after school. “A dress. Black. Tight. It’s kind of short.”

      “Not the one from the frat party. You looked way too grown-up.”

      Indignation sets in. “I am grown-up.”

      He mutters something inaudible before clearing his throat. “I should bring brass knuckles if I’m gonna need to deck the waiter for hitting on you.”

      The protectiveness in his voice has the hairs lifting on my arms. “You know you can’t take down every guy who looks at me.”

      “Why not?”

      I trace a finger along the stitching on my leather steering wheel, my heart thudding dully in my chest. “Because sometimes I want to be looked at.”

      For a moment, I think Tyler’s gone, but eventually, his hard exhale tells me he’s still on the line.

      “See you at dinner, Six.”

      He hangs up before I can respond, but the nickname leaves me biting my cheek.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Serena moans. “This is delicious. You didn’t need to go to this trouble for me.”

      “It’s no trouble,” Haley says over the table at the fancy restaurant where we have a private room. “Your visit’s a nice excuse to have everyone together.”

      And we are together. My dad’s at the head of the table and wearing a nice dress shirt, Haley’s at the other end looking more relaxed than I’ve seen her since Sophie started teething, and Sophie’s tucked in next to her. Haley’s best friend, Serena, a sleek marketing executive from New York with a fabulous ponytail and a killer smile, sits next to Sophie, and Tyler’s across from me.

      “Sophie’s going to be gorgeous like her parents,” Serena goes on.

      I sip my soda. “She’s already got every guy in miles wrapped around her finger.”

      Serena shoots me a teasing look. “Something you have in common, then.”

      I glance at Tyler sitting across from me as I dig into my salad.

      Since our call, he’s barely spoken to me. It’s as if he’s punishing me for the tension in our conversation.

      But when I walked in the door, I swear his attention locked on my legs. Any time his gaze meets mine, it lingers for half a beat before sliding away.

      “Can you pass the pepper?”

      I look up to find Tyler’s attention on me. I reach for the grinder next to my plate and hold it out.

      He takes it, and our fingers brush.

      He holds on, and so do I, a beat too long before letting go.

      I go back to my food, and the conversation turns to plans after school. I tell Serena about Columbia.

      “What about you?” she prompts Tyler. “Graduation’s a month away.”

      “I’m not going to college. I’m gonna finish with Jax, use that to get steady work as a session musician.”

      “No, Tyler’s going all the way,” I interject. He lifts a brow, and I continue. “Platinum albums, stadium tours, girls who tattoo his face on their ass.”

      Serena laughs, but Tyler’s gaze intensifies on mine, and I keep going. “Imagine it. Ty-ler. Ty-ler. Ty-ler. They'll fall at your feet.”

      “I don’t need them falling at my feet.”

      “That’s why they’ll do it.”

      My dad told me once that fame can smell desperation but it chases talent. The moment it senses you need it more than it needs you, it evaporates like morning mist.

      Tyler doesn’t care who looks at him. That’s why it’s impossible to look away.

      “I can understand the desire to get working,” Haley says, her voice bringing me back. “But if you ever wanted college, there are some fantastic performing arts schools. What’s the one in New York, Serena? The one your brother was accepted to?”

      “Vanier. I’ve never seen Beck as pumped as when he got the letter,” she says, shaking her head with a smile.

      Dad frowns at Tyler. “Have you called Zeke yet about his offer?”

      My head snaps to him. “What offer?”

      “A contact who can employ Tyler after graduation,” Dad says. “Play his cards right, he’ll have more than studio sessions.”

      But Tyler acts as if he hasn’t even heard, moving food around his plate.

      I’m stunned he hasn’t mentioned this, which goes to show I’ve been wrong about how much closer we’ve gotten these last weeks.

      Tyler’s the only person who cares what I want, cares enough to help me get it.

      And everything I want for myself I want for him a million times more.

      I want to see him cast off the history with his father and realize he can make something incredible.

      Tyler makes eye contact with my dad, ignoring me. “I’ll call him. I haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

      I kick him under the table. Why haven’t you called him?

      Leave it alone. He digs into his food.

      Serena’s brows lift, and she takes a drink before turning to me. “Haley told me you have the lead in the musical.”

      I fill her in on where we’re at, but I’m still spinning from the revelation about Tyler’s opportunity, still stinging from his dismissal.

      “Any attractive costars?” she asks.

      I take a sip of soda, my gaze drifting to the guy across from me—the one who’s avoiding my gaze as though it’s his mission in life. “Kellan plays varsity lacrosse.”

      A fork clatters against a plate across from me.

      Serena leans in, eyes brightening with anticipation. “Who’s Kellan?”

      “He’s my prince,” I tell her, spearing a piece of salad.

      A thud echoes under the table as if a knee connected with the wood.

      “He’s a prick,” Tyler mutters.

      Now I have his attention.

      My eyes flash. You wouldn’t dare tell them.

      He holds my gaze. Try me, Six.

      “Kellan,” Haley interjects. “Tyler, is that the guy you had a fight with at school?”

      My dad’s head snaps toward me.

      “If I wanted to date Kellan“—I interject around the bite of lettuce, hurrying to swallow, and Tyler’s gaze narrows—“that would be my business.”

      Dad laughs humorlessly. “Nice try. Until you’re eighteen, I can control where you go and who you see.”

      I drop my fork. “I’m already grounded. You can’t ground me twice.”

      “Then no musical.”

      Shock has my breath sticking in my chest.

      Haley sighs. “Jax—”

      “Sure. No problem. I’ll tell Miss Norelli I’m out of the musical—which I’m now getting credit for, by the way—because Jax Jamieson declared it,” I say sarcastically, shifting out of my chair and throwing my napkin down on my seat. “My report card’s coming soon. Since you’re more interested in my grades than my life, you can have the next family photos taken with that.”

      I stalk out of the room, eyes burning. I nearly run into a startled server bearing a carafe of water and mumble an apology as I trip around tables toward the bathrooms.

      I’m halfway down the hall when a low voice comes from behind me. “Annie. Stop.”

      I whirl to face Tyler. The dim lights overhead cast his tense face in shadows as he closes the distance between us.

      “What’s wrong with you?” His low voice has every muscle in my body tightening, and he comes to a stop a foot away.

      I toss my hair over my bare shoulder. “Why do you care? You’ve been avoiding me all night. You should be halfway to New York by now.”

      A woman walks down the hall toward the bathroom, attention flicking to us. I step to the side, and Tyler does the same.

      Somehow, that brings us even closer.

      “Are you mad I’m not on a plane to New York?” he murmurs when we’re alone again. “Or that I’m not paying enough attention to you? You can’t have it both ways.”

      There’s a bite to his words, as if the stakes are way higher than our dinner conversation.

      Maybe they are.

      “I’m mad you didn’t tell me. I care about you, damn it!”

      He leans in, a muscle in his jaw ticking in frustration. I breathe through my mouth, ignoring the scent of his shower, the way his dark button-down shirt clings to his muscles, the jeans that hug every inch of his hard legs. “Then pretend you don’t, like everyone else pretends.”

      I step back on instinct, but there’s a coatrack behind my shoulders. I hit it, hard enough a few empty hangers fall to the ground.

      I drop to the floor to retrieve them. Tyler’s next to me in a second.

      “I never asked for you to care,” he mutters, kneeling at my side. “In fact, I’ve done everything I could to avoid this.”

      We reach for the same coat hanger, neither of us letting go.

      “Oh, really?” I retort. “You hang out with people you don’t like. The only time you show the world what you’re capable of is during gigs with Brandon at frat parties. Instead of putting yourself out there, you bury your talent and ambition and who you are because you’re afraid to take what you want. If that’s not a cry for help, I don’t know what is.”

      I wrench the hanger from his grip and stand, replacing the hangers on the rack. My dress has ridden up embarrassingly high, and I work the hem back down my thighs as he stands, too.

      “I don’t need the psychoanalysis, Six.” When I look up, his angry expression is inches away. “If you think I’m your boyfriend, you’ve made a big-ass mistake.”

      “Clearly.” I brush my hands down my dress one last time emphatically. “I have all the responsibilities and none of the benefits.”

      His eyes flash, and I know I’ve pushed him too far.

      I’ve never seen Tyler out of control.

      That changes tonight.

      I know it as the words hang between us for a heartbeat. Two.

      “That’s what you want? Benefits?” Tyler’s voice is a rasp.

      His gaze lands on my mouth, and heat floods my body. He strokes a finger down my cheek gently. Then he rubs his thumb against my lower lip.

      “You want me to kiss you until you can’t breathe.”

      My mouth opens on instinct, my breath trembling out. I don’t know when I’ll need another because the way he’s looking at me, I might die right here. As if he knows what I’m thinking and likes it, his eyes darken more.

      “Or run my hands up this dress the way I’ve been thinking about all night.”

      He hitches a finger under the hem and traces a slow path upward.

      Somehow, we’re still alone in this hallway, but we won’t be for long.

      Anyone could walk in and see his hand up my skirt, inching to the apex of my thighs.

      “If I go high enough“—his voice is drugging—“I’ll find all your secrets. Written and otherwise.”

      I’m throbbing. Shock twines with desire in my gut.

      I’m in a restaurant thirty feet from my family, and I’m soaked for him.

      It’s messed up, but I want this, so fucking much.

      More than that, knowing he’s here, a breath away, and that he wants it too…

      It’s the biggest turn-on.

      Trying to reconcile my former friend with the popular asshole I thought betrayed me with the one who’s in front of me is impossible.

      I give up trying.

      Tyler leans closer, his hair tickling my neck and his mouth a hot caress against the shell of my ear. “I could steal you out of this restaurant. We could take my bike and run away. Leave your dad, the assholes, the expectations.”

      I’m drowning. The wanting and craving and longing combine in a writhing mass of guilty need that expands to fill my entire being.

      “But what happens then?” he murmurs. His touch falls away, and I nearly moan in protest.

      I blink once, twice, before the soft sound of footsteps on carpet alerts me to the woman making her return journey from the bathroom, steadfastly avoiding eye contact.

      “I hope you have a plan for then,” Tyler says once she’s past. “Because that’s where I get stuck.”

      When I meet his gaze, I’m startled to see the fire behind his eyes is leashed once more.

      The truth slams into me and leaves me aching.

      He’s not asking for real—he’s proving a point.

      That even if I want him and he wants me, we can’t be together.

      In his world, we can’t.

      I take a deep breath, willing my heart to stop racing as I tug on my hem with one hand, smooth my hair with the other.

      “We’d figure it out together,” I say, and the words come out surprisingly level. “Except you don’t want to.”

      I turn and head straight into one of the single-stall bathrooms, slamming the door hard enough the frame shakes.
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      Some moments seem destined to remain mysterious even if you stop, rewind, replay them from a million angles.

      Until last night, my most recent was the moment the woman calling herself my mother approached me at Dad and Haley’s wedding, pressed that envelope into my hand with pleading eyes, and added to the uncertainty I’d always had about my place in this family.

      Now, it’s the scene in the hallway with Tyler that haunts me when I drive home after dinner alone. I stare out the window at the lights of the pool house for a long time before yanking the curtains closed.

      After I close my eyes, I’m transported back to that hallway, remembering his sensual words, his searing touch, the look of pure desire on his face.

      Still, it’s the mask of regret and frustration as we stepped apart that stays with me.

      I know if we get caught, my dad will lose his shit, maybe even send Tyler away.

      None of that explains why Tyler looked as if he’d betrayed himself by his words and actions.

      Somehow, I fall asleep.

      After grabbing a coffee in the thankfully quiet kitchen the next morning, I return to my room and shut the door.

      In the top drawer of my desk, I find a familiar envelope. I run my fingers over the name on the front, the return address, as I have a hundred times.

      I’m aching to open it. It’s been sitting there for a year, untouched. Waiting for the right moment.

      Which isn’t when you’re pissed at the world.

      But I’m too worked up to deny myself.

      Ripping at the seal makes me feel like I’ve crossed another point of no return, and my hands shake as I unfold the paper.

      

      
        Dearest Annie,

        

        Your father wants you to believe I didn’t care about you. I did.

        I told him immediately I was pregnant. It took me two months to get through his people and get to him.

        He came to see me and told me he didn’t care. He looked me in the eyes and said it wasn’t his problem.

        You weren’t his problem.

        Eighteen months after you were born, a lawyer showed up with adoption paperwork.

        He promised if I didn’t sign it, he’d get me fired from my job.

        I hated it, but I signed it. I was afraid.

        What I didn’t fully understand was the NDA, which meant I couldn’t talk about any of this or I’d be sued bankrupt.

        If you want to reach out to me, I’ve included my email address and mailing address. It would mean the world to me to see you.

        

        Love always,

        Fiona

        Your mother

      

      

      It’s not a long letter, but my breath hitches as I struggle to get through the entire thing.

      I’ve always intuited on some level that I didn’t fit in, that my dad didn’t want me, but I told myself it was bullshit.

      If this is true…

      It’s evidence he didn’t want me.

      I pace my room, up and down the line of music boxes on the wall.

      It’s me. There’s something wrong about me, something that makes it impossible to love me.

      Wow, that’s heavy.

      But I need to get these feelings out, replace them with something better.

      If I can just get the right words, the right phrase, on my skin, it’ll remind me I can handle this.

      But the words don’t come, and the emotions claw at me, scrambling to get out.

      I take my notebook and a pen over to my bed, and I write.

      I don’t stop.

      All of it pours out.

      Every line on the page is like tugging at a thread inside me, unraveling one more ball of wants and needs and fears.

      My phone buzzes, making me jump. Somehow, it’s been nearly two hours.

      
        Pen: We working on English after lunch? Jenna wants in.

      

      I tuck the letter into the back of my notebook and set both on my desk before taking a shower, scorching away what’s left of the feelings until I’m empty.

      “Have you seen Tyler today?” Haley asks when I head downstairs for breakfast at noon. “He seemed upset last night, and his bike’s gone.”

      “Nope.”

      I play with Sophie and study my dad as he fixes a coffee. He keeps secrets from the world, but now I wonder how much he keeps hidden from me too.

      “I think you can be ungrounded,” he decides under Haley’s watchful gaze. “If you keep up your schoolwork.”

      The relief isn’t as big as I’d expected, like a single brick sliding off my chest and leaving ninety-nine more.

      “Freedom,” I inform Sophie solemnly, clapping. “Free-dom.”

      She moves her arms, trying to clap along, and laughs at our game.

      What if for a year and a half—a year older than Sophie is now—my dad knew I existed and wished I didn’t?

      Before I can play that out, the doorbell rings. Pen and Jenna fall inside the moment I open it.

      “So… homework and snacks?” My friend holds up a box of mini cupcakes.

      Jenna wrinkles her nose. “Those will go straight to my ass.”

      “Good. More for me.” Pen’s already regaling us with stories of debate team as we settle into my room.

      “Ooh, what’s this?” Jenna asks, glancing at the notebook.

      “Nothing.” I grab for my journal, but she’s too fast.

      “Is that your poetry assignment for English?” Jenna asks as she thumbs through the pages.

      The letter remains tucked in the back, but my breath is tight in my chest.

      She flips through to the pages I was writing today, emptying my soul onto the page. “Whoa, these are intense.” Her gaze flicks to mine, filled with anticipation. “Tell me they’re not about Kellan.”

      “No. Besides,” I go on, eager to change the subject, “isn’t he dating Carly?”

      “Really?” Pen makes a face. “Scratch that. They’re perfect for each other.”

      “I can’t see it lasting,” Jenna comments, surprising us. “Kellan’s obsessed with himself, and Carly has the attention span of a flea. Except when it comes to what she can’t have.”

      “Well, she’s running out of time if she wants to try to steal lead in the musical.”

      “You’ve got balls, I’ll give you that.” Jenna shakes her head. “You’re getting really good in rehearsal. You have some secret sauce you want to share with the rest of us?”

      Tyler.

      “I have nothing to lose,” I say at last, and she frowns.

      “We all have something to lose.”

      I hold out a hand, and after a second, Jenna passes me the notebook. I tuck it into my desk drawer. “Let’s study in the dining room.”

      Jenna shrugs as we collect our books. “Fine. Bathroom?”

      I point her in the right direction. “Meet you there.”

      Maybe she’s right and we do all have something to lose.

      Because after last night, there won’t be more private rehearsals with Tyler.

      There can’t be.

      I wish it didn’t hurt so damned much.
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* * *

      “First day of freedom. How do you feel?” Pen asks as we head to English on Monday.

      “Like a new woman.”

      As we filter into the classroom, my gaze lands on the boy in the second row. The messy hair, the broad shoulders under his jacket. When he turns to listen to something Brandon says, I soak in the strong lines of his profile.

      Tyler and I haven’t spoken since I slammed the bathroom door in his face at the restaurant.

      Last night after studying with Pen and Jenna, I practiced in my room, the window shut.

      The text came through after dinner.

      

      Tyler: We need to talk.

      

      Instead of responding, I’d kept my curtains closed until I turned out my own lights.

      There’s no way to make this better because what I want is for him to take it back. Not what he said, but the resignation after.

      Hell, I’d even take the irrational, angry Tyler over the coolly distant one.

      Because that, at least, would be validation that he felt something. That he still feels it.

      “Carly, are you passing notes?” I half hear the teacher’s question, but Carly’s response has me snapping to attention.

      “Annie sent it to me.”

      The teacher intercepts the message. Denial slams into me as I recognize the paper from my notebook, the paper I’d written on yesterday morning.

      That’s impossible.

      “Annie, why don’t you come up and read this for the class.”

      My legs are blocks of ice as I shove myself out of my seat. I can’t meet Pen’s gaze or Carly’s or anyone’s on my way to the front of the room.

      I take the paper, unfold it, and draw a breath.

      
        No one gets in deep

        Except you

        You take the shovel from my hands, scrape back the dirt

        I watch you dig

        Your hands, your arms, your heart

        My soul splinters with every inch you gain

        Until you’re at the bottom

      

      The words I wrote privately spill out, fill the silent room.

      My tongue has swelled to twice its normal size as I sneak a look over the top of the page. Everyone’s staring, but there’s only one gaze that drags mine like a magnet.

      Tyler’s sitting back in his seat, his posture casual, but his face is anything but. A muscle tics in his jaw, those dark eyes sparking with emotion. He’s still as a statue, but beneath the surface, he’s roiling.

      
        Still, you don’t stop

        You find the edges of my deep, the cracks

        You peel it back, toss each piece over your shoulder

        As if each one isn’t a layer of my heart

        Hold my breath while you look inside

        Hold my breath while you meet my eyes

      

      I might wear my heart on my sleeve, but this is something new.

      Perfect transparency.

      I’m stretched thin, a spider web ready to tear in the lightest breeze.

      But it’s not for Tyler—it’s for me.

      Each word is clearer, more deliberate than the one before.

      Each emotion is more raw, but my hands have stopped shaking.

      
        It’s too much, too deep

        I see that now

        You rise and I take your place

        I throw the pieces back inside, make a new floor and keep going

        Without looking up, I know you’re gone

        And I’m alone

        Wondering if it was my fault to dig that deep

      

      I’m throbbing when I finish.

      Still, a part of me remains intact, as if I’ve peeled away the layers of my heart, leaving only the most vital parts, and seen for the first time the wonder it truly is.

      I fold the piece of paper, the piece of my soul, and walk back to my seat.

      For the rest of class, I ignore everything and stare straight ahead. I don’t talk to anyone until Pen and I go off campus for lunch.

      “Jenna stole your notebook,” she says once we’re sitting outside the café.

      “No,” I say firmly. “It was in my drawer this morning. I would’ve noticed it was missing. She ripped out the page.”

      “She wanted to humiliate you.” Her lips curve. “It didn’t work. You were great.”

      “It wasn’t a performance, Pen. It was like putting my intestines on display for everyone I hate.”

      “You wanted a stage, you got one.”

      My phone buzzes with another text from Tyler, but I ignore it.

      He won’t approach me at school. He’s their prince, and this is a reminder of the bullshit lines he sees between us. A way for him to stay removed, unemotional, in control.

      I turn Pen’s words over through the rest of classes. You wanted a stage, you got one.

      I always felt as if being on stage meant playing a role, but now I wonder for the first time if this is how my dad feels playing his own music, if it’s possible the crowd can make you as vulnerable as it makes you strong.

      At the end of the day, I drop my books in my bag, grab my gear, and head to rehearsal.

      “Annie,” Miss Norelli says when I’m barely in the door, “I want to run the dancing scene. Can you grab Kellan?”

      I head up to the stage and drop my bag in the wings. After shrugging out of my jacket and rolling up my sleeves, I scan for him. My attention snags on two figures behind a curtain, bobbing heads mashing together.

      “Can we break up this two-headed-dog thing?” I ask.

      Kellan pries his face away from Carly, looking disinterestedly at me.

      “Annie, I’m surprised you even showed. You seemed emotional in English today.” She smiles wickedly. “Your little poem had a very unrequited love vibe, don’t you think? Listen, I know you didn’t get asked to prom, but Kellan and I will tell you all about it.”

      Kellan snorts at her meanness, and I turn my back.

      At least she doesn’t know what happened between me and Tyler. Falling for the guy in my pool house, the one they all worship? I’d never live that down.

      Kellan and I take the stage, and I force myself to step closer to him, wondering how Ariel ever loved this guy.

      The choreography is simple, but Kellan trips as he sings the chorus, and I hold in a groan.

      Miss Norelli calls, “Stop! Kellan, what’s going on?”

      “Annie’s fucking it up.”

      I barely hear Norelli chastise Kellan for his language because I’m looking past him to take in Carly’s mischievous expression. My hands ball into fists. “Maybe if you spent half as much time practicing your dance moves as your seduction moves, you’d have it down.”

      “Again,” Norelli commands.

      We do it again. And again, Kellan makes it look like my fault when we screw up.

      Carly’s already up off the floor, heading for us.

      Miss Norelli sighs. “Annie, I understand it’s challenging, but we can’t keep doing this. I’m going to have to—”

      “It’s not challenging.” I glare at my costar.

      “She’s right. It doesn’t look hard.”

      Every heads whips toward the open auditorium doors.

      There’s a collective gasp followed by whispers as people realize the same thing.

      Tyler Adams is in rehearsal, and he has a fucking opinion on it.

      Kellan recovers first, barking out a laugh. “You can do better? Be my guest.”

      Even Norelli doesn’t object as Tyler makes his way up the steps, sets his bag on the floor, his jacket over that. His tie is loose, and his shirt clings to the slopes and planes of his chest and shoulders. He rolls up the sleeves as he approaches.

      My anger at Kellan fades. He’s a pawn in this game of Carly’s, nothing more. The frustration I feel with the boy in my pool house though…

      Oh, that’s a living, pulsing thing.

      “What are you doing here?” I hiss as he approaches.

      Tyler reaches up to flick the top button of his shirt open, then the second, his gaze never leaving mine. “You haven’t answered my messages.”

      “A rational person would assume I didn’t want to see them.”

      My attention drifts to the exposed skin at the top of his chest as he takes my hand, tugs me closer.

      I’m too startled to resist when he fits my hips to his and murmurs his response next to my ear. “Thank fuck you don’t speak rational.”

      Someone starts the music.

      Tyler nudges me back, and he steps into the choreography Kellan screwed up.

      I’ve died.

      There’s no way in my lifetime I expected to see Tyler Adams dance on stage at our school, not to mention with me.

      But it’s not a dream, it’s a waltz, and his touch warms my waist through my shirt, his confident hands moving my body where he wants it.

      When I lift my gaze to meet his, I’m taken from stunned to wrecked. The longing from the restaurant hallway is there, but there’s also fierce determination, as if he knows this is a bad idea and he gives zero shits.

      There’s something beneath the fierceness. If we were alone, I’d pressure him to tell me, but I don’t have to wait long for him to spill his secrets.

      Eight bars in, the guy I can’t stop thinking about sees my “what the hell” and raises me a “the fuck he is.”

      Because Tyler starts to sing.

      His voice is smooth and full, wrapping around me as if we’re the only two people here.

      He’s playing Kellan’s part better than Kellan does.

      I feel each word in my soul.

      His gaze holds mine as he sweeps me across the floor. I dig my fingers into his shoulder through his shirt, living for the warmth of his palm against mine, the one I read at that carnival so long ago.

      I knew something was going to change for me this year, I could feel it coming like a promise.

      I’d thought it was landing the lead in the musical, but it’s more than that.

      It’s Tyler.

      I don’t know if this is his way of showing me I can’t avoid him or the world’s most public peace offering, but no girl or fish could resist this prince. He’s strong and sure. The cool edge that follows him around has melted, and the invitation beneath is impossible to reject.

      It takes a moment for me to realize he’s stopped, we’ve stopped, and the stage crew cuts the music.

      “It’s not her. It’s you.” His words are loud enough for the entire auditorium to hear.

      Kellan's watching from the corner, stunned.

      Tyler’s touch leaves my skin tingling, my heart hammering as he steps away.

      I’m missing his warmth, his talent, his strength, even before he picks up his bag and jacket and heads for the door.

      I don’t pretend I’m not watching him go, standing in the middle of the stage and waiting for my heart rate to return to normal.

      Actions speak louder.

      When Norelli calls us back to order, I catch sight of Carly’s pale face, her slack mouth, and I understand what happened.

      In this power struggle between me and the assholes, I forced Oakwood’s prince to choose a side.

      And he chose mine.
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      After rehearsal, I make a stop on the way home.

      Then I collect my prize from the trunk of my car and head around the house toward the patio.

      I rest my package against the siding before knocking on the door of the pool house.

      Tyler answers, deliciously disheveled. He looks as if he started changing but forgot, clad in faded jeans with his dress shirt half-unbuttoned. “What’s up?”

      “What’s up?” I laugh. “You show up at rehearsal and go all Rodgers and Hammerstein, and you’re asking me what’s up?”

      He pulls back the door, and I glance past him at the three guys in the main living area with their instruments, all staring at me.

      “Give us a second,” he tells the guys.

      “Right. We’ll just… water the plants.” Brandon offers a wink as he and the others trail past me.

      Tyler crosses the room, the muscles of his back tugging at the dress shirt in a way that makes my throat dry as I follow him inside and shut the door.

      He picks up a remote, and a speaker in the corner starts to croon something bluesy.

      I set the guitar case on the bed. “This is for you. Because you believed in me enough to help me. And I believe in you.”

      He opens the zipper with calm hands, pulling back the soft top to reveal the instrument inside.

      His long exhale has the hair standing up on my neck. “Annie, I can’t accept it.” Tyler tries to shut the case, and I grab the top at the same time.

      “You know,” I say, my voice rising, “most of the time, I let you be an idiot.”

      His jaw tics, eyes flashing. “I’m an idiot?”

      “Yes, because you won’t take the things you want. I had this guitar made for you because this way you can’t ignore it, can’t pretend it’s not yours.”

      He doesn’t release my hand as I stare at him, my eyes burning as the weight of the last few days builds up on me.

      “This guitar is made for a prince. Not a prince of assholes, but a prince who trusts himself enough to take what the world gives him and then some. You can break it or sell it or throw it in the pool, but if you’re going to throw it in the pool, at least wait until I’m gone.” My heart twists at that sickening thought. “It’s so beautiful—”

      “You’re so beautiful,” he interrupts. “Do you know that? How fucking beautiful you are?”

      His voice is raw silk.

      My heart thuds as he steps closer, stops in front of me.

      Tyler fills my vision, his sculpted chest and shoulders making me feel small but not weak.

      “You’re worth a thousand of every person in that school,” he states. “When they’re assholes, you fight back. When you almost get assaulted at your own party, you turn it into an excuse to work harder. You survive everything that gets thrown your way.”

      Tyler cups my face, that firm, perfect mouth descending toward my cheek. The first brush of his lips on my skin sends a jolt of awareness through me, electricity that has my lips buzzing and my breasts aching.

      More.

      I circle his wrists with my fingers to keep him from moving away.

      He doesn’t. He moves to the other side of my face, and as his lips descend, I lift my face.

      This time his lips brush the corner of mine, cling for a moment. It’s open-mouthed and deliciously sexy.

      My fingers creep up his face, curl into his hair. I tug at the ends of the soft strands—not hard enough to bring his mouth to mine, but enough that when my tongue darts out to wet my suddenly dry lips, I taste him too.

      I want him closer. Want more of him, all of him.

      Holding back nearly breaks me, takes every ounce of control I have plus some borrowed from tomorrow, next week, next year. Tears sting the backs of my eyes from the effort until one spills over, tracing a bold path down my cheek.

      Shit.

      “You can’t kiss me right now,” I breathe. “I wanted our first kiss to be perfect.” I reach up to swipe at the tear, the evidence that this isn’t going how it’s supposed to, and he brushes my hand away.

      He gazes down at me, his expression full of wanting and something more.

      “Really.” His breath dances across my lips, and his warm palms cup my neck. “Because I just fucking want it.”

      Before I can protest, Tyler Adams is kissing me.

      His hand is in my hair, dragging my mouth to his.

      Of the million thoughts I could have in this moment, the only one that cuts through fog is, Fucking finally.

      He tastes like home and adventure, everywhere I’ve been and everywhere I want to go. It’s so new I’m fascinated and so familiar I ache.

      The first brush of his tongue sets me on fire. Forget playing it cool. My arms lock around his neck and pull me up so I can press my body closer to his.

      I want to feel him everywhere. From the way he kisses me back, I can tell he wants that too.

      He backs me across the floor, swallowing my gasp when I hit the wall.

      My hands slide up his firm chest, relishing the muscles that jump beneath my touch. I swear I feel every inch of him, and my leg hooks around his as if I can draw him into me from that motion alone.

      Kissing Tyler is a storm I want to bottle, to study, to chase to the ends of the earth.

      We’re both storms, two opposing forces clashing, becoming one. It’s hard and hot and bewildering.

      My teeth sink into his lower lip, and he groans, tugging on my hair so I open for him.

      He grabs my ass, grinding against me, and I rub my breasts against his chest though our clothes, needing some friction, any fucking friction.

      His lips skim my damp cheek and down my neck. I angle my jaw up, needing him closer, and he devours me like a starving man.

      I’m dying.

      Turning to a liquid, to a gas, to plasma under his hands.

      If this is what it feels like to be real with Tyler, I’m in. I want everything he is, and I want to be everything he’s not.

      I want to shut out the world and lose myself in him, to beg him to show me all he—

      A knock at the door has Tyler tearing his mouth away. The anguished look on his face has my gut wrenching.

      “It’s Brandon,” comes the voice through the door. “You ever gonna come out, or is this a sock-on-door kind of situation?”

      Tyler shoves a hand through his hair. “One sec,” he calls back, his gaze on me. I adjust my clothes, and he helps me off the wall.

      I square my shoulders and lift my chin. “That was…”

      “Fucking crazy.” His heavy exhale makes me inordinately happy.

      “Yeah. It was fucking crazy.”

      He steps close, leans his forehead against mine as if he can put off the inevitable, steal a few more seconds where it’s just him and me.

      That tiny gesture gives me more hope than anything he could say.

      “Enjoy the guitar,” I toss when he steps back. “And I won’t tell anyone crying turns you on. It’s our little secret.”

      He smirks at me, and my heart flips.

      As I turn for the door, I decide the only thing better than Tyler smiling is Tyler smiling when his mouth is still swollen from mine.
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      “Your lilies need mulch,” Brandon says when I close the door after him.

      “Where’d the others go?”

      “They took off. You were taking too long.” Brandon rubs a hand over his jaw. “Trisha called. She doesn’t think she has more gigs for us. I’m guessing you guys haven’t smoothed things over.”

      “Nothing to smooth. We’re done.” I haven’t seen Trisha since the night of the party. “I coulda used the tutoring before exams, but it wasn’t worth the drama.”

      I turn to see Brandon circling the bed.

      “Damn, this is sweet.” His fingers slide over the strings and frets, admiring the wood, the full sound. “It’s yours?”

      “Yeah.”

      Brandon’s low whistle is admiring. “One of my brothers bought me a six-foot stuffed lizard for my sixteenth birthday party as a joke. This is way better. What’s the occasion?”

      I take it from him, put it back in the case, and close it before following him to the couch and dropping onto the opposite end. “It’s my ‘I’m in over my head and it’s all my fucking fault’ party.”

      He frowns. “That some Catholic thing?”

      I shoot him a look. “Jax introduced me to a guy who can get me working in New York after graduation.”

      “No shit. When are you going?”

      My abs clench. “This summer, I guess.”

      “You guess,” he echoes.

      I rub a hand over my mouth. I swear I can still taste her. “When I came here, it was a short-term deal for my music. I wasn’t planning to make friends. No offense.”

      “None taken.” He cocks his head. “I always figured part of why you ran with us was to keep Carly and others from fucking with your girl.”

      I swivel on the couch to stare him down. “What are you talking about?”

      He smirks. “It’s obvious. Not to all of them, but to me. Only reason Carly can’t see it is she doesn’t want to. She’s got what my dad would call a vested interest. Gotta say, I’m sorry I missed that stunt at rehearsal. Sounds like a bold move.”

      I shove off the couch to pace the room, thinking of Kellan’s and Carly’s bewildered faces. “It’ll cost me.”

      “No. It’ll cost her.”

      I pull up sharply. That thought hadn’t occurred to me.

      When Annie showed up at my door, half of me wanted to lock her out of my life and my heart.

      The rest of me wanted to press her up against that same door and prove I’m worthy—of her trust, her hope, her damned guitar.

      I’m supposed to be in charge, but tonight she turned the tables. She was holding court, and I was on my knees.

      “I can’t,” I hear myself say.

      “Can’t what?”

      “Anything,” I grind out. “I can’t have her. I can’t ignore her. I can’t even look at her without wanting her.”

      It’s a dangerous game. Not only because Jax would string me up, but because I’m supposed to be leaving and focusing on my future, scraping together the pieces of the hand I’ve been dealt to try to make a life for myself. Not lose my head by depending on a girl, letting her depend on me.

      “Who says you’re supposed to?” Brandon shakes his head. “You want me to say Annie Jamieson doesn’t want something from you? You’re asking the wrong question. What you should be asking is, who’re the people in this world you wanna count on? Because none of us make it through alone.”
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      Jenna’s always early to English. This morning I am too, looking up from her seat, my arms folded.

      “I know you took my poem.”

      She stops in front of me, avoiding my gaze. “I’m sorry, okay? I need to be on Carly’s good side. I’m not like you. You don’t need her. She knows it.”

      I shake my head, but I can’t find it in myself to be angry about the poem because I know what it feels like to want approval. “Carly’s going to turn on you again if you don’t give her enough shit on people.”

      “I think I gave her enough,” she says softly.

      I move back to my seat, and the room fills.

      Brandon strides in, but there’s no sign of Tyler. Where is he?

      “Ugh. I’ve been trying to finish the fourth book you sent me since the weekend,” Pen says, dropping her things on her desk right before the bell. “It’s just getting real, where she’s blown off her entire family and set off with this guy around the world even though he’s keeping secrets from her. But debate’s brutal, and I was sequestered all night. And student council…”

      Tyler walks in the door, and suddenly Pen’s talking Greek because I don’t get a word after my gaze locks on his tall frame, his messy hair, his cut jaw. The casual way he drops his books on the desk, then looks toward the back of the classroom.

      My breath sticks in my throat when his attention lands on me and his eyes warm.

      Morning, he mouths.

      God, strike me down if that’s not the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

      Hey, I mouth back.

      The teacher starts, and as Tyler turns toward the front of the room, I face palm. Hey? That’s the best I can do?

      Wait. This is Tyler we’re talking about. I don’t need to try to impress him.

      Except I want to. Fuck my stupid heart, but I want him to think I’m the coolest girl he’s ever met.

      He knows you’re not cool. You walked into his pool house, yelled at him, started crying, and he still kissed you.

      I bite my lip as I stare at the back of his head through the rest of class.

      “You think Gatsby applies universally?” Pen gripes at the end.

      “It’s about the rise and fall of the American dream,” I respond, distracted. “It’s more relevant now than it was in Fitzgerald’s time. Today, the super-rich are people like Gatsby, new money from tech and finance, but there’s more inequality than ever.”

      “East or West, who the fuck cares? This place is full of eggheads.”

      “Pen,” I say, unable to keep it in any longer, “Tyler kissed me last night.”

      “And it was so good you didn’t call me immediately and instead lay in bed, staring out the window at the pool house, while you rubbed one out, like Gatsby looking at his damned green light?”

      I cock my head at her as we head out of class. “Oddly poetic.”

      “Tell me I’m wrong,” she says as we pull up next to our lockers.

      I flick the lock and jerk the door open. “I didn’t stare out the window at the pool house while I got myself off, but I did leave the curtains open.”

      Her laugh has me shaking my head.

      After leaving Tyler with Brandon last night, I tried to rehearse, to do homework, to play with Sophie while Haley worked in the kitchen and my dad watched his favorite home reno show, but eventually I gave it up and dragged my ass upstairs.

      And yes, I made myself come thinking of Tyler. It’s hard not to. The guy’s a walking orgasm.

      It’s not even about sex, which a few weeks ago I couldn’t have cared less about but suddenly feels more important than final exams, world peace, and what’s for breakfast put together.

      It’s the feeling that every second we’re in the same room and I can’t touch him, can’t feel the warmth of his body, can’t smell his sunshine and cedar scent is a waste.

      Being closer to Tyler isn’t something I “want.” Every part of my body insists that it’s necessary if I’m going to keep breathing.

      I know it’s stupid and high school, but I can’t let go of it.

      But even if some part of him does want me, he’s not impulsive like I am. He holds the world at a distance, and after learning how his dad treated him, I understand why he has trouble trusting.

      And there’s a more immediate problem. If my dad finds out, he’ll lose his shit, but he won’t take it out on me.

      He’ll take it out on Tyler.

      Which means he can’t find out.

      “Well, if you want to know for sure what’s in his head…” Pen points at a sign hanging in the hall.

      I laugh. “Prom is a four-letter word, Pen, and it’s this weekend, and we’re juniors.”

      “Tyler’s not. Get him to take you. Just the thing to take the edge off exams looming a few weeks away, where boyfriends and boy toys alike come to frolic under guise of darkness.”

      I turn to follow Pen’s gaze and see a familiar outline at his locker with Brandon. Pen slams her locker and walks toward him. I trot after her, cursing.

      “Hey, Tyler!” Pen calls.

      He turns, his attention landing briefly on her before flicking to me. “Hey.”

      His gaze travels down my body and back up again, and I want to squeeze my thighs together. I soak in the sight of him, his messy dark hair, the strong shoulders under his jacket, the loosened tie at his neck.

      Playing it cool, take two.

      Except I don’t want to.

      I want to tell him I shaved my legs last night.

      I want to cup my hands around his ear and whisper the rumor I just heard about our history teacher, and I want to know if he’ll laugh when I do.

      I want to strip the jacket off him, to unbutton that shirt and—

      “So, I’m helping with tickets for prom,” Pen plows on. “How many can I put you down for? I have it on good authority you’re an excellent dancer.” Her eyes turn wicked.

      Brandon swallows a laugh. “You a good dancer, Pen?”

      “I’m terrible,” she says proudly.

      “I can make up for it. Go with me.”

      My friend blinks, taken aback. “Um… are you serious?”

      I bite my cheek.

      “I thought I had a date, but Tyler refused to take me.”

      Tyler flips off Brandon with a smirk.

      “Okay. Sure, I’d love to.” Pen regains her composure, glancing toward Tyler and me. “See, children? It’s not that hard.”

      With a wink, she and Brandon set off down the hall. I’m flushed when I turn back to Tyler, tilting my chin up to meet his amused chocolate eyes.

      “Wow. I’m not sure what happened,” I comment.

      “Me either.”

      He rummages in his locker for books. His Gatsby paperback falls out of the locker, and we both bend to grab it. My head hits his, and I groan, rubbing the spot as I straighten.

      “You okay?” he asks. “Knowledge is dangerous.”

      “Not the worst excuse to avoid studying but maybe not a doctrine to live your life by.”

      Tyler grins as he brushes the hair back from my forehead, inspecting the spot where our heads clunked.

      It stops hurting.

      Suddenly I’m thinking about how we’re a foot apart and what he’d do if I stretched up onto my toes to kiss him right here. Whether he’d pull back with a warning look or exercise his right as prince of the entire damned place and press me into the lockers like he didn’t give a fuck who was watching.

      “So, I know you said you don’t dance,” I say, “but you’ve already broken that rule—”

      “I’m not asking you to prom, Six.”

      Disappointment floods me. “This wasn’t a fishing expedition for a corsage. I just figured it could be fun to go as friends. Now that we’re friends again.”

      Tyler turns away, shutting his locker with a click before rounding on me. “I don’t do dances.”

      “Right.” I look past him. “Guess I’ll see you later.”

      His mouth twitches. “Not so fast. Walk me to class.”

      I shift my bag over my shoulder, and when I drop my hand, his fingers brush mine.

      Every inch of me should not be tingling.

      I match my steps to his, not wanting to miss that touch.

      “So, I tried the guitar after you left,” Tyler comments.

      I’m distracted when his thumb starts lightly stroking the back of my hand.

      “The neck’s perfect,” he goes on. “Twenty-four frets. It’s a dream.”

      “When can I see you play it? I mean, hear you play it?”

      I expect him to say no, but he surprises me. “Tonight. After rehearsal.”

      A shiver of anticipation buzzes through my body. “Deal.”

      As we pull up near his class, I add, “You don’t think we’ll be interrupted by college girls?”

      We’re not even dating, but the idea of him with anyone else has something white-hot streaking through me.

      “Not my type.” Tyler turns to face me, and I miss his touch already.

      It’s that sudden emptiness that has me asking, “I thought high school girls weren’t your type?” in a coy voice that isn’t mine.

      Tyler glances down the hall. Before I can breathe, he drags me behind the open classroom door, his hand threading through my hair as his body pins me against a locker.

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      Tyler.

      His kiss is fire. Hard and sharp and branding.

      His lips skim my jaw, making me tilt my head up to give him even more access. My mouth falls open in shock at the scrape of his teeth along my ear, my breath falling out in pants.

      “You’re cute when you’re jealous,” he murmurs against my skin.

      With a last hot look, he slips into class and leaves me thrilled and boneless against the lockers.
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* * *

      Rehearsal is fucking brilliant. I’m hitting every song, the dialogue, the choreography.

      I’m invincible.

      “Excellent, Annie,” Miss Norelli says after we finish the hardest number and I grab my water at the corner of the stage. “Something’s really clicking with you. Your costume will be ready for a final fitting the start of next week.”

      My chest expands. “I get to keep the role?”

      “You get to keep the role. I know I said I wanted the girl who auditioned, but you’re not her. You’re better.”

      Hell yes.

      I want to scream it to the world. I nearly dash off a text for Tyler, but I decide to savor it for a few minutes myself.

      I run to the bathroom using the few minutes before we start again.

      When I emerge from the stall, someone’s waiting for me.

      “I have something that belongs to you.” Carly leans against the vanity, arms folded.

      “More poems that happened to find their way into your possession?” I don’t bother to sound kind as I wash my hands. “Forget it, Carly. It’s over. You lost.”

      Her gaze narrows, cold and cruel. “You’re not interested in a letter from someone named Fiona? A woman who says she’s your mother?”

      My hands are still under the tap, the hot water stinging my skin.

      It’s not possible, but from her expression, I know it’s true. “How did you…?”

      “Jenna knew the poem wouldn’t be enough to keep me happy for long. That letter though? She can sit at my table through the end of exams for that. Let me tell you, this is some juicy stuff. My dad has contacts in publishing who’d be very interested in the story.”

      Sweat breaks out on my neck as I reach for a paper towel to dry my hands. “It’s not true.”

      She shrugs. “I’m sure a bit of grunt work can uncover the truth. It’s amazing what a detective can do.”

      Panic starts deep in my gut, but I swallow it down.

      She smiles, and when she lowers her voice conspiratorially, I almost think it’s genuine. “We all call our parents names, give them hell for their choices. But at the end of the day, it’s our dirty laundry. And it’s one thing to argue at the dinner table but something else for the world to tear down your walls, rip away your privacy.”

      Her words make me shiver, but I force myself to focus. “What do you want?”

      Her eyes brighten as she moves closer. “I love when you’re not as stupid as you look. If you want your letter back, you’ll back out of the musical.”

      “No way. Opening night’s in a week. If I back down, I’ll look like an asshole to the entire cast and crew. Norelli will never cast me in anything again.”

      “Not my problem.”

      My entire body tingles as if my brain’s stopped sending blood to my fingers, my toes. “You’re doing this for a role. You know how fucked up that is?”

      She smiles. “You’re considering letting your entire family get ripped to shreds for a role. You know how fucked up that is? I warned you,” she goes on. “Don’t take things that don’t belong to you. The role, Kellan, Tyler.” Her eyes flash, and my nails dig into my palms until I swear they draw blood.

      She brushes past me but stops at the door. “I’ll give you until this weekend to decide. I’ll have a lot of rehearsing to catch up on.”
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      When I get home from school, I run to my room and yank open the drawer, then flip open my notebook.

      The letter’s gone.

      The numbness from earlier starts again, this time filling my chest, my arms, my legs.

      I search the rest of the drawer, the one below that. The floor. My books, binders, pockets, even though I know it can’t be in there.

      When I go back through the kitchen, no one’s there.

      The patio’s dark when I shift through the door, closing it after me. I cross to the edge of the pool, staring into the shimmering water. The low buzz of the filter fills my ears with white noise.

      Jenna didn’t just take my poem—she took my letter.

      I tug off one sock, then the other.

      She gave it to Carly.

      I take the steps one at a time, the water lapping at my toes, then my calves. Then my thighs, soaking the edge of my plaid skirt.

      If it gets out, it could ruin my family.

      When the water’s up to my waist, my Oxford shirt stained dark up to my breasts, I dive, squeezing my eyes shut and pulling myself through the water. When I make it to the deep end, I sit on the bottom.

      The blackness and the silence surround me.

      One bubble slips past my lips, then another.

      My dad taught me how to swim, back before I knew he was my dad. He rented out an entire wave pool so it could be just the two of us so I wouldn’t be embarrassed to be the only ten-year-old who needed water wings.

      I haven’t thought of that in years, but now—

      Something grabs my arm.

      My eyes fly open, and I gulp pool water, twisting in the unrelenting grip.

      I’m trying to breathe and cough at once as I’m dragged upward. My chest burns, crying out.

      We break the surface, and the grip drags me out of the pool and up onto the tile, where I lie facedown and contorted while I cough water.

      “What the fuck?” Tyler’s voice is a rasp in my ear as I melt into the tile.

      “It’s called swimming,” I groan. “You should try it.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He crosses to the cabana, grabs two towels, and comes back.

      I shift to sitting and take one from him, wrap it around my shoulders, and squeeze the water from my hair. “I opened the letter from my mom. She said my dad knew about me for a year and a half before he came back. She said he didn’t want me.”

      Tyler stiffens.

      I wait for him to defend my dad… or to say it’s all in my head.

      He doesn’t.

      “If your dad didn’t want you, he’s an idiot.”

      My eyes are burning for the second time in two days. My tears mix with the salt water on my cheeks.

      “Come on.” His voice lowers, soothing. “Don’t do that.”

      “Because of your fucked-up attraction to crying girls?”

      “Exactly. If I grope you within view of the kitchen, it’s gonna get bad.”

      I try to smile but suck at it. “Carly has the letter.”

      I explain how Jenna stole it, and every muscle in his body goes tight, his face pale in the lights from the patio.

      A shiver grabs me, and Tyler wraps the second towel around my feet.

      “She wants me to step down from the musical, which, apparently, I won.” I lift my hands in the air. “Yay?”

      “Congrats.”

      Misery lodges in my throat as I stare at his handsome face.

      “You can’t quit,” he says. “You’ve earned it, and most importantly… no one rocks a garbage bag tail like you.”

      My lips curve, and I taste salty tears.

      The sound of the sliding door from the house drags my attention away as Haley rushes out.

      “I looked out the window and saw you dressed and soaked. Did you fall in the pool?”

      My dad’s hot on her heels, Sophie in his arms.

      I curse under my breath. “I’m fine. It was a joke.”

      Haley doesn’t look comforted, and my father looks alarmed as he stares between me and Tyler. It’s too dark to read whether the shock is tinged with suspicion.

      “Take a shower, then come in for dinner,” he says at last. “Both of you.”

      Dad heads back into the house, Sophie in one arm and the other wrapped around Haley.

      But I can’t worry about the way my dad is looking at me and Tyler. I’m thinking of the man who taught me to swim, what the letter Carly has would do to him.

      “We’ll figure this out,” Tyler murmurs as if reading my mind.

      He brushes a thumb over my cheek, and my heart presses against my ribs.

      And that squeeze in my chest gives me hope that I’m not in this alone.
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* * *

      “I have the answer,” I tell Tyler after English the next morning as we head down the hall to our lockers. “Purple satin.”

      His gaze narrows. “I think we’re asking different questions.”

      “Last night after dinner, I took Pen prom dress shopping. I didn’t want to kill her buzz with the Carly situation.”

      “Did you try on any dresses?”

      I hold out my phone, a picture Pen took. The dress is pale purple, my favorite color, and mermaid cut. We got it at a vintage boutique. It has a bit of an eighties vibe, but someone took off the taffeta from around the skirt, so now it’s more streamlined. Simple.

      Tyler’s gaze locks on the screen for a long moment, then his fingers move over the keyboard.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Sending it to someone.”

      “No!” I protest, reaching for the phone. “If you took me to prom, you could see it yourself, and then I’d get to see you in a tux.”

      “You’ve seen me in a tux.”

      “Yeah, and I’d like to see it again.”

      His eyes change color. “I can’t take you to prom. It would be a statement to the entire fucking world.”

      “What kind of statement?”

      “That you’re mine.” The possession in his tone makes me shiver.

      I want to be his.

      It’s not as if I grew up dreaming of big dresses and dates.

      Still, the idea of Tyler taking me to prom, of spending the night with him and dressing up and feeling special, sends waves of wanting through me.

      I know I have bigger problems—Carly-shaped problems—and I’m working on solving them, but this would be one hell of a reward in the meantime.

      Speak of the devil.

      Carly waltzes down the hall and cuts in on us.

      “Hi. Can I talk to you a sec?” she asks Tyler sweetly.

      As if she’s not a conniving snake.

      Push her away. I want him to do it so badly.

      But if there’s loathing underneath, Tyler hides it better than I ever could.

      “Sure.”

      Ugh. I force myself to head the other way.

      I get that he has a reputation to uphold. What he did in rehearsal was enough of a risk without blowing off his entire crowd for me overnight, which would not only fuck the rest of my year but his too.

      Rehearsal is canceled on account of senior prom, so I run through options for dealing with Carly.

      I want the letter back, but unless I can get the help of Jenna or one of the minions, that probably won’t happen.

      I can call her bluff, deny everything in the letter if it gets out. My dad’s lawyers can deal with the fallout.

      I don’t like the idea of that. No matter how much is true, Carly’s right—family issues should be private, and I don’t want to learn what’s accurate and not in some tabloid.

      The last option is that I can step back from the musical. My stomach flips just thinking about it.

      It’s the most feasible but in some ways, the most gut wrenching.

      It finally feels as if I have something of my own, somewhere I can belong. I’ve earned it, and I’m not ready to give it up.

      I’m still grappling with it after school, pretending to study at the kitchen island when Haley breezes in wearing a black dress and boots, her dark hair pulled into a ponytail. “I’m off for the night.”

      “Where to?”

      “Work meeting.” She kneels down to nuzzle noses with Sophie, who’s in her bouncy chair.

      Dad clears his throat, and Haley lifts a brow. “You want your nose rubbed too?”

      “Not exactly.”

      She plants a kiss on my dad that no child should ever see but pulls away a moment later and strides for the front door as if he might go after her if she waits too long.

      Smart woman, my stepmom.

      “I thought we could have a movie night,” Dad says when she’s gone.

      I straighten. “Really?”

      “Really. I’ll even get takeout. What do you want?”

      “Ziti. We should ask Tyler if he wants something.”

      The sound of the sliding door at my back has me smiling. “Hey, we were just going to...”

      My jaw goes slack.

      Tyler’s wearing a tux.

      A fucking tux.

      He looks handsome enough it steals my breath.

      My first thought is that he wants to take me to prom, that he wants to tell my dad and say fuck it to the rest of the world.

      Then I take in his expression.

      The firm line of his mouth, the lack of sparkle behind his beautiful eyes, sends off alarm bells.

      “I’m going to prom,” he answers, and my heart lifts for the first time all day.

      “With who?” My dad’s voice is suspicious.

      “Carly.”

      No.

      No, that’s impossible.

      “No takeout for you, then.” Dad turns to me. “Can you watch Sophie while I pick up food?”

      “Um, sure,” I manage.

      Once the door closes after him, I whirl on Tyler. “You’re not going to prom with Carly.”

      Tyler heads for the hallway, giving himself a critical once-over in the hall mirror.

      Jealousy is a tidal wave ripping through my body as I bound after him.

      Tyler ignores me, adjusting the cuffs of his black jacket. “I’m getting your letter back.”

      My jaw hits the floor, both at the fact that he’s so calm and that he somehow decided this without me. “That’s insane. You really think she’ll give you the letter in exchange for being on your arm?”

      I move behind him so he can see me in the mirror, too.

      “I get that you’re prince of the school, but she won’t buy this. She knows you hate her.”

      “She doesn’t know I hate her.” His gaze locks with mine. “Which, for once, I’m grateful for.”

      “So, what, you’re going to pretend you actually like her?” Horror sets in as I realize the truth. “How are you going to do that? Dance with her? Kiss her? Fuck her?”

      Each possibility is worse than the last. Each word slices me raw.

      This feels wrong. The deepest wrong I’ve ever known.

      It’s not only because I’m jealous—it’s because I know how much he loathes her. The fact that he’s actually considering letting her touch him, pretending he likes it—

      “I have a plan.” I round to stand between him and the mirror, and he lifts a brow. “I’ll meet her tomorrow,” I rush on. “Talk to her, find something else she wants.”

      “As much as fucking with you? Not likely. You threaten everything she is. You have everything she wants.”

      “No, I don’t,” I say softly.

      If you walk out that door, I don’t.

      Tyler’s composure slips at whatever he’s seeing in my eyes. His handsome face fills with regret. “It’s my fault she’s been so into you. The way I cut her and Kellan down in public set her off.”

      I grab his arms. “Tyler, I’m telling you I can take care of this. You don’t get to decide what’s right for me or what’s fair. If you go, in some ways, you’re no better than her.”

      He shakes off my grip, eyes flashing with anger. “That’s bullshit.”

      “Is it? If you go with her, it isn’t just about my letter. It’s about you needing to have control over everything.”

      Tyler pushes past me, pulling on the door handle. When he speaks, his voice is flat. “A bunch of us are meeting at Carly’s.”

      I’m about to argue when the sound of a car purring up the driveway interrupts us.

      I follow him outside, but it’s not my dad. It’s worse.

      “A limo,” I blurt.

      A sound from inside the house—Sophie crying—makes me wince.

      “Don’t go anywhere.” I take a step back. “I need to get Sophie, but don’t leave.”

      He shifts into the car.

      “Tyler. Damn it, Tyler!”

      The taillights fade down the driveway, and my hands clench into fists.

      I didn’t hate Tyler three months ago after he called me nothing.

      Now, I remember how hot and cold he’s been.

      How he won’t let me fight my own battles because he can’t stand the thought of me losing them.

      How he makes me feel like I’m part of something bigger than myself.

      I hate him for all those things.

      I’m also falling in love with Tyler.

      And I hate him for that most of all.
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      “Pass me that bottle.”

      I hand Carly the booze in the car. She leans over me, shoving her chest in my face.

      “I can’t believe you bailed on Kellan,” one of the minions says.

      “Can’t you?” Carly coos, eyeing me. “I’m glad you came to your senses. I don’t know why you’ve been hanging around that trash lately.”

      Every breath takes effort. “It’s easy. I live at her house.”

      It was one thing to pretend Annie was nothing when I held her at a distance, when the person I said it to didn’t know her and never would. Now, I’m saying it to her worst enemy.

      I hate the lies.

      I hate that I’m here with Carly, but it was the only option.

      Every second the limo glides through the silent night, I remind myself why I’m doing this.

      “It’s about you needing to have control.”

      No way. It’s for her. If she thinks I’d be here if this wasn’t the only way to save her ass, she’s nuts.

      Prom’s being held at a museum. The limo pulls up outside, and I shift out first. I force myself to hold out a hand, and Carly takes it, smiling. “Aren’t you a gentleman? I hope you’re not a gentleman all night.”

      Bile rises in my throat as she steps closer and runs a hand up my chest under my jacket.

      “Come on, you guys!” someone calls from ahead of us.

      “I’ll be right there,” I tell Carly, nodding toward the doors.

      She pouts but starts after her friends.

      I check my phone.

      No missed calls from Annie.

      Some part of me hoped she’d try to reach me. She’d been furious when I left, and all I wanted to do was grab her and kiss the hell out of her.

      On impulse, I pull up the image of her in that dress.

      She’s beautiful. Making a face at the camera, holding her hair up with one hand, the other on her hip. Every muscle in my body squeezes at once, my heart most of all.

      I wanted to bring her. I wanted to ask her yesterday before I realized this was the only option to fix the problem I created.

      Carly and I head inside, her hand tucked in my arm. I feel eyes on us everywhere.

      “You realize it’s as good as done,” she murmurs near my ear.

      I turn my head to avoid her lips. “What is?”

      “Prom king and queen.” Carly blinks as if she’s surprised I’m not thinking about this.

      The last thing I want to do is spend another second with her, and the more public it is, the more I’m reminded that everyone will think it’s real. At least I’m doing a good job of selling it.

      “I’m going to make a lap,” Carly informs me.

      My gaze locks on an incredulous face by the bar. “I need to see someone first.”

      I don’t wait to hear her response as I cross to Brandon and Penelope.

      Penelope looks murderous. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Dude,” Brandon says, looking back to where Carly’s giggling with her friends.

      I rub a hand through my hair, lowering my voice. “Carly’s blackmailing Annie. I’m fixing it.”

      The anger on Pen’s face fades to disbelief. “We went dress shopping.”

      “She showed me the purple one.”

      “Did she tell you she bought it?” The sadness in her voice is a kick in the gut.

      “No, she didn’t.” I rub a hand over my face.

      I swore I’d never put myself in a position like I was with my dad, where I felt as if I owed him something, where I compromised myself for another person.

      But here I am, caught between obligations. Prostituting myself for a girl I can’t stop thinking about. And somehow, I feel like the asshole.

      This is why you don’t fall for someone. Why you don’t lay yourself on the line for them. Why you don’t depend on them, let them depend on you.

      I need a drink. I signal the bartender, then glance at Brandon.

      I figured I’d stay sober to get through this, but now, I’m not sure I can stand it. There’s an ounce of relief as Brandon slips a flask from his pocket.

      “You really care about her, don’t you?” Pen sounds concerned as I take the spiked drink and toss it back. Whatever’s on my face seems to convince her. “Then leave.”

      “I can’t. And this is going to get worse before it gets better.” I survey the room. “Carly took something that doesn’t belong to her, and I need to get it back.”

      Pen shakes her head. “Annie’s never going to forgive you.”

      The possibility settles into my stomach, burning at my insides like the alcohol. “I hope you’re wrong.”

      I return to Carly’s side. We mingle, and she drinks. I try to feed her alcohol—not so much as to get her incapacitated, but enough to keep her oblivious to my limited attention. I figure it’s working until she drags me onto the dance floor.

      “So, when do you want to get out of here?” I deliberately pitch my voice lower, trying to sound as if I’m looking forward to getting her alone and not counting the seconds until I can ditch her. “We can go back to your place.”

      “I’m not leaving prom early. Not even for you.”

      My hope fades. There’s no way she has the letter on her. I need to get to her house, her room.

      Which means getting close to her.

      She narrows her eyes. “You don’t seem excited to be here.”

      Her suspicious expression has me on alert. “It’s a dance,” I drawl. “It’s not my scene.”

      “Whatever. I should’ve brought Kellan.” She looks past me. Shit. “I should’ve—”

      I grab Carly’s waist and pull her against me.

      I kiss her and hate the second her mouth softens under mine.

      I hate her and every person smiling and drinking and having a good time. Everyone who wants to see and be seen and use people to do it.

      Most of all, I hate myself for staying away from Annie when all I want is to hold her close.

      If we both get through tonight, I’m never letting her out of my sight again.

      When I pull back, Carly’s smiling and breathless, her fingers lingering on the skin above my collar. “That’s more like it.”

      I want to throw up.
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      “What is it with Ant Man?” Dad gripes. “He shouldn’t be a hero.”

      “He’s the Everyman. It gives us hope any of us could be exceptional under the right circumstances. Like ray guns.”

      Dad looks across the sectional in our living room as the credits scroll. “You barely ate three bites of dinner.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      I check my phone again.

      “We can jump over to Endgame,” Dad offers, searching my face.

      “Fine. I’ll make popcorn.”

      I don’t want food, but I want an excuse to be alone.

      Once the bag of popcorn’s in the microwave, I lean over the island and stare out the doors at the dark pool house.

      It’s been hours since Tyler left and no word from him.

      At first, I hoped Carly would see the ploy coming a mile away, that she’d realize there was no way he was into her.

      Apparently, that didn’t happen, because he would’ve returned by now.

      Now, I’m torturing myself with ideas of them together, looking beautiful and drinking and laughing and dancing.

      I didn’t think there was anything worse than the anguished feeling of watching him drive away from me.

      There is, and it’s the utter helplessness of not knowing what’s happening.

      What if everyone thinks they’re together?

      What if he forgets they’re not?

      What if he’d rather be with her than—

      “You fall asleep in here?” Dad hovers in the doorway.

      I startle, tugging on the hem of the pajama pants I changed into earlier. “Nope. I’m coming.” I retrieve the popcorn from the microwave, dump it in a bowl, and return to the living room.

      “Rehearsals going well?” Dad asks as he stretches out on the chaise section of the leather sectional, tugging a blanket over himself.

      I stare at him. In light of what’s happened tonight, the musical feels like a million miles away.

      I sigh. “Have you ever felt so shitty you couldn’t think about performing?”

      Even with my legs out, there’s an expanse between us, and I set the popcorn in some democratic middle zone.

      “No.“ He reaches for a handful, and I wait him out while he chews and swallows. “That’s when all you want to think about is performing.”

      I turn that over as we watch the movie.

      A few weeks ago, that seemed possible. Realistic even. Now, I can’t imagine forgetting what’s happening in favor of my moment in the spotlight.

      Somewhere during the movie, Haley walks in the door.

      “Did you destroy ‘em?” my dad calls.

      “Not that kind of meeting,” she calls back. I hear her boots land on the floor, and she pads down the hall to us. “Did I miss Paul Rudd?”

      Dad rubs a hand over his face. “The guy turns into an ant, Hales.”

      “And you turn into a musician. I get that the appeal’s inconceivable.” She winks at me as she enters the living room, but her smile fades when she takes in my expression. “What’s wrong?” Her gaze cuts toward the back doors. “Have you seen Tyler?”

      The lump in my throat is back, burning. “He went to prom.”

      Her expression fills with compassion and something I can’t read before I train my eyes on the TV again.

      She squeezes my shoulders. “I’m going to check on Sophie before bed. You guys need anything, let me know.”

      It’s after midnight when a noise outside has me jerking straight up. Dad’s fast asleep, and for a second, I think I’ve imagined the sound.

      Until I hear it again.

      The front door.

      My spin straightens.

      The light creak of footsteps has me leaning toward the hall, peering around the corner.

      Tyler’s in the foyer, his hair messed up. He shrugs out of his tux jacket and vest, something falling from the pocket and hitting the floor with a clatter as he hangs both in the closet.

      A broken crown.

      Fitting.

      He shoves the pieces into his jacket pocket.

      Tyler’s tie’s long gone, the top button of his shirt undone. He rolls up the sleeves of his shirt as he starts toward me.

      I don’t pretend I’m not watching as he crosses silently to the couch, taking in the movie, my dad, the popcorn.

      I’d thought I’d be in tears, but there’s nothing, almost as if what I’m feeling is too deep to be expressed.

      “I got your letter.” Tyler’s voice is barely audible over the hammering of my heart.

      He holds out a folded piece of paper, and after a moment, I take it from him and wad it in my fist, squeezing as if I can turn it to dust.

      I take a deep breath and return my attention to the TV.

      I pull my knees up to my chin and tuck the edges of the fuzzy blanket around me.

      Tyler sits on the couch next to me.

      “What are you doing?” My throat tightens.

      My dad’s asleep on the other side of the couch, but Tyler presses closer.

      I can’t argue, can’t chew him out. Dad would wake up, and Tyler knows it.

      He uses it.

      Without asking, he moves under the blanket, his arm brushing mine. A shaky breath falls from my lips. That smallest touch sends a shiver through me.

      On screen, Thanos wreaks his well-intended-but-ultimately-misguided havoc.

      Whatever. I could handle the end of the world.

      Dealing with Tyler Adams is some next-level shit.

      Especially when his hip presses against mine, his bicep bumping my shoulder under the too-small blanket.

      I want him to leave.

      I want him to never leave again.

      When I lean forward an inch, he takes the invitation, shifting me so he can slide behind.

      I’m lying against his chest, feeling his warmth through my back. My heart’s hammering, ticking like the seconds.

      I try to focus on Robert Downey Jr. I swallow a sigh and resist rubbing my cheek against Tyler’s chest.

      But all I can think is how over the past few weeks, Tyler’s built me up, made me good, made me strong…

      Then in an instant, he tore it all away.
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      “Six,” I murmur when the credits roll. “You asleep?”

      No answer.

      Jax hogs half of the sectional. I can’t be annoyed, because he’s the reason Annie’s breath warms my chest through my undershirt, that her hand’s wrapped around my wrist, that her legs are curled over mine.

      I stop the movie and scoop her up, blanket and all, and carry her down the hall. We make it up the stairs, and I hope she doesn’t have any shit on her floor so I don’t trip as I carry her through the dark and set her on her bed. I flick on the light on her bedside table, its glow casting shadows on the purple wall behind her headboard.

      Tonight’s been a mindfuck, and it’s fitting I’m the only one awake for it.

      I did the right thing by protecting her. Right now, it’s hard to believe.

      The closet door is ajar, so I step inside. The first thing in it is a garment bag.

      I tug down the zipper, and the purple dress inside twists my guts another sharp turn.

      After spending the evening at prom with Carly, I didn’t think my night could get any worse.

      But the look on Annie’s face gutted me.

      There’s a real possibility Annie will never forgive me.

      She wanted to go tonight. I would’ve given almost anything to take her.

      Except I couldn’t take her—for a million reasons that now seem ridiculous.

      Her dad, this thing with Carly—none of it matters when I cross the room and look at her.

      She’s rich, and I’m poor.

      She feels everything, and I guard my emotions.

      She’s aching to be seen, and I long to be left alone.

      My chest hurts when I’m with her and even more when I’m not, and I don’t know how the hell to live my life when it feels inextricably linked with hers.

      Annie shivers, and I pull the covers up over her.

      “I know you’re upset with me,” I murmur. “But I need things to be okay with us. Because if they’re not, if you’re not…” I shove both hands through my hair, at a loss to finish that sentence. “What you said about me wanting to control things—you’re right. But the thing I hate more than losing control is the thought of you hurting when I could fix it.”

      My name on her sleepy lips has me leaning over the bed.

      “Did you dance with her?” she mumbles.

      I have a sudden urge to trace the curve of her lower lip with my finger but settle for brushing aside a piece of hair that’s falling across her face. “Yeah.”

      “Did you kiss her?” Annie’s fingertips graze my bicep.

      I swear it’s an accident until they linger. Then they drift up, over my chest.

      My muscles leap in response, and I suck in a shallow breath. “Yes.”

      Her touch moves down my chest, tracing the lines of my pecs as if drawing me through her closed eyes.

      The only things between us are her thin tank top and my shirt. When her fingers reach my abs, my eyes nearly roll back in my head.

      “Did you fuck—”

      “No. Never.”

      It’s not a statement—it’s a plea for everything to be okay, to go back to the time before I realized how much she meant, how high the stakes got when I wasn’t looking.

      I can resist her innocent exploration, at least until her hand finds the hem of my shirt. When her fingers graze the bare skin over my clenched abs, right above the waistband of my pants, I want to growl.

      Tonight’s a war of emotions. My dick has no business being in this game, but I can’t help it.

      It wants her.

      I want her.

      Both of us are sick of holding back.

      When she speaks again, her voice is steady, her words a vow.

      “She can’t have you.”

      My lips brush the shell of her ear. I love the way she shivers. “Why’s that?”

      “Because you’re mine.”

      I stop breathing.

      I’ve told a lot of lies to survive, but the biggest one is that I can keep my distance from her.

      I did something tonight, and I can never take it back. I’d go to war for Annie Jamieson, on this and any other day. Whatever I am, I would lay it down to protect her.

      Whatever pieces are left of me after tonight, they’re hers to collect, to catalogue, to keep in a bottle.

      Silently, I cover her mouth with mine.

      Her softs lips part with the slightest pressure, as if she was waiting for me to ask, waiting to welcome me in.

      Her light, floral scent is making my senses swim, deepening the conviction that I can’t survive another second without this girl in my arms.

      I taste her mouth, explore her, mark her as mine.

      She not only lets me, she moans when I do it.

      You’re mine.

      I lose it, the last of my control snapping. I unleash the need and desperation I’ve repressed for way too long.

      My hand tangles in her hair on the pillow, and I tear my mouth from hers to trace her jaw, the sweet arched curve of her neck. The skin that would’ve been revealed by that sexy fucking dress in the closet, the one she bought to wear for me.

      “Forgive me,” I bite out. It’s not a request, it’s a demand. My teeth drag along her collarbone, and she arches against my lips.

      “No.”

      But she pulls me closer.

      I shift over her, straddling her while I bring my mouth back to hers as if I can persuade her with my lips, if not my words.

      She’s fully awake now, meeting each slide of my lips and stroke of skin with one of her own.

      And I sure as fuck respond.

      I drag the covers down and roll her so she’s on top, my greedy hands yanking her hips against mine. The softness between her thighs is torture. I want to taste her, to take her, to bury myself in her and shut out the world until I’m good and satisfied.

      “That feels so good. Don’t stop.” Her sleep-filled voice is colored with arousal.

      My greedy mouth trails down the front of her tank top, the subtle valley between her breasts. She arches against me like she can’t get enough.

      This? I want to say.

      This is nothing.

      The things I’ll do to this girl.

      “I’ll keep going if you forgive me.”

      Her sigh makes my cock twitch. “Someday.”

      “Now.” My teeth scrape along her skin, and she gasps.

      “When you never leave me again.”

      My heart aches, but I laugh through it as I slide a hand under her tank top, my breath hitching as I graze the curve of her breast.

      It’s strange how her strength makes me give but her softness makes me rough. Fierce. Damned devout.

      “You realize unless I stay with you until the day we die, it’s impossible to fulfill that promise.”

      She pulls back long enough to look down into my face, her hair hanging in a curtain around us. “Perfect.”

      My heart hammers against my back as I soak in the sight of her, flushed and beautiful and wanting.

      I shift up on one elbow and cup her in my hand. The softness of her is unreal, even before I rub a thumb across her nipple. She moans, loud, and I drag her mouth back to mine to swallow the sound.

      If it carries down the hall, it’ll ruin all of this. All of us.

      “I could make you forgive me right now,” I murmur against her lips once she’s quiet again. “I could touch you until you’re only mine, always mine. You’d never come again without seeing my face, fucking hearing my words.”

      My voice is urgent, and she blinks down at me, her lips swollen and cheeks flushed.

      “Yeah. You could.”

      The truth of that hangs between us.

      It takes every ounce of control in me to shift out from under her and cross to the door.

      “You said you wouldn’t leave.”

      Her whisper has me turning to see her propped up on her elbows, hair wild, eyes bright.

      I open the door and stare down the hall.

      Jax and Haley’s room is at the other end of the hall, and Sophie’s in between.

      Nothing. Darkness. Silence.

      All of that could change in a heartbeat.

      I shut the door.

      Then strip off my shirt, my pants.

      The wariness on her face is replaced with hunger as her gaze drops to the obvious tent in my boxer briefs.

      I laugh through my clenched jaw. “Yeah, that’s not what tonight’s for.”

      Most promises are made to be broken, but I push that from my mind because I can’t entertain any more dark thoughts.

      I lay down beside her, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear before I nudge her to face the other way.

      Then I wrap my arms around her so her back warms my chest and her ass nestles against my aching cock.

      I drag the covers over us, a flimsy wall of protection against the harsh world.

      The world can go fuck itself.

      Tonight, the sheets are our shield.

      And this girl is my heart.
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      Birds outside my window wake me. I glance at the clock and realize it’s almost eleven in the morning. But something feels off, and I roll over and realize why.

      Tyler is in my bed.

      Last night comes rushing back.

      My emotions are in tatters from him leaving and coming back. From everything I’ve made it mean.

      But he’s here now. He came back. He stayed.

      I was enough for Tyler. I am enough for this boy I want to drag from the shadows, live in the light with.

      I shift up onto an elbow. Why does he have to be so beautiful?

      I lean over him and run a hand through his hair, soaking in every part of his face.

      That’s nowhere near enough to satisfy me, so I bend closer, inhaling his scent. My lips brush his jaw, the stubble decadently rough against my skin.

      “Stop that.” His voice is a sleepy groan that vibrates through me, settling between my thighs.

      I grin. “No.”

      I continue the exploration, moving down his neck, his collarbone, the curve of his shoulder.

      My hand brushes his cut stomach where his undershirt’s ridden up, and a tug of desire pulls between my thighs.

      Biting my lip, I press my palm to that skin, slide it up an inch under the hem of his shirt. I curl closer into him, taking a deep inhale at his neck, memorizing his scent.

      “I mean it.”

      There’s a warning edge this time.

      I like Warning Edge Tyler, especially when he’s in my bed.

      “Why?”

      He rolls me over so he’s on top, and my heart thuds in my chest as he stares down at me.

      He might be half-awake, but he’s all man, all power, all strength.

      All sexy.

      “Because then I’m gonna have to get you back.”

      I want that so bad.

      “I’m still mad at you,” I breathe.

      “I’d be disappointed if you weren’t.”

      His touch skims down my side. Then his mouth lowers to mine.

      We’re so close to kissing when he pulls back. “We can’t keep this up,” he murmurs against my lips.

      “Yes, we can.” I tip my face up, straining, and he covers my mouth with a hand.

      I glare at him.

      “Your dad and Haley are down the hall. We’re lucky we didn’t get caught.”

      I press my lips to his palm, the same palm I read at that carnival three years ago.

      His grip loosens, and I take advantage, kissing down his fingers.

      “I don’t care,” I say when there’s enough room to speak, “I’d tell them it wasn’t your fault. That since the moment I walked in on you naked, I was lost to the world.”

      I pull the tip of his finger into my mouth.

      Tyler’s jaw clenches, and he lets out the most delicious groan.

      I suck harder, and his hips shift over mine until I feel him between my legs.

      Oh, shit. Yes, please.

      I felt him against my ass last night, but it wasn’t enough.

      Nowhere near.

      “You want me to make you scream under your Dad’s roof,” he rasps.

      I release his finger with a pop, my head swimming. “Or the pool house. I’m not picky.”

      He tosses a pillow at me, and I laugh.

      “I’m serious,” he presses, a look of fascination on his face. “Tell me what you think it’d be like.”

      I stare at him. “Beautiful. Reckless. Undeniable. Painful, not because it’s my first time, but because everything with us seems to—“

      “We’re done here.” He shifts off the bed, reaching for his tux pants on the floor.

      I shoot up in bed. “Because I’m a virgin?” I try to sound dismissive but can’t quite hide the vulnerability underneath. “That’s discrimination on the basis of sexual experience.”

      He rounds on me, and I’m pressed back against the sheets.

      “Because no matter how long we’ve been friends, when we fuck…” His voice is a dangerous promise. “I will take you apart. And when I’m done, you’ll beg for me to do it again.”

      His wolfish smile is feral. His finger hooks in the waistband of my pajama pants and tugs it for a brief, beautiful moment of possibility before releasing it to snap back against my stomach.

      I’m speechless.

      I’m never speechless, but I am now, and Tyler seems to think it’s cute because he drops a smug kiss at the corner of my mouth before rising again.

      My phone buzzes on the dresser, and I jump.

      

      Pen: Are we still meeting to study?

      

      Shit. I forgot.

      Movement by the window has me dropping the phone. “What are you doing?”

      “Leaving.” Tyler lifts the window frame.

      I trip across the room. “You’re not going out that way.”

      He swings one leg out before pausing to cock a dark brow at me. “You want me to walk out of your room and through the house? Past your dad and Haley?” Each word is said matter-of-factly, but I’m starting to catch on. “We’re cool, but we’re not that cool.”

      I stick my head out the window, looking down nervously at the garden one level down.

      “Good thing there aren’t roses on this side of the house,“ he says.

      “I was thinking I hope there aren’t any music box pieces.”

      Tyler swings the other leg out, chuckling. “To be continued,” he murmurs before dropping down.

      “Tyler?” I call when he hits the ground.

      He looks up at me, expectant, and I bite the inside of my cheek.

      “I like you,” I say over the racing of my heart. “A lot. Maybe even more than cheese fries.”

      His eyes crinkle at the corners. “I like you a lot too, Six.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you okay?” Pen asks as she sinks into the seat across from me at the café. “I saw Tyler at prom with Carly. He said it was to save your ass, and—”

      “I know. And it was.”

      Pen shifts forward, lowering her voice. “What the hell?”

      I explain about the letter from my mom, and her face looks more and more shocked. “Are you going to contact her?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” I admit.

      “And you and Tyler…”

      “We’re good, I think.”

      “If he hurts you, I’m going to cut off his balls.”

      I grin. “You’re the best.”

      Tyler’s letting me in. I felt it last night. But it comes with a price. Every time he lowers that shield and I get further inside, the world that’s not him gets a little blurrier, a little more out of focus.

      “How was prom with Brandon?”

      Her mouth curves. “It was unexpected… and nice, aside from the whole Tyler thing. The prom part and after.”

      “Wait. You fucked Brandon Bowers last night?”

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It’s a huge deal. Was he? A huge deal?”

      Pen laughs. “Yes, and he was really sweet.”

      I hang on every word, truly happy for my friend.

      “All right. Enough about boys. How’s your essay for Columbia?”

      I make a face. “I started it. I wondered if they had a performing arts minor. I’ve been putting so much into this musical, and now that it’s really mine, I want more.”

      With the window for my application essay in the background on my computer, I do some searching online.

      Vanier looks incredible. The acceptance process is rigorous, the odds of being admitted dismal.

      But the tug of fascination won’t go away.

      “Look who it is.”

      My head snaps up as Carly and her minions cross the café to hover over our table.

      “How was prom?” I smile. “Your date looked hot.”

      “Hope you enjoyed watching him walk out the door.”

      “Not as much as I enjoyed watching him walk back in.”

      Her face turns purple. She knows what Tyler did but won’t admit it, not in front of her crew. “Too bad you missed the dance, Little Virgin.”

      I bite my lip. “The after-party more than made up for it.”

      Her hand tightens on the strap of her bag. I want her to know he’s mine. She never had a shot, and now she never will.

      “We’re not done,” she breathes. “This thing between us isn’t over until opening night.”

      I reach for my tea. “You know what, Carly? I honestly wanted you to like me once. I thought if I did the right thing, you’d approve of me. I’d fit in.”

      Her brows pull together in surprise.

      “But your family isn’t perfect either,” I continue, thinking of the whispered rumors about her dad’s addiction, her mom’s affairs.

      From the way her attention flicks from me to the minions and back, she’s wondering if I know. She’s wondering if they do.

      I won’t spill her secrets. We all have them. I’d never hurt anyone like that, no matter what they did to me.

      “You could have some compassion,” I tell her, “but instead, you push people down so that no matter how far you fall, you’re still on top.

      “This thing between us is over because it takes two people to fight and I’m out.”

      I turn back to my computer, catching Pen’s eye on the way.

      Once I hear the footsteps fade as Carly and her minions leave, my friend gives in to the grin. “Holy shit, you’re a badass.”
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* * *

      The rest of the day, I study with Pen, swim until my muscles burn, and mess around with some poetry.

      But I can’t wait for dinner, because Tyler texted to say he’d be there.

      Now he’s sitting across from me, and we’re eating lasagna, and I’d give everything I have if my dad and Haley and Sophie would disappear so I could crawl across the table and ask him to please do that thing with his tongue that makes me want him so. Fucking. Much.

      “You need a dye job,” I say between bites. He’s wearing a black Henley that hugs his muscles in a decidedly groan-worthy way, and the blue in his hair’s fading.

      Tyler chews thoughtfully, swallows. “You wanna help?”

      His voice is sexy. All of him’s sexy.

      “Sure.”

      “How was prom?” Haley asks Tyler.

      “Fine.”

      “Better than fine,” I correct. “He won prom king.”

      Now I’m the focus of Tyler’s deep brown eyes, and warmth starts at my toes and fills every part of me until I’m crossing my legs.

      “Congratulations,” Haley says warmly.

      “Doesn’t matter much if you can’t pick your court.”

      My chest warms, and I almost don’t hear Haley ask me, “Are you ready for dress rehearsal tomorrow?”

      “Think so.” I’ve practiced everything to death, and I’m going to go through it again in my mind tonight. I’d rather spend my time with Tyler, but that’ll keep.

      “Glad to hear it. I feel as if I’ve barely seen you this weekend. What’ve you been up to?”

      “Um, Pen and I worked on school applications today. Dad fell asleep and missed all of Endgame.”

      “Not all of it.”

      My gut twists sharply. I turn toward him, and there’s an intensity on his face that cuts through the dreamy haze.

      Did he hear Tyler come home? See him?

      My heart stops in my chest.

      If he did, that could ruin everything in one moment of stupidity.

      If he did, Tyler would be gone already.

      The thought isn’t as reassuring as I’d hoped.

      But Dad doesn’t comment the rest of dinner, and the conversation turns to cute things Sophie’s doing, whether I’m going to work at the library again this summer, and a new charity project my dad’s taking on.

      After we finish dinner, I help Haley clean up, then volunteer to take Sophie for a bit before her bedtime.

      I’ve just put her on my hip when my phone buzzes.

      

      Tyler: I better hear you practicing through the window tonight.

      

      This one-handed typing thing must be an acquired mom skill, but I manage to respond without dropping my sister.

      

      Annie: I’m doing a mental run-through.

      

      Tyler: I’m doing some mental run-throughs of my own.

      

      Okay, so now I have to leave time for getting off before bed.

      Not that it’s a hardship. I’d probably be thinking of him anyway.

      The sound of a guitar from my dad’s office pulls me in that direction.

      Normally he does paperwork there, but tonight, he’s playing. I watch him for a minute, the way he and his guitar speak their own language.

      It’s beautiful.

      Sophie’s squeal has him looking toward the doorway.

      “It’s nice hearing you play,” I tell him. “You don’t do it enough.”

      “I’m retired.” He shifts back on the stool. “It’s not my life anymore. You girls are.”

      “It doesn’t have to be one or the other.”

      Dad lifts the guitar over his head, sets it on a stand in the corner. “You’ll understand someday.”

      Sophie squirms, and I shift her, stroking her soft pink cheek until she smiles. “She’s perfect, isn’t she? When do we get less perfect?”

      Dad comes closer, folding his arms over his chest. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      My chest aches. “I want to take music lessons. Theory. Voice. Tyler’s been helping me“—his brows furrow, and I press on—“but it’s not enough. I know you don’t want to teach me, and that’s probably for the best because we’d fight the whole time, but I want to learn.”

      I expect him to turn me down, and he looks as if he’s on the verge. “If I say no, you’ll find a way to get them anyway.”

      “Yes.”

      He rubs a hand through his hair. “All right, then.”

      My chest expands.

      Sophie spits out her soother, and my dad grabs it off the floor.

      “If you five-second rule that right now,” I warn, “I’m going to have to tell her when she’s seventeen and wants to know why her life sucks. ‘Dirty-floor soothers.’ That’s what I’ll say.”

      His eyes crinkle as he goes to his desk. “Haley’d have my back.” He pulls out a new soother from the top drawer, passes it to my fussy sister who latches on like it’s life itself. “Besides, you never had it easy, and you turned out all right.”

      He looks at me as if waiting for me to disagree with him.

      I can’t. Tonight, despite the emotional turmoil of the last forty-eight hours, I don’t feel like I’m bleeding out.

      The road ahead isn’t easy, but there’s a glimmer of hope.

      I cross to him and reach up to hug him with my free arm. He hugs me back. “Tell me one thing,” he murmurs. “Should I be worried?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask when I pull back.

      “Dropping classes. Staying out late. Swimming in your school clothes.”

      I smile. “I’m okay. I promise.”

      He searches my expression. “There’s nothing you want to tell me.”

      “No. Night, Dad.”

      “Annie.” I hesitate at the door, and he looks at me along time before nodding to Sophie. “Give her to me. It’s a school night. You have things to do.”

      I think of Tyler in the pool house.

      I wonder if he knows.

      But he doesn’t say anything as I pass him my sister, then turn for the door.
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      This week feels like I’m living a roller coaster—or a series of them, one after the other, without time to get off in between.

      It’s after midnight when I round the house, guitar in tow, headed for Jax’s converted tour bus.

      I spend a lot of time in here with Jax, but it’s different on my own. I’m surrounded by memories, by history, but tonight when I take a seat on the couch, it’s just me and the incredible instrument under my hands.

      Is there any part of my life Annie doesn’t touch anymore?

      I play song after song, and while I play, I think.

      About me, about her, about the future.

      I want to make something of myself. Maybe more than a session musician. Jax has fame and obligations, but he also has a lot of positive impact. He employed dozens of people, inspired millions, by doing what he does best. You can’t do that by playing small.

      A noise has me jerking my head up to see Jax appear at the top of the stairs.

      “You’re up late,” he observes.

      “Can’t sleep.”

      “Me either.”

      Jax crosses the floor, completely at ease—he should be, this was his tour bus for the better part of a decade—but when he gets close, I see the ease is an illusion.

      His jaw is tight, his eyes unsettled. “Nice guitar.”

      My gut twists sharply, but I’m ready.

      I set the guitar down. “I’m calling Zeke back to tell him I can’t come to New York.”

      Jax takes a seat on the opposite couch, crossing an ankle over his knee. “I assume you’re going to tell me why.”

      I rise, the photos on the wall drawing me closer. One of me and Annie at Jax’s old label, me wearing the Ramones T-shirt she bought me, has me lingering.

      “Before you brought me here, you made me promise something.”

      “To stay away from my daughter.”

      “To look out for her,” I correct. “And I have. I care about her more than anything. Maybe there’s always been some part of me that wanted more than her friendship, but I didn’t believe I could have it. Sure as hell didn’t believe I deserved it.”

      I take a deep breath and turn to face him. “I know you don’t think I’m good enough for her.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      My hands fist at my sides. “Come on, Jax. Don’t fuck with me. I’m only here because you feel guilty.”

      He leans forward, and I continue.

      “I know everything. That you met my dad fifteen years ago when he was stringing together whatever shitty gigs he could. Bartending to keep enough money for beer. Sometimes to keep the lights on.

      “He worked at Wicked as a part-time janitor until he got fired for missing too many shifts.

      “But the highlight of all of it was meeting you. You were young like him, came from nothing, and you were a success. He wanted what you had, and you gave him advice.”

      Jax folds his arms over his chest, and the amber eyes so much like Annie’s glow. “What did I tell him?”

      “You know.” But I say it anyway. “You told him not to let anything or anyone get in his way. That in order to succeed, he had to look out for himself.”

      Emotion rises up in my throat, huge and awful and unfamiliar.

      “But he had a three-year-old son at home. And he took that advice—your advice—to heart.”

      My chest is tight as the memories come back, ones I’ve done everything in my power to push down. Me vying for his attention, finally realizing I’d never get it. The only time he was encouraging was when I joined the program at Wicked for troubled teens because he thought he could use my connection to the label.

      When he realized he couldn’t, he decided to take from me directly.

      The year before I left to come here, it all spilled out one night—how his lack of success was my fault, that he’d always blamed me for holding him back.

      “I know that’s not the only reason he neglected me,” I continue, my voice rough. “You gave him permission, but the idea was his. I can’t even blame you because you brought me here. You knew and you set out to make it up to me.”

      Jax shifts out of his seat, pacing to the end of the bus in slow strides before turning back. “Tyler… I have no idea who your father is.” His voice is strangely precise. “I meet a lot of people. I don’t know your dad, I don’t know what he did, and I don’t know what I told him.

      “I won’t defend myself or him. All I can tell you is I was a kid with a seven-figure contract trying to deal with my own reality and I didn’t know how.”

      Disbelief has me shaking my head. “So, why did you bring me here? If you didn’t feel as if you owed me, needed to make it up to me—”

      “I told you. You were talented, and you fit in with my family. I saw something in you, and I trusted you.”

      His words spin in my mind. It makes sense, and it doesn’t.

      I thought I was here because he had a debt to repay, but it wasn’t his debt...

      It was mine.

      He gave me his trust, his help, his home, with nothing in return.

      My brain hurts. I’m willing to believe there are good things in this world, but this is too much. Too far.

      He continues, “You’re going to have a career in this industry. Your father couldn’t, but you can and you will.

      “That doesn’t come easily when there are people in your life you care about. You’ll have to choose what’s right for you and right for her, and those things will not be the same. The first time you have to choose to tour or take a gig in another city, you’ll have to make that choice, and it will tear you apart.”

      His words paint pictures in my mind, and I try to shove them out. “No. I can take care of her.”

      “Tyler, protecting her in a sheltered world means nothing. You haven’t seen the start of it. A single person in my circle watched you play, and he was drooling on his two-thousand-dollar shoes.” There’s affection and scorn in equal measure. “You can’t stay for her. I won’t watch you give up your future. She won’t either.”

      “She needs me.”

      “She needs you because you’re here. When you’re gone, she’ll rely on herself.”

      I want to argue, but so much of the shit she’s been through this year was made worse by my presence—her fights with her dad, with Carly.

      But I’m not ready to give up.

      “What about you and Haley?”

      Jax barks out a laugh. “You think what you and my daughter have is the same as what me and Haley have? I would lay down my life for Haley, no questions asked. Walk through hell and back. I’d give up everything I am, my future, my world, for her. I have done it, and I’d do it again.” His face contorts in pain, and I wonder if he’s going to say something else but stops. “When I was your age, I was incapable of that kind of love. It would’ve destroyed me.”

      “You were capable of having a child.” I think of the letter from Annie’s mom.

      He nods. “At first when I learned about her existence, I denied it. Pushed her away. I was wrong to do it, but it was too much. I couldn’t deal with the demands of the life. When my manager showed me a picture of her, it all changed.

      “It wasn’t how I planned it, but she was mine. She’ll always be mine.

      “I know she didn’t have the perfect childhood. If I could have gone back and fixed it all, I would’ve.”

      The words slice into me. I can’t stand the thought of being selfish like my dad, that I could be hurting not only myself but the girl I care about and the only man who ever looked out for me.

      “If you don’t want to leave her,” Jax starts, “tell me you love her.”

      My stomach drops. “What?”

      “Tell me you love her like I love Haley.”

      I’ve seen Jax and Haley together. Their bond. It’s something I’ve never let myself hope for, not to mention trust.

      If I ever could love someone like that, it’d be Annie. I know it in my heart.

      I lift my palm, search the lines a girl traced there once.

      It took sixteen years for someone to tell me I’d have a bright future.

      It wasn’t my dad. It wasn’t some producer.

      It was Annie.

      I open my mouth to respond, but Jax beats me to it. “It’s not enough. If there’s a moment’s hesitation, an ounce of reservation, it’s not enough.

      “What were you thinking would happen when you started your career? When she left for school?”

      Those words break me. I’ve always had a plan, always been two steps ahead or killed myself trying to be.

      “I don’t want to hurt her.” My words echo in the bus.

      “You can hurt her a little now or more later.”

      I think of her face after prom. I imagine it amplified tenfold, a hundredfold.

      “She’s stronger than you think,” he goes on. “But when it comes to you, she’s weak.”

      I want to grab the photos off the wall and hurl them across the bus. I wish I could dismiss his words, but I can’t. I see the truth of them every time she looks at me.

      I’m older. I should know better. I owe her better.

      If Jax was forcing me to leave, I’d tell him to go to hell, but he’s asking.

      Jax Jamieson, the biggest musician in a generation, the man who acted like a father to me when he had no fucking reason to, is asking.

      I rock back on my heels. “If I leave, she’ll think she doesn’t matter to me. That I lied to her.”

      He crosses to me and lifts a fist. I don’t flinch. I’ll take whatever punishment he wants to dole out. I deserve it and more.

      Instead, he grabs my shoulder in his strong grip.

      Jax’s expression is clouded with the same pain ravaging my body, my soul. “Our hearts make liars of us all. I lied to her for years, and I love her more than you ever could.”
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      “You ready to sing your face off, Miss Ariel?” Pen asks when I slide into her car with my bags for opening night.

      “So ready.” I bounce excitedly in my seat.

      “When’s Tyler coming?”

      “I’m not sure. I texted him but haven’t heard back yet.”

      I didn’t notice Tyler at school today, but I didn’t have time to look for him. I was exempted from classes for final preparations for opening night.

      “But I got all these candles and snuck them down to the gazebo for tonight.”

      She squeals, and my stomach flips.

      Between the musical and what happens after, this is going to be the best fucking night of my life.

      We get to school, and I hug my friend before taking off to do my hair and makeup backstage.

      After, I warm up with the rest of the cast, doing vocal exercises and some physical stretches.

      I try to peek at the audience but can’t get a good look. On impulse, I hit Tyler’s number. It goes to voicemail.

      “Hey, it’s me. I’m going to pretend you’re here to say break a leg or promise me cheese fries, but I can’t wait to see you tonight.” I swallow my nerves. “Thank you for helping me with this. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      I leave the phone out, face up, while I go back to the dressing room.

      “Fifteen minutes!” the stage manager calls.

      I go to grab my costume.

      It’s not there.

      I ask the other actors and the stage manager, but no one’s seen it.

      Then my gaze lands on Carly.

      “I think I saw it over there.” She points to the corner.

      Relief has me sagging as I run to get my tail, its garment bag draped over a chair.

      I hold up the plastic bag and notice red liquid running down the bottom.

      “No.”

      I get the tail out of the bag and open it, seeing the inside stained red.

      I gingerly reach out to touch it, and it’s wet.

      Panic rises up in my throat. “What did you do?”

      “Me? Nothing. Jenna was drinking wine a little while ago. She must have spilled. Or maybe it’s that time of the month.”

      Jenna looks toward me in shock. “That’s bullshit.”

      But Carly turns and walks away.

      My breath sticks in my chest. Shit.

      “Ten minutes!”

      “Annie!” Jenna calls me over to her dressing table. “Do you want mine?” She bites her lip, trying to hide the wince.

      I find a smile. “No, but do you have your garbage bag still?”

      She helps me put it on underneath my real costume. It’s still gross, but at least I can perform without being distracted by stickiness.

      “Does the fabric smell?” I ask.

      She sniffs near my waist. “Only up close. If you can ignore it, Carly and Kellan are the only other ones who’ll get a whiff.”

      “Perfect.”

      I’m not about to let this stop me.

      I take my spot in the wings as the curtain rises on the first scene. I watch it before the lights go down, and I take my mark.

      When the lights come up once more, I look out at the audience. I recognize Pen’s pink sweater. She’s in a row with her parents. I find my dad and Haley. I’m pretty sure there’s an empty seat next to my dad.

      I try to hit all the notes and the words, but my body feels heavy, as if I’m performing in water. My forehead’s damp from the lights.

      Then partway through the first act, my gaze lands on a shape at the back of the seats, by the doorway.

      Tyler.

      Every part of me lifts, expands, and from that point forward, I love being on stage. I relish every second in the spotlight.

      This is what I wanted, and though I sneak a look at my family once in a while, every line and song and scene makes me realize it’s not for them.

      It’s for me.

      I’m doing it for me, and I feel amazing.

      The final curtain is accompanied by thunderous applause and hollering.

      Everyone exchanges smiles—even Kellan pulled his shit together.

      Carly tries to avoid my gaze but can’t, and I wink at her as we join hands to bow.

      “I owe you a drink,” I murmur to her, “since I’m pretty sure your family’s entire liquor cabinet is inside my costume.”

      “That was great, Annie,” Haley says when she and my dad come backstage after the show. Her eyes land on my costume and the trash bag on top of it. “Do I want to know what that’s about?”

      “No. No, you don’t.” I smile, looking past her. “Where’s Tyler? I saw him come in. He was standing in the back.”

      They exchange a look.

      My dad lowers his voice. “Let’s go home.”

      “I’m going with Pen.”

      “Annie, please.”

      “Okay,” I relent, waving to my friend with a promise to call her in the morning.

      When we get home, my dad’s Bentley is already in the garage, but Tyler’s bike is gone.

      How is he not back yet?

      I run around the side of the house, nearly tripping on the roses in my hurry to get to the pool house.

      The lights are on.

      I burst in the door, breathless, a smile on my face as I prepare to giddily tell him every second, to demand his reaction. Hell, I’d even take notes as long as he put his hands on me while he gave them.

      But the space is empty.

      Something else is wrong, too.

      It takes a second for me to put my finger on it.

      No schoolbooks. Not tidy stacks of clothes.

      No guitar.

      My stomach plummets.

      I feel a presence at my back and whirl on my dad. “Where is he?”

      “Gone.”

      Numbness takes hold of my gut, spreading to my limbs. “Where?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      “And you didn’t ask? Whatever ‘I’m a musician, I’ll do what I want’ breakfast cereal you all eat isn’t charming. It isn’t normal.” The burning behind my eyes doesn’t turn to tears. It lingers like coals that refuse to cool.

      I run across the pool deck and into the house. Haley calls out to me, but I pass her without a word and pull out my phone to check for missed calls or messages.

      Nothing.

      Three nights ago, he slept in my bed.

      The next day, we flirted at the dinner table.

      I fucking bought candles.

      It’s not true.

      It’s not.

      It’s—

      I stalk into my room and pull up at the sight of the object lying on my duvet.

      The guitar I bought Tyler. Twenty-four frets, inlaid rosewood.

      I stare at it numbly as if it’s going to speak, but maybe it already did.

      “Annie...” Haley’s voice comes from the doorway.

      I can barely make her out through my blurry vision.

      “Go away.”

      “We should—“

      “Go. Away!”

      I shut the door and grab the guitar, sliding my back down the side of the bed until my ass hits the floor.

      I wrap a hand around the neck and squeeze. The strings bite into my skin.

      “Forgive me.”

      “Someday.”

      “When?”

      “When you never leave me.”

      I shut my eyes so hard my teeth hurt.

      After three years of ups and downs, of inside jokes and bitter standoffs and dreaming of things I never thought would happen, everything‘s starting falling into place. My life is making beautiful, twisted sense for the first time.

      “I like you. A lot.”

      “I like you a lot too, Six.”

      The last few days with him scroll through my mind, a movie of promises and confessions and trust and openness. Of wanting and finally having.

      After so long, I have him.

      

      
        Tyler is coming back.

      

      

      Tyler Adams is mine. My friend, my prince, my heart.

      

      
        He has to come back.

      

      

      I love him. I think he might love me too…

      

      
        … He’s not coming back.
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        Eight months later

      

      

      “Welcome to Vanier auditions. We’ll call you when we’re ready.” The man at the registration table gives me some paper to fill out. “Please confirm your name and contact information here.”

      I fill out the paper and hand it back to him in exchange for a number.

      I can’t help noticing all the people warming up. I’d expected talented musicians and vocalists, but this is next level.

      There’s a corridor beyond where the auditions are being held and a sign saying “PLEASE STAY IN THIS AREA.” I ignore it.

      My feet are soundless on the tile floor that looks like marble. The hallway is full of people my age of all shapes and colors and sizes. Some are with parents, some alone wearing headphones.

      This building, between the Upper West Side and Harlem, is stone. Attached to the original four-story building are another six stories of glass. A spiral staircase goes up the middle as if it ascends all the way to heaven, though it can’t be more than four floors.

      My phone jumps in my bag, and I answer it. “Pen?”

      “Did you go yet?”

      “They’re running behind. Where are you?”

      “Still at Columbia,” she says. “It’s amazing, and I maintain you’re insane for not coming, not only because your dad will murder you when he finds out you lied to him. But you’ve got this. Any hotties you can grab for a quick pep-talk-slash-make-out?”

      I glance around. There are lots of attractive people, but the only thing I feel are nerves. “I don’t think that’ll help.”

      “Break a leg, girl. I’ll meet you for lunch.”

      We hang up, and the reality starts to settle in.

      This is it. My chance.

      I’ve only put everything in me into this.

      Every ounce of time and emotion and focus for the last year.

      More than that.

      I start down a hall lined with practice rooms. Between them are portraits of award-winning actors, dancers, musicians, conductors who graduated from Vanier. I know almost all of them, at least by name. They win Oscars, Grammys, Tonys.

      I look in the first door interrupting the line of photographs. There’s a girl playing piano, lost in her music—which I can’t hear, thanks to soundproofing. I wish I could.

      I continue to the next one, and there’s a boy rehearsing an acting piece.

      The man from the desk comes up behind me, frowning. “Excuse me? You’re on deck. You should stay in the audition area.”

      I nod. “I’m sorry. I just needed a moment. I’ll be right there.”

      I can’t go back yet. The third door is open.

      The sounds from that room invade my ears, vibrate through me, call to every part of me.

      Including parts I thought were dead.

      I peer around the doorframe, an inch at a time, holding my breath.

      Inside, there’s a man sitting on a stool.

      A man with dark hair falling across his forehead who plays guitar as though he was born to do it.

      My heart stops, every bodily function except my eyes and ears shutting down.

      For months after he walked out of my life, it was all I could do not to picture him, to think about where he was, with whom, doing what.

      His hair is jet and styled, no trace of blue. His mouth is firmer, more sculpted. His black dress shirt is crisp. Lines of black snake out from under rolled sleeves, twining around muscled forearms like an embrace as he plays.

      When Tyler left, it gutted me. I can’t think about the things I did in those weeks and months. The broken girl who cared too much, arguing with the universe, wanting Tyler, wanting us.

      One dark, empty, soulless day, I decided it was time to mourn both. I moved forward because there’s nothing else to do, because you can keep living or stop.

      But Tyler Adams is in New York. At the school that’s my dream.

      The boy who broke my heart doesn’t look destroyed…

      He looks whole.

      Tyler sets down the guitar and looks up but not at me. A girl with dark, edgy hair, wearing jeans and a loose sweater, slides onto his lap. His hands—those beautiful hands I used to dream about—thread into her hair, and it’s as if they’re reaching into my belly, grabbing hold of my stomach, and cranking it. One vicious turn after another.

      “Miss?”

      I whirl as the administration guy appears near my elbow.

      “They’re waiting for you.”

      I nod tightly, but before I follow him down the hall, I look back toward the room.

      Tyler’s attention isn’t on the girl in his lap. His gorgeous brown eyes are wide and locked with mine.

      Because my twisted muse, my rebel prince, my ex-friend…

      He sees me.

      And he’s every bit as fucking floored as I am.
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* * *

      
        I hope you enjoyed the first part of Tyler and Annie’s angsty, forbidden story! If you want to find out what happens when Tyler and Annie come face to face in New York, don’t miss A Love Song for Rebels - available May 2020.

        

        Order A Love Song for Rebels now!
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* * *

      
        Rockstars don’t chase college students…but Jax Jamieson’s never followed the rules.

        

        Did you miss Jax and Haley’s best-selling rockstar romance? You can binge the complete Wicked series today, beginning with Good Girl.

        

        Read Good Girl now!
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* * *

      
        If you enjoyed A Love Song for Liars, I’d be so grateful if you would leave me a 1-sentence review wherever you picked up this book. Then send me a link at piper@piperlawsonbooks.com so I can thank you personally.
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* * *

      Click here to sign up for my VIP list. You’ll receive exclusive content, news, and awesome things direct from me each month.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Want to gossip about books with me and my other readers? Join my Modern Romantics reader group by clicking here. We’d love to meet you!
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        THANK YOU

      

      
        If you read A Love Song for Liars…thank you. Thank you for trusting me with your time and emotions. Thank you falling in love with the beautiful, flawed, earnest characters that fill my mind from morning to night.

        

        My readers are the most amazing readers in the world. You guys are positive, bold, enthusiastic, supportive, and amazing humans. I wouldn’t write without you.

        

        If you enjoyed A Love Song for Liars, I’d be beyond grateful if you could take two minutes to leave a quick review wherever you picked it up. Reviews are like gold to us authors - especially indies!

        

        If you do leave a review, I’d love to hear about it. Here’re the best ways to reach out:

        www.facebook.com/piperlawsonbooks

        www.instagram.com/piperlawsonbooks

        piper@piperlawsonbooks.com

        

        Thanks for being awesome, for inspiring me every day, and for helping make it possible for me to do something I love.

        

        xoxo

        

        Piper
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        Piper Lawson is a USA Today bestselling author of smart, steamy romance! She writes about women who follow their dreams (even the scary ones), best friends who know your dirty secrets (and love you anyway), and complex heroes you’ll fall hard for (especially after talking with them). Brains or brawn? She’ll never make you choose.

        

        Piper lives in Canada with her tall, dark and brilliant husband. She believes peanut butter is a protein, rose gold is a neutral, and love is ALWAYS the answer.

        

        I love hearing from you! Hang with me on:

        The Interwebs➜www.piperlawsonbooks.com

        Facebook➜www.facebook.com/piperlawsonbooks

        Newsletter➜www.piperlawsonbooks.com/subscribe

        Instagram➜www.instagram.com/piperlawsonbooks

        Goodreads➜www.goodreads.com/author/show/13680088
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