
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
      
 
    [image: Relentless Cover.jpg] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: Title Page.jpg]


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    WAITING TO FALL 
 
    Copyright © 2017 by Alyson Reynolds. 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations em- bodied in critical articles or reviews. 
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    For information contact : 
 
    www.authoralysonreynolds.com 
 
      
 
    Book and Cover design by Alyson Reynolds 
 
    Edited by Cat Parisi 
 
    ISBN: 123456789 
 
      
 
    First Edition: May 2017 
 
      
 
    10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dedication 
 
    To my own brooding Finn 
 
    Thank you for loving me like you do. 
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    I groaned as I opened my eyes to the bright sunlight filtering into my room. The first thing that caught my eye was the bright red piece of fabric balled up on my floor. One second later the door to my room opened and Cora walked in wearing one of my t-shirts. There definitely wasn’t anything else under the thin white fabric. 
 
    Holy fuck. 
 
    What in the hell happened last night? I tried to remember, but all I could recall was a fuzzy memory of the bottle of tequila that we had been passing back and forth between us and a misbegotten attempt at drinking games.   
 
    Cora stretched and the hem of the t-shirt went to a very interesting height. My cock twitched underneath the sheet. He was definitely interested in whatever she had going on under there. I groaned again as she lifted the shirt over her head and threw it down next to the dress in question. Her perfect breasts would forever be imprinted into my memory.  
 
    She smirked at me as she pulled the tight dress down her amazing body.  
 
    “Glad to see you survived tequila-gate 2016.” 
 
    I rubbed my hand down my face. “What the fuck did we do last night?” 
 
    Her golden brown eyes flashed with humor.  
 
    “Exactly what you think.” 
 
    “I realized that much smart ass. The last thing I remember was playing never have I ever.” 
 
    “Then there was truth or dare. One of your genius frat brothers thought it might be fun to dare you to kiss me. Needless to say, you took him up on it.” 
 
    “Fuck, I’m so sor—“ 
 
    “Don’t you dare say sorry, Finn Crawford. The asshole was baiting you and you were drunk enough to fall for it.” She shrugged. “So was I apparently.” 
 
    “I didn’t stop it though. Hell, I started it.” I vaguely remembered lunging for her and pressing my lips against hers, teasing the seam of her lips with my tongue, coaxing her to open her mouth to mine. 
 
    “Neither of us stopped it,” she said, pulling one shoe from under the bed. “It doesn’t bother me, does it you?” 
 
    I didn’t even have to consider. In fact, I hoped she didn’t find out just how little it actually bothered me. For years I wondered what she would feel like pressed against me. Last New Year’s Eve I had finally been able to sample what she had to offer, but I’d wanted so much more.  
 
    “Not at all. I just don’t think it would be a good idea for us to tell Liv, for obvious reasons, but I’m definitely not upset that it happened.”  
 
    I considered helping her look for her other shoe, but I enjoyed watching her in that dress. It rode up her hips, higher and higher with every movement. She crawled across the floor when she spotted it, and I had to hold back another groan. Between the sway of her ass and watching the dress go to scandalizing heights, I was a dead man walking. My cock was rock hard and ready to go again. 
 
    “Sounds like a deal to me. And we probably shouldn’t do this again.” 
 
    “You don’t want a reminder of how great it was?” I asked, grinning wickedly. She rolled her eyes at me as she reached to pick up her black lacy thong off the floor. A memory flashing in my head of peeling that thing off her with my teeth.  
 
    It had been a really good night. 
 
    “You are such a cocky prick.” 
 
    “I’ll show you a cocky prick if you want.” I started to lift the covers and she yelped and covered her eyes.  
 
    “Finn!” I chuckled as she peaked at me through her fingers. “You’re awful.” 
 
    “I know, but you still love me.” 
 
    She grabbed her purse off the floor. I put my hands behind my head and leaned back into my pillow, admiring the view of her ass again as she leaned down. It was too bad I didn’t remember much from last night, only bits and pieces. Hopefully more would come back to me because I wanted to remember. Cora shouldn’t have been a drunken hookup. 
 
    “Quit staring at my ass, Finn.” She sighed. “I’d call you a dick, but then you would just try to show me yours again.” 
 
    “That would be correct, Princess.” 
 
    She leaned down over me and I rested my hands on her hips. A lazy grin covered my face as her gaze caught mine. I put one hand at the back of her neck to pull her down so I could kiss her goodbye and the spark in that kiss shook me to my fucking core. My fingers threaded through her hair as I pressed my mouth to hers. As soon as her lips parted, I slipped my tongue inside, morning breath be damned. A small whimper slipped from her throat, breaking the spell. She pulled back reluctantly. We were both breathless and completely shell shocked at what had just happened. 
 
    “One for the road,” she whispered. 
 
    I nodded and cleared my throat. 
 
    “I’m glad that we will both have that to remember at least.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said quietly. Her gaze never broke from mine. She pulled back and some insane part of me missed her already. “I’ll see you later, Finn.” 
 
    She was out the door as soon as the words left her mouth. I laughed as she snorted back a laugh at the stupid sign on the bookshelf next to my door that said Save a Horse, Ride a Frat Boy. A few years back my big brother got it for me. I thought it was funny so I kept it. As many times as she had been in my room, today was the day she finally noticed it. The door clicked shut behind her and I closed my eyes, throwing an arm over my face. 
 
    I was completely fucked. 
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    What. The. Actual. Fuck.  
 
    What had I just done? 
 
    Seriously, I could kick myself. I just slept with one of my best friends in the world. My best friend’s twin brother. The same guy that I’ve known forever. The same guy that is hot enough to be an Abercrombie model, but still smart enough to apply to law school. He wasn’t, but he had the grades to go if he ever decided he wanted to.  
 
    Just. Fuck. 
 
    I did the walk of shame through the frat house, luckily not many of the guys were awake yet, and I was able to avoid them. It wasn’t unheard of for me to stay the night with Finn, but I felt like something in my eyes would give away the fact that we’d had amazing sex. My wrinkled red dress looked a lot better on Finn’s floor than it did on me this morning. Hopefully my judgy roommate would be out getting breakfast or something. She’d said she wasn’t going home for the weekend, so just my luck she would be there waiting to witness my humiliation of walking in looking like a two-bit hooker.  
 
    The walk through campus was quiet. It gave me time to think, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing at this point. I opened the door to my dorm room quietly, hoping if she was here that at least she might be asleep. 
 
    No such luck. Damn. She looked at me with her knowing brown eyes and smirked as I walked into our room. This really wasn’t my morning. 
 
    “I guess I know what you were up to last night,” she joked. 
 
    “Hey Hannah.”  
 
    I managed not to roll my eyes. 
 
    “So did you have fun?” 
 
    I shrugged. I really didn’t want to get into my slightly panic-inducing morning with her. 
 
    “Did you stay over at the frat house?” 
 
    What was with all the damn questions? 
 
    “Yeah, I went and hung out with a few people, mainly Finn and a few of his brothers.” 
 
    To her credit, she didn’t make a snarky comment or make a face telling me she knew exactly what dirty things I’d been doing last night. My scalp still hurt a little from where Finn had pulled my hair at some point last night. It took all my self-control not to rub it. 
 
    “I guess I’ll go to the library so you can sleep,” Hannah said, gathering up her books.  
 
    “Class just started on Thursday. Do you already have homework?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    “No, but I want to get out of here for a while. The walls are starting to close in on me.” 
 
    Hannah was a quiet girl. She didn’t cause waves and so far she had tried to be a considerate roommate. My guilty conscious was getting the best of me. I’m the most self-centered bitch ever. This girl was probably lonely, and I’m not spending any time with her. With this being her first year at SCU, I doubted that she knew many people. I was being hateful and standoffish when she probably just wanted someone to talk to. 
 
    “I’m going to have brunch with my friend Olivia in half an hour. Do you want to come with us?” 
 
    Her face lit up like a freaking Christmas tree. “Are you sure it won’t bug you if I come?” 
 
    If possible, I felt even worse.  
 
    “Not at all. I’m sorry I didn’t invite you sooner. Give me a few minutes to shower and get changed and we’ll go.” 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Hannah had never been to the Redfern café so Olivia and I were going to show her a piece of SCU history. We’d spent lots of hours hanging out in the cozy space. They also had the best coconut cream pie in the history of the universe, so of course I was a happy camper. Olivia was addicted to their coffee, which made it the perfect place for us to go, especially after a night like last night. 
 
    Liv smiled as we walked up. If she was surprised that I brought Hannah with me, she didn’t let on.  
 
    “If I don’t get coffee soon I might die.” 
 
    I dramatically flopped into the booth and the girls laughed. 
 
    “Okay Susan Lucci, we’ll get you some caffeine,” Olivia said. 
 
    Hannah laughed and I winked at her. She was always so quiet, except when she was asking me all those questions this morning. Maybe she wasn’t judging me; maybe she just wanted to reach out but didn’t know how. I’d definitely been failing at that since becoming her roommate. 
 
    The waitress took our order and lucky for me, I had coffee in front of me within a few minutes. Thank goodness because I needed to get rid of the hangover that was plaguing me. Tequila and I wouldn’t be friends for a long time. 
 
    “So Hannah, you’re new at SCU this year, right?” Olivia asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I just transferred in this semester. I was going to school in Raleigh, but I wanted something…different.” 
 
    “What’s your major?” Olivia asked as she dumped a tub of creamer into her coffee. 
 
    “Business or Education, I haven’t narrowed it down, but I think I might like PR. I’m being indecisive right now, but I’m only a sophomore, so I still have one more semester of prerequisites to figure it out.” 
 
    “You should talk to my brother. He’s an early education major, so he might be able to help you decide,” Olivia offered.  
 
    For some reason I didn’t like that suggestion. What the hell? But why would I object to my roommate talking to Finn? Hell, even I didn’t know the reasoning. I changed the subject quickly, hopefully without making anyone suspicious. I wasn’t ready to deal with anything Finn related this morning.  
 
    The waitress brought our plates and set them down in front of us. I smiled gratefully and stopped myself from inhaling my French toast before it even touched the table.  
 
    “Olivia just moved in with her boyfriend this year, that’s how you ended up with yours truly as your roommate. She abandoned me.” 
 
    Liv grinned. “Don’t expect me to feel guilty. I love living with Nate. Plus you griped about walking in on us.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’m just happy I don’t have to avoid you two doing dirty things in our dorm room anymore. Or on my bed.”  
 
    I shivered dramatically and she threw a sugar packet at me, causing Hannah to laugh. 
 
    “There’s plenty of that going on in our bedroom at home. Plus now we don’t have to try to be quiet.”  
 
    She had a cat that ate the canary look on her face. I pretended to gag. 
 
    “Have you two known each other for a long time?” Hannah asked. 
 
    I looked at my best friend and smiled.  
 
    “Forever. We grew up together.” 
 
    “That’s awesome. I really miss my friends from back home, but I wasn’t even close to them when I lived in Raleigh, so it wasn’t much different than it is now.” 
 
    “It’s pretty awesome that she’s never driven me crazy enough to dump her ass,” Olivia said, smiling. “You’ll just have to hang out with us now. I’m not going to lie, we’re pretty awesome.” 
 
    “I should have dumped both of your asses years ago. I’m the awesome one.” The familiar husky voice had the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. Finn sat down in the booth next to me, pressing his leg against mine as he sat. He stole a piece of fruit off my plate and I smacked at his hand. 
 
    “Don’t eat all my food. If you start that I won’t have anything left for breakfast.” 
 
    He smirked and reached for my fork. 
 
    “Seriously, you two bicker like an old married couple,” Liv snorted. I choked on my own spit and Finn smacked my back. 
 
    “Is it that bad being tied down to me?” he asked, with an infuriating smirk on his sexy as hell face. His crystalline blue eyes sparkled with humor as he stared at me expectantly. 
 
    “Don’t be a dick, Finn.” 
 
    “I’ve said it before and I’m sure I’ll say it again, if you want to see it, all you have to do is ask.” 
 
    I shook my head and tried not to think about what I had seen an hour earlier. 
 
    “Why are you even here?” I asked. “Not that I don’t love you stealing my food and trying to offer sexual favors.” 
 
    “Happy circumstance. Or maybe I’m just stalking you.” 
 
    Olivia cut in before I could make some other sarcastic remark. “He’s meeting Nate and they’re going surfing. Not that I would put it past him to stalk you.” 
 
    Finn’s finger brushed along the seam of my shorts hidden under the table and I tried to subtly brush him away. I kept my eyes from going wide in shock at the touch. He had that fucking smirk curling the edge of his lip up, like he was enjoying the fact that I couldn’t make a face or say anything.  
 
    “Hannah, this is my annoying brother, Finn. He enjoys surfing and pissing off Cora.” 
 
    “You’re Cora’s new roommate, right?” 
 
    Hannah smiled and nodded, a slight pink tinge appearing on her cheeks. Apparently she’s super shy with everyone, not just me. Her eyes trailed the table to where Finn was trying to do incredibly dirty, delicious things to me under the table. I swear she could tell what was going on.  
 
    Nate walked up and placed a kiss on Olivia’s head. Everyone turned towards him, giving me the chance to pinch Finn’s inner thigh. He winced, but pulled his hand back into safer territory.  
 
    “I’m going to kick your ass,” I whispered in his ear as Olivia introduced Hannah to Nate. His grin deepened and I could have smacked him. Infuriating jerk. 
 
    “Ready?” Nate asked Finn. 
 
    “Yep.” He grabbed another grape off my plate and I sighed. “Bye Princess.” 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at him. He laughed as they left. Hannah sighed and I turned back towards her. 
 
    “How long have you and Finn been dating?” 
 
    Olivia cracked up. My eyes must have been the size of saucers. 
 
    “What!?” I screeched. 
 
    “Sorry, I just assumed,” she stammered.  
 
    “It’s fine, but we aren’t dating. Definitely not dating. I’ve known Finn as long as I’ve known Olivia. They don’t look like it, but they’re twins.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yep,” she confirmed. “Our eyes are the only thing that is remotely the same about us.” 
 
    “Huh,” Hannah said, as she took in Liv’s long brown hair, blue eyes and slight frame. Finn was a big guy, a bulky six foot two, barrel chest, and he had light brown, almost blonde hair that he liked to keep short on the sides and longer on top. If he let it grow any longer he was going to reach the man bun stage, which of course I would mock him relentlessly for. He was the exact opposite of the wholesome looking girl next to her. Liv and I laughed harder and eventually Hannah joined in. 
 
    “Finn is one of my best friends in the world, but nothing more.” 
 
    I had to fight to keep a straight face on that one. Now wasn’t the time to attempt to recall every detail from last night. 
 
    “Well, if you guys did decide to date, I think you would make an adorable couple, for the record.” 
 
    “That won’t happen. My brother is a manwhore. He’ll always take care of Cora, but he enjoys one night stands and being irresponsible,” Liv said between bites of pancake.  
 
    She didn’t mean anything by it, but it still stung. Olivia was right though, Finn wasn’t the kind of guy to want a relationship. He hadn’t had a serious girlfriend for at least a few years. But I wasn’t the kind of girl to want a serious relationship either. That ship sailed a long time ago. Just the thought gave me chills. I liked the status quo right now, drinking every weekend and finding a guy that knew the deal. I needed to get my head on straight, starting with forgetting anything ever happened between me and Finn. 
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    After the third time I was dumped off my board for a stupid mistake, I decided I was done surfing for the day. Cursing the entire way up the beach, I threw down my board, flopped down in the sand and stared out at the horizon. Ten minutes later Nate sat down next to me. He dug his hands into the cool damp sand. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about whatever’s bothering you or are you going to punch me if I ask?” 
 
    I grunted in response. 
 
    “Okay,” he drawled. “Let me know if you change your mind.” He paused for a moment. “Finn, I haven’t seen you this worked up since Christian transferred into SCU.” 
 
    He’s not someone I want to talk about right now either. 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s just something I need to work out in my head.” 
 
    He nodded, but I could tell he was skeptical about my answer. It was half of the truth at least. I wasn’t about to tell him all the fucked up things going on in my head though. Hell, I didn’t even understand it. Nate was my best friend and the guy would do anything for me, but he was also screwing my sister. If Liv got even an inkling of what had happened between me and Cora, no one would be safe. She would either flip out because we were together or she would push even harder for us to be in a relationship, and neither of us was ready for that.  
 
    I needed to figure this out on my own. This being the fact that I couldn’t get Cora out of my head, the way her body moved underneath me and how responsive she was to my touch. Thank fuck those memories were starting to come back. I wanted every memory of that night possible. 
 
    Fuck, I needed to stop before I got a hard on.  
 
    “I’m done eating sand, but if you want to go out for a while longer go ahead. The waves are pretty killer today. I just can’t focus.” 
 
    He shook his head and studied me. “Naw, let’s head back to campus. Do you want to come hang out at the house? The girls are going shopping, so it’ll just be us. Maybe we can actually watch a game without them talking in the background.” 
 
    I chuckled. He was right, they really enjoyed annoying us any time we decided to turn on a game. It didn’t matter what we watched. I think it was a game to them at this point. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    We grabbed our boards and made the fifteen minute drive back to campus. Maybe an afternoon of hanging out with Nate was what I needed to help clear my head. Surfing sure as hell hadn’t helped much.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    The hot water streamed down my chest and over my back as I climbed under the showerhead, relaxing all my tense muscles for the first time since Cora left my room the other day. It was rare in the frat house that you got the entire bathroom to yourself. I wanted to enjoy it. That was if I could stop all the random thoughts scrambling through my head.  
 
    Surfing with Nate yesterday had me thinking back to break. Our summer vacation had been epic. Nate, Cora, my twin sister Olivia, and I had taken a few kick ass road trips. We went places on a whim when we decided where we wanted to go next. The girls wanted to go to New York City to go shopping one weekend, so we packed up and drove. When I decided that I wanted to get a tattoo sleeve, I found someone and we went three states away to get it done. We had even gone to Disney World just to say we went. Then there was the wine tasting in Napa and hiking in Colorado. It was one of the best summers that I’d ever had.  
 
    It was our last hurrah. Nate would be starting medical school next year and he would probably spend his summer moving and getting settled in a new city. Olivia would be interviewing for new jobs if she didn’t already have one lined up. My over achieving sister was graduating a year early and she would be moving with Nate wherever he decided to go. They had ended up getting engaged after a roller coaster of a year. I was happy for them though, they just made sense as a couple. 
 
    Cora and I still had one year left after they graduated, but it wouldn’t be the same around here without them. Although I had a feeling this year was going to be interesting in its own right. One week in and I’d already woken up with my best friend in my bed. Technically beside it, but that was neither here nor there. We’d been fighting the attraction between us for so long. Honestly, it surprised me that we’d been able to last this long without something happening between us.  
 
    I struggled to remember the details. It bugged me because I wanted to know everything. How her skin felt on mine, what she responded to, and I really wished that I could remember how she tasted. Fuck, I was pathetic. Cora and I had only kissed once before on New Year’s Eve and it wasn’t exactly planned. I’d reacted like a complete jackass and told her it could never happen again. God, I remembered how hurt she’d looked that night. I ran a hand down my face as I tried to brush away the memory. Now we had much bigger issues than just kissing and I could lie to myself all I wanted, but it didn’t change the fact that I wanted more. 
 
    The problem with Cora was she was the type of girl that I could see myself settling down with. She was smart, and sassy, and I loved being around her. But she was also my sister’s best friend. It was one thing if we screwed up our friendship, but it was another thing completely if I fucked things up between them because we broke up. Olivia would be pissed. Not to mention, I would be pissed off at myself. Olivia, Cora and I grew up together. When Olivia had decided to travel after high school to escape her ex, I leaned on Cora. She understood exactly how I was feeling and we got closer than we’d ever been. Cora had been my connection to home and she missed Olivia as much as I did.  
 
    I shook the water out of my eyes and reached for a towel after I turned off the water. Seven a.m. was too early to be having deep theoretical internal debates, especially after a night of drinking at Nate’s. It didn’t matter what had happened between me and Cora, it was done. The only thing left to do was see if Cora and I could be normal around one another. Maybe the best thing to do was ignore that it even happened. 
 
    I groaned. The last thing I wanted was to ignore what happened, but I would leave this one up to her. She would have to decide where we would go from here. It had been fun as hell teasing her in the diner though. I might have to do that again. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Our group of friends met up at noon like normal. We had lunch in the Student Union at least once a week and it was nice getting back into that routine. Our group mainly consisted of me, Nate, a couple of our fraternity brothers, their girlfriends, Olivia and Cora. I was already sitting down when Cora and Olivia walked up carrying their trays. Nate scooted in and Olivia slid in next to him. That left the only remaining seat next to me. Cora eyed it skeptically before actually sitting down. 
 
    “I’m not going to bite, Princess.” I leaned in closer and whispered in her ear. “Too hard.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and I smirked.  
 
    “Do you have an off button? Seriously, do you ever stop?”  
 
    She picked up her soda and sucked on her straw. Her full pouty lips brought back a memory of her mouth wrapped around my cock.  
 
    “Not normally. I have incredible stamina.” Cora choked on her drink and I pounded my hand on her back. “Easy there, Princess.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh. It’s too early in the day to deal with you.” 
 
    I cocked my head and gave her a lopsided smile. “Am I really that bad?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She looked over at Olivia and Nate. They weren’t paying attention to us because they were lost in their conversation. If it wasn’t so sweet, it would make me sick to see how in love they were. Cora lowered her voice. “You’re hell bent on making it obvious to everyone that we’ve done stuff.” 
 
    “They’re wrapped up in their own little world, Cora. They couldn’t care less about what we’re discussing.” I took a deep breath. “We joke about everything. It’s going to be weird if we can’t ever mention it.” 
 
    She played with the lid of her cup. “I guess that’s true. It’s just…weird.” 
 
    “Weird that we fucked or weird that you want to do it again?” 
 
    A grin covered my face and she smacked my shoulder as she fought back a smile.  
 
    “Don’t be an ass.” 
 
    I pretended that her hit actually hurt and smirked at her. “We’re going to be fine. I’ll keep my hands to myself and you can enjoy your lunch. Now say something snarky to me or they will start suspecting something.” 
 
    “How about I just dump my drink on your head?” she asked sweetly. 
 
    “There’s my girl.” 
 
    She took a bite of her sandwich and narrowed her eyes at me.  
 
    “Step too far?” I asked grinning. 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    She finished her sandwich while I watched. My lunch was long gone and it was time for dessert. My damn sweet tooth was going to get me in trouble one of these days. I opened up the Starburst I’d bought, pulled out the pink ones and pushed them over to her without saying anything. We normally fought over who got what color, but she seemed surprised that I gave them to her willingly. 
 
    “Finn—” 
 
    “I’ve got class in fifteen minutes,” I said, pushing back from the table. “I’ll see you guys later.” 
 
    As I walked away, Cora stared at the five pink Starbursts sitting in her palm. The expression on her face was beautiful, but I couldn’t read a fucking thing in it. 
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    After the first week of school, Hannah and I decided to start a once a week movie and junk food night. It gave me much needed girl time and both of us some relief from the stress of school work. I convinced Olivia to leave Nate and join us so we could all lay around stuffing ourselves silly on junk food and stare at hot movie stars. It was nice to actually spend some time with Olivia. Plus I wanted to get to know Hannah better, so it was a win-win for me. Getting along with girls wasn’t easy for me normally because I was loud, brash and pretty. The combination wasn’t a good one apparently. Olivia told me that most girls were intimidated by my personality, but I still didn’t understand why. Maybe it was the fact that I spoke my mind without thinking most of the time, or that I didn’t care what people thought.  
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t have girlfriends, I did, but they weren’t best friends, more acquaintances than anything. They weren’t people I would tell everything going on in my life. Well, that was a touchy subject right now because obviously I couldn’t tell anyone about my situation with Finn. But I craved to have someone there to gossip with about everything going on in my life. He had always been a great friend, someone that I loved flirting with, but now things were different between us, and I really needed someone to talk to about it with.  
 
    My phone chimed during the movie. Olivia and Hannah threw popcorn at me and told me to turn it off. I laughed and reached for my phone so I could do just that, but seeing Finn’s name flash across my screen had my heart racing. Seriously, it was like I had a high school crush the way it was pounding in my chest. I was acting like an idiot and I needed to pull it together before the girls noticed. 
 
    It had just been sex, nothing more, I reminded myself.  
 
    Maybe if I kept telling myself that it would be true. 
 
    I slid my finger across the screen and read the text.  
 
      
 
    I’m thinking about that night. 
 
      
 
    Yeah. That wasn’t going to help me get my mind off of things. What was I supposed to say back to him? That I couldn’t stop thinking about it either? That I had been wracking my brain trying to remember every second? Things were hazy at best, but that didn’t stop me from trying to wring every detail possible out of my muddled mind. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Cora?” Hannah asked. 
 
    I set my phone down quickly.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s nothing important.” 
 
    If I didn’t think Finn would get mad at me, I probably would have come clean with Olivia right then. She had seemed excited last year when things looked like Finn and I might get serious. I reached for the bowl of candy we had in the middle of the beds. There was nothing quite like eating your feelings when boys complicated your life. 
 
    I needed to get out there and start dating again. The thought still terrified me, but I had to do something. This thing between me and Finn had to end. One, or both of us, would only get hurt in the long run, not to mention what it would do to Olivia if we dated then broke up. She might think she needed to choose between us, and I would lose her and Finn because she couldn’t choose me over her own brother. I couldn’t risk my friendships with either one of them.  
 
    I swiped open my phone again and deleted the text.  
 
    It hurt more than I thought it would. Here I was thinking about a relationship when we had only slept together. Once.  
 
    I was such an idiot.  
 
    Olivia looked over at me and smiled. I tried to smile back, but I’m sure it looked forced. She frowned, but I shook my head once, not willing to go there. Not yet at least. She wouldn’t pry because she knew when I was ready I would talk to her about it. My best friend was a freaking saint some days. The only problem was I didn’t think I would ever be ready to talk to her about this. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    The next Friday night, I was treated to several of the guys cat-calling at me as I walked into the house. Not that my ego needed it, but I enjoyed the attention all the same. I had taken the time to curl my long blonde hair and pick out the perfect outfit, so it was nice to see that the effort was appreciated. My hair hung in perfect beach waves down my back, and my black skinny jeans were so tight I’d opted not to wear panties so I didn’t have panty lines. I’d thrown on my favorite black, strappy heel and a flowy, low cut top to finish off the look. I felt hot. 
 
    “Damn Cora,” one of the frat brothers called out. It might have been Craig. I wasn’t paying attention, but I preened and they all laughed. Some of the girls in the room gave me the stink eye, but I didn’t care. Fuck them. They could be jealous all they wanted. I loved being the center of attention and if they weren’t getting it, that was on them. It wasn’t hard to make these guys notice you if you put the smallest bit of effort into flirting.   
 
    Olivia walked up behind me and pushed me towards the kitchen. She shook her head and I giggled. It was going to be that kind of night. Within seconds of walking into the kitchen, I had a beer in one hand a shot in the other. The alcohol coursed through my system quickly and I was enjoying the cozy little buzz I had going. One of our other friends, Chance, was standing beside me in the kitchen. We had always been friendly, but I’d never been interested in him. At least I’d never been before I needed to take my mind off of a certain someone. We flirted a little while I finished up my drink. I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me. Two guesses of who that someone might be.   
 
    Chance grinned at me when I grabbed his hand, leading him to the makeshift dance floor. It was just the formal living room, but the guys made sure to lay down tarps and the dj was set up in here. My hips ground into his as we moved to the beat. A light sheen of sweat covered my body as I started dancing with someone new. Chance knew how I was and I noticed he had also grabbed a redhead to grind on without hesitation. He seemed okay with the status quo. Hands travelled up and down my body, but they never reached for anywhere inappropriate. The brothers and I had an agreement of sorts, I danced, drank, and flirted with them, and they never pushed further than I wanted to go. Sure, the occasional hookup happened, but they all knew the score going in. It was just sex and they couldn’t get attached because I sure as hell wasn’t about to. A thought flashed through my mind that maybe that’s what Finn thought had happened between us. Other than that one text, I hadn’t heard from him since lunch the other day and that was unusual. 
 
    I tapped Chance on the shoulder and motioned that I was heading back to the kitchen and he nodded. When we walked in, Finn was leaning back against the counter, looking way too sexy in his worn jeans and grey Henley shirt. The sleeves were tight against his muscled biceps and I had to make a conscious effort not to drool. He smirked at me when he saw my eyes traveling up and down his body. His eyes seemed to be taking me in too. 
 
    Chance handed me a glass of beer and I shot him a grateful smile. It surprised me a little that he had followed me. The redhead he was dancing with had seemed pretty into him, but maybe he wasn’t digging her. He leaned in and wrapped his arm around my waist. Chance was one of those guys that knew a girl had needs and that for me, they didn’t include wanting a relationship. I’d been there and it had ended in the worst way possible. If I could help it, I would never be put in that position ever again. I leaned against him, pressing my breasts into his chest, and ran my fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck. Finn scowled and pushed off the countertop. 
 
    “Cora, do you ever go a fucking weekend without getting laid?” he growled.  
 
    What the hell? Where did that come from? 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” I said, ignoring his pissy tone. 
 
    Finn’s hands clenched into fists and for a second I thought he might hit Chance. He was seriously upset with me and that in itself was confusing. I watched his retreating back and debated following him, but he was the one that had been avoiding me. Normally I would follow him and bitch until he told me what was going on. I just wasn’t in the mood for the drama tonight. 
 
    “Let’s go dance some more,” I said, dragging Chance behind me. If Finn wanted to act like a jealous asshole, I would give him something to be jealous about. 
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    What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
    I stared at Cora’s retreating back as she drug Chance behind her like a puppy. The sight just pissed me off even more. I downed the cup of beer in my hand and went off to find something a little stronger. 
 
    “Finnius!” 
 
    Awesome. Olivia was drunk. I prayed that Nate was keeping an eye out for my sister. If it was left up to me, someone would end up getting punched tonight. Luckily, Nate was sitting on the kitchen counter with Olivia in front of him. That bastard looked so much happier now that he had her in his life. To be honest, my sister was finally starting to act like herself again and it was a huge relief. After the past few miserable years she deserved some good in her life. 
 
    I grabbed a bottle of whiskey off the counter and made my way over to my sister. 
 
    “What’s up, Liv?”  
 
    My voice slurred a little, but hopefully not enough to giveaway how much I had actually drank. I unscrewed the lid and took a huge gulp of the Jameson. It burned all the way down, causing me to make a face. 
 
    “Dude,” Olivia said, staring at me. “Have you had a shitty week or something?” 
 
    Oh, just avoiding our best friend so I didn’t do something stupid, like try to convince her to fuck me again.  
 
    “Or something.” 
 
    She frowned as I took another long drag off the bottle. 
 
    “You want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Nope,” I grunted.  
 
    She scowled. “Look here fucker, don’t try that intimidating bullshit with me. I shared a womb with you.” 
 
    Nate’s gaze bounced back and forth between us, probably wondering if we were going to resort to pulling each other’s hair like we used to as kids. It wouldn’t be the first time he had to separate us, but it would be the world’s stupidest reason. 
 
    “I just don’t want to talk. Leave it alone, Olivia.” 
 
    Cora walked up beside Olivia and put her arm on her shoulder. I couldn’t stand to look at her tits in that low cut top or her ass in those pants so tight they might as well have been painted on. 
 
    Fuck. These were not appropriate thoughts to be having about my sister’s best friend. My best friend. 
 
    “I thought you were going to dance,” Olivia said to her. 
 
    “It’s too crowded. And hot. If I stay out there, I’m going to start losing clothes because of all the tequila.” 
 
    Olivia laughed. “At least you’re learning your limitations.” 
 
    “I’m going to bed,” I announced. 
 
    “Finn, it’s early,” Liv whined. 
 
    “Not in the mood for a party tonight.” 
 
    “Awe, don’t be a party pooper Finnius,” Cora chimed in. I glared at her. 
 
    “Seriously, can’t you two leave me the fuck alone today?” 
 
    I grabbed the bottle of whiskey on the counter and spared one last glance back as I walked away. Nate and Olivia looked concerned, but Cora, fucking gorgeous Cora, looked pissed. It was a mistake, avoiding her after everything that happened, but I was having a hard time dealing with the shit going on in my head. Thoughts that I didn’t have any right having about her. Each passing day made it harder to fight them back. And now each second I looked at Cora, it was getting harder to forget what I had remembered about that night. 
 
    Was that really only a week ago? 
 
    Climbing the stairs proved to be challenging. I made it to my room and barely let the door slam behind me before stripping down to my boxers. My vision doubled and I hit my foot on my dresser as I stumbled towards my bed. I cursed when I slammed my knee into the nightstand. At this rate I would be black and blue by tomorrow. I settled into the pillows, thankful that I hadn’t hurt myself again. It would serve me right after how I’d acted.  
 
    After spending all week convincing myself we would be okay and that sleeping together hadn’t fucked up our friendship, I acted like a huge dick when I saw her flirting with some asshole. There was also the fact that I had to talk myself out of going to her daily because I wanted to see if I could talk her into doing it again. I just plain missed her. Why did it bother me so much that she let half the fucking house touch her while she was shaking her ass? This wasn’t anything new. Cora got handsy when she drank. I knew that. So why did I want to rip apart everyone that looked in her direction? 
 
    I shook my head to clear it. Jealousy tasted bitter. It killed me that I was jealous of every bastard she let touch her. My stomach rolled as I imagined her being with anyone else, especially that asshole Chance. Cora deserved better than him. She also deserved better than me. Maybe I should go find some girl to fuck to make myself forget about her. 
 
    I took another large gulp from the whiskey bottle and leaned back against my headboard. It wasn’t okay for me to feel this way about Cora. She obviously didn’t feel the same way if she was able to act like that with other guys right in front of me. There was a feeling in the pit of my stomach, telling me I might have lost her friendship forever. The more I thought about her creamy skin, or perfect breasts, the more I drank. I wasn’t going to resort to touching my cock thinking about her. The bottle slipped out of my fingers as I finally fell asleep to thoughts of her amazing mouth on me. 
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    This had been the worst week possible. Monday started out bad when torrential floods started on my way to class. I looked like a drowned rat by the time I got in the building, and then I was soggy and freezing cold for the rest of the day. Tuesday, I lost my debit card and dorm keycard. I had to wait three hours for Hannah to get out of class because I had also locked my cell phone inside our room. No RAs were around to let me in, so I pouted as I waited outside and pretended to study. Wednesday, I got a parking ticket and a notification that my Dad hadn’t paid for my parking pass this semester. Way to go dad of the year. I’d only reminded him three times already. It irritated me that he insisted on paying for it himself when I could easily do it. Thursday my alarm didn’t go off. I had a quiz in my first class of the day and ended up missing it. With any luck, I would be able to talk my professor into letting me retake it, but I didn’t hold out much hope. All of this coupled with the fact that it was the one year anniversary of my Grandmother passing away had made for an incredibly horrible week. Top all that with a best friend that couldn’t be bothered to pick up a phone to call or text and we had a really shitty week. 
 
    That brings us to today, Friday. I had made it through the morning without incident and things actually seemed to be looking up. Olivia had texted me about meeting up for lunch today in the Union. We were going to eat then head out for some shopping. I grabbed my tray and started towards our group of friends when I stopped dead in my tracks. There was a girl sitting on Finn’s lap that I didn’t recognize and he didn’t seem like he was in any hurry to push her off. I wasn’t in the mood to watch him flirt with another girl. I was too raw this week. Every nerve I had was exposed and I couldn’t fake it today.  
 
    Nate saw me standing there and called me over to join them. I gritted my teeth and walked the last few feet to the table. Finn’s surprised eyes met mine and I looked away from him quickly. He deposited the girl on the seat next to him and scooted towards where I was standing next to Nate. 
 
    “Hey Princess.” 
 
    I ignored him and turned towards Nate. “Is Liv here yet? I actually got a break this week and my TA is going to let me retake my quiz, but it has to be this afternoon. I need to go now, but I wanted to tell her first.” 
 
    The lie fell off my tongue easily and I hated myself for it. 
 
    “You’ve had the shittiest week ever. You deserve something good after everything you’ve been dealt. Go, she’ll understand. If you want to go shopping afterwards, call her,” Nate said, shooing me away. He had been there as I’d bitched to Olivia about everything going wrong in my life.  
 
    Finn frowned. “Why have you had a bad week?” 
 
    I put my tray down on the table harder than I intended, making a loud banging noise and catching everyone’s attention as I said, “Well, Finn, if you had been around at all this week instead of whoring it up with another one of your cheap tramps, then maybe you would know. Thanks for being there for me, buddy.” 
 
    I whipped around and practically ran away from the table. I couldn’t take all those eyes staring at me. This was all just too much for me after this awful week. Tears pricked at my eyes and I just wanted to get away from here as fast as possible. Fingers wrapped around my arm, causing panic and fear to fill me. My chest felt tight and my breaths came quicker. I wanted to throw up. I yanked my body away, trying not to fall to the ground from the force. 
 
    “It’s just me,” Finn said, as he pulled me tight against his chest. “It’s just me, Princess. I won’t hurt you.” He tried to say the soothing words quickly, but my breaths were short and quick and to my utter embarrassment, hot tears streamed down my face. “Breathe, baby. You’re safe. I’m so sorry. I never should have grabbed you like that.” 
 
    The acidic taste of bile rose in my throat. I swallowed several times trying to keep it down. I thought I was past all this. This week was conspiring against me, wanting me to relieve every bad moment of my life. What the hell had I done to get all this bad karma put on me?  
 
    “Finn, I’m fine, just let me go. Please.” He reluctantly let me pull away. I took a deep breath. “I can’t do this right now. If you really want to know about my week, go talk to Olivia; she can tell you all about it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk to Olivia; I want to talk to you.” 
 
    “If you actually wanted to talk, then maybe you should have picked up your fucking phone.” 
 
    I pushed past him and took off running towards the dorms. All I wanted was to lock myself up and ignore the world for a while. Thank goodness Hannah had already left for the weekend because there was no way I could explain why I was such a hot mess right now.  
 
    I slammed the door behind me and sank down on my bed. Hot scalding tears were already running down my face. I must have fallen asleep at some point because when I woke the room was darker. The clock on the wall it said it was four pm. I’d been asleep for at least three hours. My body ached and my head was throbbing after all the crying I’d done. Maybe I could just hide out, pretend that this past week hadn’t happened. The thought was short lived because my phone started buzzing. 
 
    It had stopped by the time I finally dug it out, but when I swiped my finger over the surface, my heart pounded in my chest. I stared down at the screen incredulously. I had twelve missed calls and six text messages. One call was from Olivia. The rest were all from Finn. 
 
      
 
    Finn: I’m sorry I’m an asshole. 
 
    Finn: Olivia just told me about your week. I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you. This is just harder than I thought. 
 
    Finn: Please answer your phone. I know you’re mad at me, but I need to talk to you. I hate that I scared you. 
 
    Finn: Are you okay? 
 
    Finn: I’m starting to get worried. Please call me back. 
 
    Finn: I’m coming over. 
 
      
 
    There was a soft knock on my door. I didn’t want to talk to him, but I knew he wouldn’t leave until he saw for himself that I was alright. Fuck it. If he wanted to see me like this, I would let him. He could see how worn down I was after everything. Seeing him with that slut wasn’t the worst thing that had happened this week. Hell, it barely even registered in the week of misery, but it was the final straw. I pulled open the door and glared at him. 
 
    “What do you want, Finn?” 
 
    “Princess, baby, what can I do?” 
 
    He reached up to cup my face and I swatted his hand away. 
 
    “Nothing, you leaving me alone would be a big help.” 
 
    He winced. “I needed to see you and make sure you were okay.” 
 
    I stood in the center of the doorway blocking it so he couldn’t come inside. We didn’t need this to be a social call to clear his conscious.  
 
    “You’ve seen me, so your conscious can be clear. I was asleep until about five minutes ago.” I started to close the door. “And now you can leave.” 
 
    He shoved his foot in the doorway and grabbed the door before I could close it in his face. 
 
    “Cora—” 
 
    “No, Finn. Fuck this. You don’t get to swoop in at the end of my bad week like some knight in shining armor and act like you actually give a shit. I needed my friend this week. The only person that truly cared for me in my family has been gone an entire year.” I choked back a sob. “And I might have been able to deal with that better if this whole week hadn’t been such a shit show. So take your meaningless apologies and shove them up your ass.” 
 
    “Is that what you think this is? That I don’t fucking care about what goes on with you? Cora, I don’t know how to fucking act around you. I want to be here for everything, but I don’t know up from down right now. I don’t know how to be your friend anymore because everything that was us means so much fucking more now.” 
 
    I looked down the hallway and sighed. Grabbing his arm, I tugged him into my room and shut the door. It wasn’t a good idea to be talking about this where anyone could hear. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Tell me you aren’t thinking the same thing. Every touch or inside joke means so much more now. I thought the sexual tension between us was bad before, but now it’s like a fucking inferno. Just the smell of your perfume makes me hard as a rock. And you know what sucks the most? You’ve basically said you don’t feel any of that for me.” 
 
    “I never said that, Finn. Talk about loaded statements,” I muttered. “If avoiding me makes things easier on you then go.” I pointed to the door. “Get out.” 
 
    He took a step closer to me. “That’s the problem, Cora. I don’t want to go. Things are changing between us and we need to figure out what to do to fix it. I can’t lose you.” 
 
    I covered my face with my hands. We were supposed to be friends. I’d shoved my feelings for Finn away for so long that I didn’t know what to do or how to act either. It wasn’t just him that didn’t know what to do or say. His arms wrapped around me and I rested my head on his shoulder.  
 
    “I just needed my friend this week, Finn.” 
 
    “And I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you, but I’m here now.” 
 
    He kissed my forehead and pulled me into his chest. His fingers brushed along my cheeks and I stared into his captivating blue eyes. I closed my eyes as he slowly lowered his head to mine. Our lips brushed softly at first. I was lost in his kiss. We stayed standing there for longer than we should have. I finally pulled back, gasping a little for air. He rested his forehead against mine.  
 
    “We shouldn’t be doing this,” I said softly. Hurt flashed across his face. “Finn, we just admitted that we were afraid of losing each other because of what we’ve already done. Why are we making this even more difficult on ourselves?” 
 
    “Because maybe once wasn’t enough.” 
 
    I shook my head. “What are you saying, Finn?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m through pushing you away. We’re friends and we’re going to start acting like it. If you need to talk, call me.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He walked towards the door, but stopped with his hand on the knob. “By the way, I wasn’t busy with cheap tramps all week. I’ve been stuck studying in my room. Ask Nate, he tried to get me to come over every night just so I would leave my desk. I’ve never seen that girl before today and I don’t think she’ll be back any time soon after the way you laid into her.” 
 
    I fought back the smile trying to escape. Maybe that was the reason why I didn’t have many girl friends. Everything I thought came out of my mouth without a filter. In this case though, I didn’t regret it one bit. 
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    It took a few days, but Cora and I tried to navigate this new version of our friendship the best way we could. We decided to go to the beach and walk the boardwalk on Saturday afternoon. At the very least, I wanted to help get her mind off of all the things going wrong in her life. I contemplated another tattoo and she talked me down. She had been there for all of them. The script on my chest that said ‘and the chaos within me found balance’, that I needed after a particularly rough discussion with my Dad, the arrows that Olivia and I had gotten as soon as we turned eighteen and of course, my sleeve. I had spent a pretty penny on my sleeve this summer and honestly I didn’t know what to do next. My tattoos all had meaning and I didn’t want to do something stupid, spur of the moment, that I would regret later. 
 
    If I could keep my mind off of the kiss in her dorm, I would be doing a lot better in the friendship department. Every time I turned around, I wanted to kiss her again, but friends didn’t kiss. I thought that getting her out of our normal routine might help. Now, watching her be goofy as we shopped just made me want her even more. Cora picked up a huge, floppy beach hat and handed me her phone to take a picture. I smiled as she kissed at the camera. This was my favorite version of her, carefree and happy. I hadn’t seen enough of it lately. It was entirely my fault. 
 
    “It’s getting late. We should probably head back to campus,” she said reluctantly. I shot her a questioning look. “I’ve got to meet up with my Dad and the stepmonster for dinner.” 
 
    “That’ll be so much fun.” Sarcasm dripped from my voice. It wasn’t a secret that I hated her dad. The guy is a prick and he only does things that benefit him in some way. Cora wasn’t particularly close with him. To my relief, he wasn’t around much, so I didn’t have to pretend to like him. 
 
    “Where is he taking you?” 
 
    “Who knows, who cares? I just have to show up so he’ll keep paying for college. If I play nice, I’ll be able to get my trust fund early. Otherwise, I’ll have to wait until I’m twenty-eight.” 
 
    “Cora, what are you even going to do with a trust fund? In all the years I’ve known you, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you spend more than a hundred bucks at one time.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know, but it would be nice not to have to depend on my parents for everything. They are unreliable and self involved. Hence the parking ticket.” 
 
    I watched her pick a few pieces of jewelry up to examine them. She kept going back to a dainty little anchor necklace. It reminded me of the anchor in my tattoo. She finally put it down, shook her head slightly, and moved to the other side of the store. I picked up the necklace and took it to the register quickly, making sure Cora wasn’t watching. The clerk had me checked out before Cora wandered back over. Her wink told me that she understood the need to be quick. I flushed as she put the necklace into a bag. 
 
    Cora startled me as she walked back up. I was trying to act nonchalant, but I jumped a mile when she came up behind me.  
 
    “You ready to go?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She sighed. “I guess. I just don’t want to go tonight.” 
 
    I rubbed her back and tucked her under my arm. “Just think, you can get drunk and make condescending comments in French that your Stepmom won’t understand.” 
 
    She laughed and let me lead her back to the car. We drove back to the dorms in comfortable silence. Each of us lost in our own thoughts. I put the car in park and leaned over to give her a hug. My pulse kicked up as she leaned in to wrap her arms around me. The smell of her perfume filled my senses and I had to stop myself from kissing her goodbye. Cora’s lips parted as her eyes dropped to my mouth. I swear she looked like she wanted me too. 
 
    “Text if you need me to come save you.” My voice sounded husky to my own ears. 
 
    She nodded and climbed out of the car. I watched her walk to the door of the building, casting one last glance over her shoulder before she walked inside. I sucked in a deep, calming breath. Being friends with Cora wasn’t going to be the problem; knowing what I was missing was.  
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    I was trying to study for a quiz that was coming up, but I had been distracted all afternoon. My phone vibrated against my desk giving me the excuse that I needed to put down my book. It was almost four anyway. Finn’s name flashed across my screen. We were still trying to get back to normal. After spending the day together, things were a little better. He was trying to make it up to me that he hadn’t been there when I needed him and I appreciated it. 
 
      
 
    Finn: Come downstairs. I want you to go somewhere with me. 
 
    Me: What if I was already doing something? 
 
    Finn: Are you? 
 
    Me: No, but that’s not the point. 
 
    Finn: Cora, get your ass down here. 
 
    Me: Say please… 
 
    Finn: I’ll drag you down here by your hair if I need to and then I’ll spank your ass until it’s bright red. 
 
    Me: Promises, promises. 
 
      
 
    This was us. This was our normal. But he was right, everything was a loaded statement now.  
 
    I grabbed my cell and my wallet. If I needed anything else, it would be his fault that I didn’t have it. He was leaning against his car when I came outside. The dark aviators he had on hid his gorgeous eyes, but he still looked sexy as hell in a white short sleeved Henley and ripped jeans. If someone didn’t know him, they would probably be intimidated. Finn wasn’t a small guy, plus he had all those yummy muscles. Then there were the tattoos that stood out starkly against his skin that made him look like a badass. I had to quit thinking about him like this. 
 
    “So what is so important that you needed me to come out right now?” 
 
    “Let’s go, Princess.” 
 
    “Are you even going to give me a hint?” 
 
    He grinned before climbing into the car. “Nope.” 
 
    I pouted as I got in the passenger side. He started the car and glanced over at me. 
 
    “Don’t pout or I’m going to bite that lip of yours.” His thumb ran over my full bottom lip and I shivered. Why did it only take that husky voice to set me off? “You’ll know where we’re going in a few minutes.” 
 
    He was right. When we got on the highway heading towards the beach, I put two and two together. 
 
    “If you wanted to go hang out at the beach why didn’t you just tell me?” 
 
    He grinned. “Isn’t this a lot more fun?” 
 
    I fought back a smile. “You mean kidnapping me and practically throwing me into the car.” 
 
    He laughed. “Dramatic much?” 
 
    “You just enjoy bossing me around.” 
 
    “Tossing,” he corrected. “I enjoy tossing you around like a ragdoll because you’re so damn small.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    We pulled into our normal parking lot and climbed out of the car. I took a deep breath of the salty air and I felt the joy and exhilaration that being at the beach always gave me. If someone could bottle the real smell of the ocean, not some chemical nonsense, I would buy everything I could get my hands on and single handedly make them a millionaire.  
 
    “Take a walk with me?” 
 
    “Oh, now you ask?” I asked grinning. 
 
    Finn shrugged and shoved his hands in his pockets. I took off my flip flops and put them back inside the car. Luckily I was wearing capris, so I would be able to get my feet wet.  
 
    “You look pretty today, Cora.” 
 
    I looked down at my loose, green tank top and jean capris. It was my late summer go to, nothing special.  
 
    “Thanks.” I bit down on my lip. “Are you ready?” 
 
    He nodded once and led the way down to the water. We walked along the shore in silence. There were no huge revelations that he was revealing or anything he wanted to talk about from what I could tell. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why he wanted to come out here other than to be at the beach. I was happy that he wanted me there with him, but he could have just asked me to come. I guess we wouldn’t be us if we didn’t make things complicated. 
 
    We sat down in the sand when we came back to where we’d started. Most families were already packed up and gone for the day. It was quiet. The only sounds around us were the waves crashing down on the shore and occasionally a car passing by on the street behind us. I loved this part of the day when all the tourists were gone and just the locals were left. 
 
    “I bought you something the other day.” 
 
    I looked at Finn in surprise. He pulled a thin chain from his pocket and I immediately recognized the anchor necklace. When I had picked it up in the store, it had reminded me of Finn’s tattoo. That was part of the reason I wanted it.  
 
    “Finn, I love it, but you didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    I lifted my hair to have him help me fasten the little clasp around my neck.  
 
    “You wanted it. I watched you look at it over and over again. You picked it up after each piece you looked at.” He said it like that was an explanation of what he had done. My fingers played with the little charm. “I knew you wouldn’t actually get it for yourself, so I bought it when you went to the other side of the store. I meant to give it to you the other day, but I just,” he trailed off. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I leaned over and kissed his cheek. He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, pulling me in closer to his side. I let a small smile play on my lips as I slipped my other hand into his. We sat there with our fingers intertwined, staring out at the ocean. We watched a family of dolphins swim near the horizon. They bobbed and jumped in the waves, far enough out that we could just barely make out their shapes against the white caps. When we stood up to leave, we were the last people on our part of the beach. Finn and I walked hand in hand to the car as we talked about what to have for dinner.  
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    Olivia was waiting for me at the coffee shop after I got out of class for the day. It had been a while since we’d spent any time just the two of us and I missed her. When she had moved back home last year, we had every intention of getting an apartment together during the summer, but she ended up falling in love and moving in with my best friend instead. Talk about a turn of events. I was happy that Olivia and Nate had worked out their issues, but sometimes it felt like both of them had disappeared.  
 
    I was destined to live in the frat house until graduation apparently. And I sure as hell didn’t want to be anywhere near them and a bedroom. Seeing Nate’s ass once was all I could take without going blind. Seriously, I learned my lesson and knocked any time I entered a room where they were alone. 
 
    Olivia was sitting on a couch, curled up reading a book, when I walked inside Redfern. She looked content. It almost made me want to leave her there alone. My sister didn’t rest much and she never took the time to do things she enjoyed. She was the type of person that took care of everyone else before she thought about herself. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, putting down her book as I walked up. “I thought you had class for another twenty minutes.” 
 
    I sat down next to her and took a sip of my coffee. “We got out early. I swear this semester is going to be the death of me, Liv.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    I smiled. Typical Olivia.  
 
    “Nope.” I sank back down into the couch. “I never should have double majored.” 
 
    “I’m just impressed that you’re still going to graduate on time.” 
 
    “Believe me, I don’t know how I’m managing it.” She played with the edge of her cup and I knew she wanted to say something. “Just ask, Liv.”   
 
    She jumped a little. “How do you guys always know?” 
 
    I chuckled. “One, because I’m your twin. Two, you’ve done it for years. Cora is your best friend and Nate’s a quick study. It’s not hard to figure out.” 
 
    She smiled for a second, then decided to ask her question. “Why aren’t you telling anyone about your double major? I get why you don’t want Dad to know. He would be getting his way and we all know that’s an awful idea to encourage, but why are you keeping it from everyone else? Cora and Nate mainly. Why won’t you tell them?” 
 
    I took another sip of coffee. “I guess because when I started, I didn’t know if I would actually be able to do it. Now, I guess it’s just the same. What happens if I can’t handle it? I might have to drop a class and it would screw up my entire plan.” 
 
    Olivia glared at me. “You aren’t going to fail, Finn. I know you better than that. You might’ve taken on a lot, but you aren’t being irresponsible about this whole thing.” 
 
    “That’s just it, I’m working my ass off, but I’m still not sure it’s going to pay off this semester.” 
 
    She reached over and squeezed my hand. “It will. I didn’t want to meet up so you could stress out over school. I miss you.” She leaned forward. “What’s going on in your life? I feel like I haven’t talked to you in forever.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re always with your fiancé,” I teased. She blushed and it made me chuckle. It was so easy to embarrass her. “I’m good. Besides school I’m not doing much of anything. Studying takes up all my time.” 
 
    “I noticed you haven’t been whoring it up this year?” 
 
    “Really?” I asked laughing. “Whoring it up? When have I ever done that?” 
 
    “There was some definite whoring going on last year.” 
 
    I felt a flush rising up on my face. What fresh hell was this? I never get embarrassed over anything. “I had some fun last year, but I wasn’t banging everything that hit on me.” 
 
    She grinned, pleased at herself that she had been able to make me blush. Then she took a sip of her coffee and asked innocently, “So, is there someone you’re seeing?” 
 
    I looked at her suspiciously. What did she know?  
 
    “Not yet. Why?” 
 
    She looked surprised and pissed. “Not yet? What the hell? Don’t hold out on me, Finn. Tell me about her.” 
 
    Damn it. She hadn’t known, but I had just given something away. Knowing her, she wouldn’t quit digging until she had the whole story. 
 
    “I’m really not seeing anyone. There’s a girl I like, but I’m not telling you anything because there isn’t anything to tell. And no, it was not the brunette from lunch the other day before you ask. I’m fairly sure Cora scared the hell out of her and we won’t be seeing her again.” 
 
    “Speaking of Cora, did you guys make up yet? I saw you guys talking the other day, but things still seemed a little…off. You both looked tense.” 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee and tried to school my features. Maybe we weren’t as careful as we thought if Olivia thought things were weird between us.  
 
    “We did. I let her down and I hate that I did. She deserves better.” 
 
    “You didn’t intentionally let her down, Finn. If she knew about your class schedule, it might explain some things to her,” she pressed. 
 
    “Don’t even start. I’m not telling her because that would just be an excuse for how I acted. I was a shitty friend, end of story.” 
 
    Olivia sighed. “As long as you two are okay again, I’ll leave it alone. She’s been acting funny though. I wish she would just tell me what was going on with her.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She’s been distant lately. I can tell she’s upset about something or distracted, but she won’t talk about it.” 
 
    Was Cora upset with me? Had I done something else to piss her off? God, this was so much harder than I thought it would be. We needed to get off the topic of Cora because I wanted to just come clean and get my sister’s opinion on everything.  
 
    “How long has she been like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, probably since right after school started.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. Holy crap. “I don’t know. I’ll talk to her and see if I can figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    She smiled at me and I knew I wouldn’t be able to get anymore out of her without raising her suspicion. As far as I could tell, no one actually knew that Cora and I had hooked up. Nate was the only one I worried about because he had caught me staring at Cora a few too many times for comfort, but knowing him, he wouldn’t say anything unless he was certain. Even then he wouldn’t mention it to anyone but me. 
 
    After a few hours we finally ended up going back to her house. She cooked for me, which was an unexpected treat. The food at the frat house wasn’t bad, but it definitely wasn’t home cooked quality. Hanging out with Olivia made me realize how much I missed my sister. I made a mental note to make sure we did this at least once a month. We normally saw each other every day or every other day, but it was unusual for us to hang out just the two of us now. I hated that it had come to this. Sometimes a guy needed his twin to give him some perspective. Right now I needed all the perspective I could get.  
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     Silence was my enemy. It brought on the bad dreams and memories that I couldn’t outrun in the noise. To me the silence some people craved was…deafening, strangling, exhausting. No one knew how much I tried to avoid it, and I sure as hell didn’t want them to. It hadn’t always been this way, but certain things in your life can change your entire outlook in seconds. In my case it took eighteen minutes to screw up my view of humanity. Those were minutes that I would never get back. It seemed inconsequential that was all the time it took to screw up my entire life. 
 
    I woke up in a sweaty tangle of sheets. My heart pounded in my chest, without a doubt I knew I was done sleeping for the night. The clock said four fifteen. Too early for anyone to be awake, but I could find something to keep myself occupied for the next few hours. I moved quietly through my dorm room, careful not to wake up Hannah as I gathered my stuff for the gym. She was a sweetheart any time during the day, but if you woke her up early, she was a bear. The door shut behind me with a soft click. I breathed a sigh of relief when I escaped without waking her up.  
 
    The dorms were right next to the Huff, so I jogged the few buildings over and swiped my student ID to get inside. There were only a few people in the cardio room, so I had my pick of machines. I climbed onto a treadmill and started up slowly. Olivia was the runner, not me, but I needed a distraction and running a few miles with music blaring in my ears would probably help. I turned on the playlist I had for times like these, slowly edged up my speed every thirty seconds for two minutes until I had reached a punishing pace that I was positive I would regret later.  
 
    Every time my mind started to wander back to the darkness, I turned up the speed on the treadmill. When that stopped working, I turned the music up louder. Tears pricked at my eyes. I shook my head to snap myself out of my pity party.  
 
    I was surprised when Finn stepped in front of the treadmill and my step faltered. He hit the emergency stop before I could fall down or go flying off the other end. I ripped my earbuds out of my ear and stepped off the side, raising my arms above my head and sucking in deep breaths of air.  
 
    “Princess, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “God, Finn. You nearly killed me.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? Aren’t you exaggerating a bit? I walked in front of you.” 
 
    “You scared the hell out of me,” I said, defensively. 
 
    He lowered his voice. “What are you running from?” I flinched. “Cora, did you have another dream? Is that why you’re here so early?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” I pulled my arm away from his soft grasp. His kind eyes made me want to open up, but that would be too easy. I needed to distance Finn from that part of my life. He had already dealt with so much from me. 
 
    “I told you to call me when it happened, Cora.”  
 
    He stared at me until I looked up at him.  
 
    “I didn’t want to bother you,” I whispered.  
 
    His arms wrapped around my waist, tugging me in close. For the first time in hours, my body relaxed. “You aren’t bothering me, not at all. I want to help you. I sure as fuck don’t want you to face all that alone. At the very least, just come curl up in my bed with me.” 
 
    He grinned at me, a mischievous glint in his eye, and I felt my anger and fear slowly melting away. I was thankful that he was trying to lighten the mood, not make me talk about my feelings. Every therapist was big on that. Over the past two years I’d gotten so sick of hearing the phrase over and over again because it didn’t help. Nothing helped. 
 
    “I’ll try,” I finally said. 
 
    “That’s all I can hope for.” 
 
    He led me towards the weight room. I knew I would be watching him lift. It was either that or he would chase me outside and bitch until I finally relented. He’d insist that I stay here so we could get coffee later, and he would probably cut his workout short because I was here. We both knew the drill. 
 
    “Finn?” 
 
    “Yeah, Princess?” 
 
    I slipped one of my hands into his. “I hate the silence.” 
 
    He didn’t turn to me like I expected. His gaze stayed straight forward.  
 
    “I know, Cora. I want to be the noise for you.” 
 
    I touched the anchor necklace around my neck and continued walking beside him.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I followed Finn back to the frat house, rather he demanded that I come back with him. My ass was dragging and I had already accepted the fact that I was skipping class today hours ago. If I was lucky, Finn would let me curl up in his bed and sleep. It wouldn’t be the first time that I had done it after a hellacious night, and I was sure it wouldn’t be the last.  
 
    What I hadn’t expected was for Finn to curl up with me. After I lay down on my side, he put his head on my hip, facing out so he could study while I rested. I fell asleep quickly and when I woke up, Finn had tugged off his shirt at some point and was curled around me. His muscled arms were wrapped around my thighs and he was holding onto me tightly. The last thing I wanted to do was wake him up. I ran my fingers through his long hair. He’d had a haircut recently because the shaved sides were soft and tickled my fingers.  
 
    “Feels good.” He moaned, and snuggled in tighter. It made me giggle that he was basically using my ass as a pillow.  
 
    “Go back to sleep.” 
 
    “I can’t. There’s one class I can’t skip today.” 
 
    I frowned. What class was so important that you couldn’t miss one day in an education degree? He had also said he had really hard classes this semester, but all of my other friends with an education major weren’t complaining. They actually had easier classes than I did. Something wasn’t adding up. How had it taken me this long to realize it? 
 
    “What class can’t you miss, honey?” 
 
    “Statistics.” He still sounded drowsy.  
 
    “Finn?” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Why are you taking statistics?” He sat up, turning his body so he was facing away from me. I watched him grab a shirt and tug it over his head as he tried to ignore my question. I grabbed his arm to turn him towards me so I could see his face. “Finn, answer me.” 
 
    I stared at the mulish expression on his face. I didn’t understand. We never kept secrets from each other. He finally glanced at me over his shoulder.  
 
    “Because I’m double majoring in education and business marketing.” 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    I sat up and crawled next to him. “What? Why didn’t you tell me? God Finn, you’ve been busting your ass since school started and I’ve been dragging you all over campus when you needed to be studying.” 
 
    “You haven’t been dragging me anywhere.” He sighed again. “Olivia is the only one who knows. I haven’t told anyone else and I didn’t even mean to tell her. She grabbed my schedule out of my hands last year and saw my class schedule. I made her swear not to tell anyone.” 
 
    “Why keep it from us? I understand not wanting to tell your dad. I’m well versed in all things parental manipulation, but why keep it from me? I could have helped you, Finn.” 
 
    He put his head in his hands. “The pace of the classes is killing me, not to mention my advisor fucked up my schedule and that’s why everything is so bad this semester. I’m still set to graduate in four years, but I’ve taken seventeen hours every semester. I have to take three summer classes, then fifteen each semester next year. I don’t know if I can keep it up anymore.” 
 
    “I get all that, but why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    His shoulders slumped. “Because I didn’t want to fail and you to know about it. I didn’t want anyone to know about it.” 
 
    My heart broke for him. He had put all this pressure on himself and wasn’t letting anyone else help him. I pulled his hands from his face and held them in mine.  
 
    “You stubborn ass. I’m amazed at what you’re doing. You aren’t going to fail though. I know you and when you set your mind to something, you get it done.” Something flashed in his eyes, but it was gone instantly. “Now that I know, I’ll help keep you on task.” 
 
    He laughed humorlessly. “You’ve been the only thing keeping me from drowning in homework.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure you have some fun still.” 
 
    He tugged me into his lap. “Exactly what kind of fun?” 
 
    “The naked kind, but right now you have to go to class.” 
 
    He groaned. “Tease. I want you in my bed when I get back from class.” 
 
    I giggled. “Maybe we’ll plan some naked fun to keep your mind off things.” 
 
    “You aren’t playing nice. I’m dying here.” 
 
    He sat me on the bed again and grabbed his bag. His mouth found mine before he stood up, both of us breathless when he finally pulled back. The promise of more was there, now I just needed a plan. 
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    The ocean air was refreshing after being stuck in classrooms all week. It was a perfect Indian summer day, probably one of the last of the season that would be warm enough for swimming. Olivia texted me earlier, asking if I wanted to join her, Nate and Cora at the beach after classes and I immediately told her hell yes. It would be nice to finally take some time away from studying. So here we were, laying out in the sand and enjoying a carefree afternoon. It was difficult for me to keep my eyes off Cora. She looked amazing in a sexy white bikini and now that I knew exactly what was underneath it, my eyes followed her everywhere she went.  
 
    Cora had brought her roommate Hannah along. I had been so busy this semester that I hadn’t spent much time getting to know her. The girl seemed sweet, but she’d caught me staring at Cora’s ass twice and I was surprised she hadn’t called me out on it yet. 
 
    “Hey Finn, come help me carry the coolers down from the car,” Nate called. 
 
    I looked at him questioningly because we’d done that right after we got here, but he inclined his head so I followed him to the parking lot.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Olivia.” 
 
    I sighed. “What does she want now?” 
 
    “Hannah likes you, but she’s too shy to say anything.” 
 
    I rubbed my hand down my face. “What’s your point, Nate?” 
 
    He held up his hands. “I’m just telling you so I can continue to get laid. I don’t care what you do with the information.” 
 
    Gross.  
 
    I did not want to hear about my sister’s sex life. 
 
    “Damn it, I will punch you again, Nathaniel.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’m just being honest. Hannah’s hot, you should go for it.” I scowled. “Don’t start that shit. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “You of all people know I don’t need help picking up women. She’s a part of our group now and it’ll be awkward if we…break up. Plus, she’s not really my type.” 
 
    “Since when? Breathing is typically your type.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe I’m maturing.” 
 
    “I never thought I would see the day. Does this have anything to do with your mystery girl?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted slowly. “She has a lot to do with it actually.” 
 
    Nate clapped his hands down on my shoulders. “I’ll tell Liv to back off. Hopefully between the two of us, we can convince her to quit playing matchmaker.” 
 
    “That would be really fucking awesome.” 
 
    He laughed and we walked back to where the girls were sitting. I sat down in the sand next to Cora and she lowered her sunglasses. 
 
    “Where’s the cooler?” 
 
    “Behind you,” I said smirking. 
 
    She frowned and I tried not to laugh.  
 
    “You guys are idiots. If you wanted to go make out, you could have just said so.” 
 
    I shoved her lightly and she tipped over in the sand. 
 
    “Finn! Stop being a jerk.” 
 
    I pushed her again and she shoved me back. I couldn’t catch myself and ended up with a face full of sand. My eyebrows and stubble were covered as I sat back up. Cora clamped her hands over her mouth and tried to cover up her laughter. 
 
    “You’ve got a two second head start.” 
 
    She flew up from the blanket and took off running. I gave her the two seconds I promised and tore off after her. Cora was quick, I would give her that, but I was determined. 
 
    When I caught up with her, she was able to dodge me twice. The third time, I grabbed her and wrapped my arms around her waist. I put her in a fireman’s hold and she giggled and shrieked as I tickled her side. She fought against me as I ran towards the ocean. Her loud squeal made me laugh as she hit the cool water. She stood up looking like the most adorable drowned rat I’d ever seen.  
 
    As she walked by me to go back to our spot, she pushed me. A wave coming in caught me and made me lose my balance. I tugged her down with me. She came up sputtering. 
 
    “Finn!?” 
 
    “Yes, Princess?” 
 
    “You’re a dick.” 
 
    I grinned and she splashed me, causing an all out war. We wrestled around for a few more minutes until she finally gave up. I felt entirely too smug that she was conceding I was the champion. She stood up and this time, I let her. Her body looked amazing and with the water running down her curves, I was a fucking goner. My shorts got a little too tight as she adjusted her bikini bottoms, giving me a nice view of her ass.  
 
    “You are such a cock tease,” I hissed at her retreating back. She laughed, but didn’t look back. I stayed in the water for a few minutes thinking about the Braves batting lineup. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    The rain was coming down hard. Another summer storm had rolled in off the ocean and we were getting hammered. I was supposed to be working on a huge assignment, but instead, I was alternating between staring out the window and playing on my phone. For the past ten minutes I had been balling up paper and trying to make baskets from across the room into my trash can.  
 
    I wasn’t surprised when my door opened because the guys came into my room all the time, but I was shocked to see a very soaked Cora standing in front of me.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” she said, relief filling her voice. 
 
    “What happened to you?” I asked as I watched her pull her soaking wet shirt away from her skin. 
 
    “I left my umbrella in my dorm room this morning,” she said, shrugging. “Give me a shirt to change into, please. I’m freezing.” 
 
    Blindly, I grabbed into the top drawer of my dresser. I couldn’t peel my eyes from the outline of her breasts just visible through the white material. Her nipples were pebbled. My mouth watered from the memory of sucking them into the same tight peaks. 
 
    “Hey perv, eyes up here.” 
 
    I smirked and finally met her eyes. “If you don’t want me to look, don’t flaunt it.” 
 
    She pulled her wet shirt over her head, treating me to an eyeful of her amazing tits. Her bra was completely translucent from the rain. Her hands unfastened her bra and my mouth dropped open. As she tugged my shirt in place, I grabbed her soaked one off the floor, laying it over the back of my desk chair. She smiled gratefully and turned to look at the damage to her backpack. I waited until she turned away to adjust myself. 
 
    “So how did you end up in my bedroom during this predicament? Not that I’m complaining.” 
 
    “The frat house is closer than the dorms. I hoped and prayed you were here so I could wait out the storm.” 
 
    She wriggled out of her short denim shorts. I felt my cock stirring to life. My jeans would be really uncomfortable in a few seconds at this rate. I sat down on the bed and leaned back against the headboard, dragging a pillow across my lap. Her eyes followed my movements and she smirked. Seriously, she needed to be stopped. The little minx was baiting me. 
 
    “Cora,” I said in warning. 
 
    “Finn,” she mocked. “Are you scared of little ol’ me?” 
 
    She yanked the pillow from me and straddled my lap. It took everything I had in me not to attack her mouth right then. My fingers itched to dig into that messy bun and let her long blonde hair tumble down her back. 
 
    “Frankly, yes, but I thought we agreed it would only happen the one time.” 
 
    The mischievous look in her eye was making me harder by the second. “We did, but don’t you feel a little robbed that you can’t remember it?” 
 
    Holy fuck. 
 
    “Do you?” I pressed a finger to her clit. She arched against me, pressing her chest harder into mine. I muffled a moan from rising up in my throat. 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” she said huskily.  
 
    Oh god, I was in serious trouble. Seeing her in my shirt was killing me in the best way possible. I felt possessive of her in a way I had no right being, and I wanted to mark her perfect skin to let everyone know that I fucking owned her. Cora was mine and I would do anything I needed to make sure she knew it too. 
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    Finn leaned back against his headboard with a cocky ass grin on his face. I almost jumped him right that second. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, leaving his muscled chest on full display. I had been there when he’d got the script tattoo on his peck, and I always loved seeing it. The look on his face as the tattoo artist inked his skin was a huge turn on, not that I would ever admit it. Finn without a shirt was always a treat, but today he had on his prepster looking, black frame reading glasses, which he looked sexy as hell in, but he only wore when his contacts were bugging him. The worn denim of his jeans felt soft against my thighs. Every nerve in my body was firing off synapses that made me tingle all over. My skin burned where his fingers lightly touched.  
 
    I was so done for. 
 
    “Finn, I don’t know what I want. The morning after we slept together, why were you were teasing me in the diner? Was that just to get a rise out of me?” 
 
    I adjusted myself on his lap and watched in amusement as he swallowed hard making his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. 
 
    “I don’t know, kind of.” I raised an eyebrow and rocked against him again. He swallowed audibly and his hands gripped my hips tightly. “No. God, I really want to fuck you again, but that’s a horrible idea.” 
 
    His hips arched into mine. I tried to hold back a moan. This was so wrong, and so amazingly right. 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. 
 
    “Because if we do it, I’m afraid that I’m going to want to continue doing it over and over again.” 
 
    Oh my. 
 
    “So if we do this, we do it once just so we can remember it this time.” 
 
    “It was already supposed to be a one-time thing, remember?” He looked at me hard, his fingers digging into my thighs. “Do you want me to fuck you again, Cora? Because I can remember some things from that night, but I would love to know every fucking detail.” His eyes darkened and the husky sound of his voice settled low in my belly. “I want to remember the way we fit together. I want to know how you look when you’re about to come, and I want to know exactly how it feels when I thrust inside you for the first time.” 
 
    “Holy fuck.” 
 
    He nipped my earlobe with his teeth. The soft tickle of his breath on my neck made me shiver against him. “Hearing you moan my name as you came all over my cock is my favorite memory from that night, but the feeling of your fingernails digging into my back is a very close second. I also remember how much you liked it when I do this.” 
 
    A whimper escaped me when he ran his nose up the column of my neck. My fingers dug into his arms as I tried to keep myself from devouring him, or begging him to fuck me. Suddenly he was there, his tongue running along the seam of my mouth. I opened to him eagerly, my fingers tangling in his hair. The feeling of his hardness pressing against me sent my pulse skyrocketing.  
 
    I leaned back and looked at Finn through my lashes. A grin teased the corner of his swollen lips as he stared back at me. Surprise covered his features as I slid off his lap and sank down onto my knees on the floor in front of him. He moved to the edge of his bed and lifted the white cotton t-shirt from my heated body. I wanted his hands touching me, but there were other things I wanted more. He sucked in a breath as I reached for the button of his jeans. I arched an eyebrow when I realized he was going commando. He grinned, then gasped as I placed soft open-mouthed kisses as his tan skin was exposed. I grinned when his abs contracted with each touch of my mouth.  
 
    He groaned my name as my tongue ran across the tip of his exposed cock. His hands gripped my shoulders and the sounds slipping from his lips encouraged me to continue. I tugged his jeans down his muscled thighs, running my fingertips along the inside of his legs lightly as I moved to cup his balls. I took his length into my mouth and his fingers threaded through my hair, pulling it back so he could watch as I worked my mouth around him. When his bright blue eyes met mine, I felt my body heat as I looked up at him. 
 
    “Cora,” he growled. 
 
    I pulled back and nipped at the head of his cock as it slid from my mouth. 
 
    “Yes, Finn?”  
 
    Was that really my voice?  
 
    The rasping sound wasn’t familiar. He kicked off his jeans and pulled me down on his lap so I was facing out into the room. Obviously I wasn’t going to be in control anymore. The thought both thrilled and frightened me. His hand brushed my hair away from my shoulder so he could place kisses along my shoulder blade and neck. Each time his lips pressed against my heated skin I shivered. Slowly, he moved his hand up my stomach to cup my breast. I moaned as he pinched my nipple, squeezed and kneaded, then moved on to the other breast.  
 
    He leaned back on the bed, pulling me down on top of him, my back to his front, and continued letting his hands travel up and down my body. My thighs rubbed together trying to get some kind of relief. Each time he moved down my body, he would brush lightly against my clit over my panties, but never ventured under the satin. I wanted more. The delicious torture was slowly killing me. 
 
    “Princess, I want you begging for my cock.” 
 
    I moaned at his words and one of my hands found his, guiding it below the elastic band. I felt his smirk on my shoulder as he finally circled my clit with his fingers.  
 
    “Is that begging?” 
 
    I bit down on my bottom lip as he started to pull away. 
 
    “Finn, don’t stop.” 
 
    He nipped at my ear. “That’s not begging, Princess.” 
 
    “Please. I need—I want—. Please.” 
 
    I arched into him as he brushed against me. A sharp gasp filled the room as he slid a finger inside me. 
 
    “Much better.” 
 
    I looped an arm over his shoulder and tugged at his hair. I could feel his cocky grin against my neck as he gently pressed kisses against my flushed skin, but I didn’t care. The man had talented fingers and I wanted them on me and inside me. I turned my head to the side. His lips pressed gently to mine. The heated look in his eyes was thrilling. 
 
    “Get on your back,” he commanded, sitting us up. 
 
    I didn’t want to move, I wanted to let his amazing fingers make me come, but I obediently climbed off of his lap. Who would have thought I would let Finn boss me around in the bedroom? He kissed the dimples on my back and smacked my ass as I stood up in front of him. His husky chuckle filled the room as I pretended to glare at him over my shoulder. Really, I just wanted anything he was willing to give me. 
 
    The sound of my giggle surprised me as he tossed me back down on the bed. His grin was enough to have me begging him to take me. He climbed over me, his arms caging me in. I moaned when his mouth clamped down on my nipple, and clenched against the fingers he slid back inside me. He immediately went to the ever elusive g-spot that most men can’t seem to find. Finn definitely didn’t have that problem.  
 
    My back arched off the bed in pleasure. He growled his approval as he moved to suck on my other breast. He leaned up just enough to look into my eyes as my first orgasm crashed over me. My fingers grasped at his arm and my head thrust from side to side. I screamed out something indecipherable, probably his name. His mouth clamped down on mine, muffling the loud noises that would get us caught.  
 
    I gasped again when he thrust inside me before my orgasm was even over. At some point he had grabbed a condom, but I was so far gone I hadn’t realized it. My mouth dropped open as I grabbed at the sheets above my head. His teeth nipped lightly at my clavicle and I felt boneless beneath him. He cupped the side of my face. I dug my fingers into his hips, urging him to move faster and harder. He grinned against my lips. 
 
    “Is someone impatient?” 
 
    “Finn,” I gasped, as he changed the angle. “Please.” 
 
    I whimpered as he moved faster. His pubic bone rubbed in the perfect spot and I felt myself building to another release. His mouth marked me with love bites all over my chest that would be there for days. This time I wanted him to come with me. He needed to feel as good as I did. His head flew back and his face contorted into a mask of pleasure and pain. 
 
    “Oh god, Cora. Whatever it is you’re doing, keep fucking doing it.” 
 
    Kegels were a fucking miracle sometimes.  
 
    He kissed me again, one hand cupping my face and tilting my head to the perfect angle. I hadn’t expected this intense reaction between us. There was never a doubt in my mind that the sex between us would be amazing. This wasn’t just sex though. It was so much more, and it terrified me.  
 
    “Open your eyes,” he demanded. 
 
    I looked into his hooded eyes and moaned. Something about the expression in them made me clench tighter around him. He thrust harder and put his forehead against mine. I screamed out his name and he dug his face into my neck as our releases hit. His cock pulsed inside me, and his loud groans joined mine. Belatedly, I realized we probably should have been a lot quieter.  
 
    Finn stayed pressed against me while we caught our breaths. I absentmindedly ran my fingers through his hair as we laid in the silence. After his breathing steadied, he moved to pull off the condom. I whimpered when he pulled out. He threw it into the trashcan beside the bed and moved to pull me in his arms. I tensed for a second, but as his breathing grew heavier I relaxed into him. 
 
    I thought he had drifted off to sleep, so his voice surprised me. 
 
    “I was right; I want to do that over and over and over.” 
 
    I turned on my side to face him, tucking his sheet under my arm.  
 
    “Finn,” I trailed off. 
 
    He kissed me on the forehead. His bright blue eyes said everything I was thinking. We wanted it to happen again because neither of us had expected it to be like that between us.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I nodded and moved to sit up. “I should get going.” 
 
    He tightened his hold on my hip. “Just stay for a few minutes.” 
 
    Finn liked to cuddle. Who would have thought it? I snuggled into his chest, letting his strong arms wrap around me again, and listened to the rain falling down outside his window.  
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    Cora and I were fighting.  
 
    Again.  
 
    Well, I guess not really fighting so much as me being an ass. She’d showed up at another house party looking fucking amazing, probably intent on making me jealous. It fucking worked. I couldn’t stand the sight of her pressed up against another guy as she danced. His hands travelled up and down her back, resting right above her ass. Words were said, alcohol was consumed and I hated myself a little more for making us both feel like hell about all this.  
 
    My head throbbed like there were little men shoving ice picks into my brain and the back of my eyes when I woke up the next morning. I gingerly went down the stairs, squinting into the bright entryway of the house and cursing myself for being so damn stupid. This was becoming a more frequent occurrence and I needed to cut that shit out. The last thing I needed was for my grades to slip and give my Dad more ammunition to try to get me to switch my major.  
 
    Last night had been a freaking mess. I rubbed my hand down my face and surveyed the damage to the kitchen and living room. Not too bad, but the new pledges would be busy cleaning for a while. Someone cleared her throat from behind me. I turned to see Cora standing there in a lavender sundress that hugged all of her sexy curves, holding two cups of steaming coffee. 
 
    I wasn’t above begging. 
 
    “Is there any chance that one of those might be for me, even though I was a complete douchebag last night and I don’t deserve it?” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “I shouldn’t give you anything but a swift kick in the junk after how you treated me. You also yelled at your sister you asshole.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right.” I nodded, but stopped when the movement made my head ache. “I deserve it, and I’m really sorry that I’ve been such an ass lately.” 
 
    She handed me one of the cups. Her brow arched as I moaned at the first sip. She stared at my lips for a few seconds. 
 
    “Can we talk?” She asked, without making eye contact. “I think we should get some things cleared up between us.” 
 
    I nodded. It was the least I could do. I motioned for her to follow me upstairs and motioned for her to go first. All my self control was gone when she walked in front of me. I stared at her perfect heart-shaped ass as we climbed the stairs, wondering if she was wearing panties underneath that dress. It took everything I had to not groan aloud at the thought.  
 
    I closed the door behind me as we entered my room and turned to face her. Tension filled the air around us. I didn’t know if it was because I wanted to fuck her again, or if it was because she regretted her decision to fuck me. I hoped it wasn’t the latter of the two.  
 
    “Why are you acting like an asshole, Finn? We agreed that this,” she said motioning between us, “was nothing.” 
 
    I shoved a hand through my hair and watched as Cora eyed my forearms with interest. It was just a blip, but her little tell made me happier than it should have.  
 
    I blew out a deep breath. “I just…freaked out last night when you were dancing with other guys. You’ve got to admit the situation is a bit…odd for us.” 
 
    She sat down on the bed and eyed me wearily. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” I heard the pain behind her voice and if possible, I felt even worse. “Honestly, if I thought I was going to lose you as a friend, none of this would have happened in the first place.” She sighed. “Either time.” 
 
    I winced. “I’m sorry. This is just different for me. If I’m interested in someone, I just go for it.” 
 
    “We’ve flirted with each other for years. Finn, you’ve always been there for me when I needed you most. You’re the first one I call when I have news. I don’t want to lose you over some drunken night.” 
 
    Did she regret that we had slept together? 
 
    “Cora, it’s not just one drunken night. Did you forget how fucking amazing it was last time?” 
 
    She opened and shut her mouth several times, looking like an adorable goldfish. She scooted over and patted the bed next to her for me to sit down. My thighs brushed along hers as I settled on the edge of the bed.  
 
    “I’m trying not to remember the second time, Finn. If you were anyone else, I would say let’s just be fuck buddies, but there’s too many people that could get hurt in all this. Not to mention, I can’t lose you as my friend.” 
 
    This would be a million times easier if she wouldn’t say things like that. 
 
    “We’ll be fine, Princess.” I ran a hand down my face. “I just overreacted last night. Too much alcohol after a really shitty week made things worse than what they actually were. I took it out on you and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “And Olivia.” 
 
    “And Olivia,” I agreed. “I’ll apologize to her later too.” 
 
    “Good.” Her eyebrows furrowed together. “Why did you have a shitty week?” 
 
    I sighed. This wasn’t something I wanted to talk about. “My classes are all screwed up and I found out that I should have taken a class over the summer, but I didn’t because I didn’t know. And now it won’t be offered again until next year. I have to take three really hard classes this semester to make it all fit together. I should have spread them out, but my advisor didn’t catch it in time for the drop period. It’s not a big deal, I’m just going to be really busy.” 
 
    Cora bit her lip. “Are you sure that’s it?” 
 
    I grinned. “I promise. If you want to come by and fuck me once a week I would be more than grateful though.” 
 
    She shoved my shoulder with her tiny hands. “There’s the Finn I know and despise.” 
 
    I shot her my most devastating, panty dropping smile. The one I only used to seal the deal when I was trying to get laid at the end of the night. 
 
    “You know you love me, Cora.” 
 
    “That’s debatable,” she said, rolling her eyes. A smile cracked through her tough expression and it made the knots in my stomach lessen. “Are we okay?” 
 
    “We’re fine. Better than fine, we’re great.” I took her hand in mine. “I’ll quit being an asshole.” 
 
    “Good because I miss my friend.”  
 
    I grinned as a light flush spread over her face. She took a sip of her coffee, trying to hide whatever it was she was thinking. I could tell there was more she wanted to say by the way she avoided making eye contact with me. It startled me how well I knew Cora sometimes. 
 
    “Just say it, Cora.” 
 
    She jumped. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “When have you ever had an issue telling me what you’re thinking?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I guess you aren’t the only one having issues with the fact that we slept together. Twice. And you can’t pull that shit you did in the diner anymore either.”  
 
    I tried to hold back my smirk, but her indignant expression made it difficult. She narrowed her eyes at me and I burst out laughing.  
 
    “Fine, I’ll be a good boy.” I leaned in closer, my mouth brushing against her neck. “But, I’m so much more fun when I’m bad.” 
 
    She shivered. When I pulled back I saw the heat flair in her eyes, betraying her words.  
 
    “Finn,” she said in warning, but the breathy sound of her voice ruined the effect she was going for.  
 
    I leaned back and felt more satisfied than I should have when her eyes raked down my body. She shook her head like she was trying to clear it. Without realizing it, Cora had just issued a challenge. I knew she was right, we shouldn’t sleep together again, but damned if I didn’t want to. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Somehow our entire group of friends ended up at the library to study. Maybe they were sick of me ditching them to burry myself in books, but it was still weird that they all came. Nate and Liv were sitting across from one another and Hannah was at the end of the table. That left the spot directly across from me for Cora. It was hard not to stare at her, but so far, I seemed to be hiding it from everyone when I kept glancing up.  
 
    The only problem was that she was doing the same thing, occasionally glancing up at me too. She would smirk and look back down, but someone was going to catch us if we weren’t careful. Amazingly, there hadn’t been any awkwardness between us like there had been the first time. I certainly hadn’t expected the sex between us to be so fucking good, like life changing shit that made you want to do it over and over again. Not that I had expected it to be bad, but there was this connection I couldn’t ignore. But we had to ignore it. Cora was one of my best friends and I couldn’t lose her for sex. I hadn’t ignored her and she hadn’t gone out of her way to piss me off with any other guys, and I hoped it stayed that way. 
 
    “Finn, can you help me find a book that I need for my child psychology classes?” 
 
    My gaze snapped up to Cora’s. “Sure. You ready now?” 
 
    She nodded. We stood up and walked to the back of the stacks. Once we were far enough away no one would stumble upon us, I pressed her back into one of the bookshelves.  
 
    “What book do you need help finding?” 
 
    Her fingers grabbed my belt loops and tugged my hips against hers.  
 
    “Finn.” 
 
    She stared at me pointedly and I laughed.  
 
    “You just wanted to get me alone?” I asked slowly. 
 
    The corners of her lips tipped up. “Now you’re catching on.” 
 
    “We’ve been going out of our way to make sure we aren’t alone together. What changed?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    I pressed my hips into hers and she bit down on her full bottom lip. “Well there’s been something that has been driving me crazy.” 
 
    “Hm?” Her voice was low and raspy. With one swipe of my fingers, I would know that she was just as turned on as I was. I needed to clear my mind of those thoughts. We couldn’t go there. I leaned in closer and ran my nose along the column of her neck. She shivered and I internally fist pumped.  
 
    “I didn’t get to taste you. I could kick myself for having you there all sprawled out over me and never tasting that pretty pussy of yours.” 
 
    A soft whimper escaped and she gripped my forearms tightly.  
 
    “God Finn, you make it so hard to remember why we decided to only do this once. This is killing me.” 
 
    I nipped at her earlobe. “Princess, I don’t know if you realized this or not, but it’s been more than once.” 
 
    She shook her head like she was trying to gather her thoughts. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Tell me that you don’t want me licking your pussy until you come all over my tongue. My face buried between your thighs and the sheets clenched in your hands. I want to make you scream my name again. I don’t think I’ll ever get that out of my head.” 
 
    “Holy hell.” She took a deep shuddery breath. “There are so many reasons why we shouldn’t.” 
 
    I rested my forehead against hers.  
 
    “Okay, but I want to remind you that you’re the one that started it this time.” 
 
    She sighed and bit her bottom lip. “I know and I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry.” Her lips brushed against mine once, feather light. I pushed off the bookshelf reluctantly. She was right and we knew that a lot of people could get hurt if we kept this up, but God I wanted her.  
 
    “You know where to find me if you change your mind, Princess. I still think we could make the friends with benefits thing work.”  
 
    I walked back to the group slowly, allowing myself enough time to get my situation under control. Cora wasn’t back yet. She must have stopped off somewhere to gather herself too. Hannah glanced up at me when I came back. She had an odd look on her face, like she knew Cora and I hadn’t actually been looking for a book, but she didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Where’s Cora?” Nate asked, looking behind me. 
 
    “She’s comparing a few books to see what she wants to use for her paper.” 
 
    He nodded and looked back down at his book. Thank goodness none of them were really paying attention because I don’t know that I would have been able to act like there was nothing going on between us right this second. I wanted her more than anything. She was fighting this and the last thing I needed to do was push her into something she didn’t want. We would both just end up hurt. I looked down at my book and closed my eyes for a second, pressing my hands against them. When did this get so damn complicated?  
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    I knocked on Finn’s door softly, careful not to wake up any of the housemates around him. The last thing I needed was for someone to come out investigating in the middle of the night. He answered the door in basketball shorts, looking sleepy and sexy as hell. My eyes raked over him and I bit down on my bottom lip.  
 
    “Cora, what are you—” 
 
    I shoved him in his room and shut and locked the door behind me. He looked confused until I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my body tightly against his. His hands rested on my hips and I trembled against him.  
 
    “I don’t want it to be a one-time thing.” 
 
    His lips met mine hungrily and I moaned into his mouth as his tongue swept over mine. We slowly backed up towards the bed. My hands ran up his back as he kissed along my neck. He cupped my face and made me look into his eyes. 
 
    “Cora, are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sick of fighting it.” 
 
    He kissed me hard. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    I kissed a path up his neck as his hands rested on my back. We both reveled in the fact that we weren’t limited this time. Finn tugged my tank top over my head and looked down at my braless chest.  
 
    “Don’t leave your dorm without a bra again, Princess.” He brushed my nipples with his thumbs, causing the tips to pucker against his soft touch. “These are mine and I don’t want anyone else to see them.” 
 
    “Yours?”  
 
    I bit down on my lip. This was exactly what I wanted, but I was terrified to ask for. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I was ready for a relationship. 
 
    “Mine.”  
 
    “Then this is mine,” I said, reaching into his basketball shorts and taking his length in my hand. He groaned as I stroked his cock slowly. 
 
    “All yours. Cora, I haven’t been messing around with anyone else since before we slept together the first time.” 
 
    “I haven’t either.” 
 
    “Being celibate doesn’t suit either one of us,” he said grinning. I laughed softly. “We’ll discuss everything else later, but right now I just want to touch you.” 
 
    Finn laid me back on the bed and crawled over me, his upper body pinning me down to the bed. His lips trailed down my neck, over my breasts and down my stomach. I sucked in a breath as he moved his tongue lower. He moaned low in his throat as his tongue swiped over my pussy for the first time. My fingers tangled in his hair. I closed my eyes at the feeling of him circling my swollen clit with his tongue. 
 
    “Finn, I need more. I’m not quite used to foreplay lasting over a month.” 
 
    He grinned and kissed back up my body before reaching over me to get into his nightstand. I snatched the condom from his hand, opening it quickly. Finn rolled the condom down his length and teased my entrance with his cock before pushing inside. I gasped as he entered me. I can’t remember ever filling this full. Even though we had done this two times before, it felt different this time. Finn kissed my neck and tried to get me to relax against him.  
 
    His hands stroked and toyed with my nipples, making me arch against him. My fingers ran up and down his back as he moved. Our noses brushed along each other, making the moment more tender than anything we’d shared before. My mouth dropped open in a silent moan as he thrust inside me faster. We were both slowly building up to an intense release. Our bodies were covered in a layer of sweat and I could feel Finn starting to tense up above me. He was as close as I was and I wanted us to finish together.  
 
    My fingers dug into his back harder. His name was a whisper on my lips as I shattered against him with my release. He groaned against my shoulder as his own orgasm hit him seconds after mine. I rested my hands on his back, letting my lips trail across his chest while we caught our breath. Finn was careful to hold his body weight off of me, but he could have smothered me and I wouldn’t have cared. 
 
    He pulled off the condom and threw it into the trash can next to his bed. We didn’t say a word, but we turned towards the center of the bed and stared at each other. Neither of us had expected the slow gentle burn instead of the fast heat that always consumed us. His fingers trailed over my face gently. Finn eventually curled me into his chest as we drifted off to sleep. I felt safe in his arms. The world around us didn’t exist and all I wanted to do was stay in our little bubble for a little while longer. We could talk about all the other shit later.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    We woke up to a loud knock on the door. Olivia called out Finn’s name and my eyes popped open. I started to say something, but he covered my mouth quickly. 
 
    “Don’t talk or she’ll know it’s you,” he whispered in my ear. I nodded and he pulled his hand away. “Pretend to be asleep. Cover your head with the pillow so I can sneak far enough out the door that I can talk to her.” 
 
    “Have you done this before?” I hissed as quietly as I could.  
 
    He grinned. “Nope, but we’re going to hope it works.” 
 
    I groaned and did as he said, turning over on my stomach and pulling the pillow over my head. He opened the door and slipped out into the hall. Their voices carried back into the room. Whether I wanted to or not, I was going to hear their entire conversation. 
 
    “I just dropped by to see if you wanted to go get coffee. I didn’t realize you would have a visitor.”  
 
    “How about we meet up for lunch instead? I just woke up.” 
 
    “I’m sure you did,” Olivia said sounding disgusted. “Please tell me it isn’t someone I know.” 
 
    I winced and waited for Finn’s answer.  
 
    “Olivia,” he drawled. 
 
    “It is someone I know isn’t it. Oh lord, who is it?” 
 
    “Liv, seriously, who I sleep with isn’t your business.” 
 
    She sighed. “Fine. Want to meet at the Union around twelve thirty?” 
 
    “Sure. Now go and quit being so damn nosy.” 
 
    I tugged the pillow around my head tighter as he opened the door back up. He kissed my shoulder as he climbed back in bed behind me.  
 
    “Good morning, Princess.” 
 
    He took the pillow from me and put it back against the headboard.  
 
    “I think we overslept,” I whispered. 
 
    “Nope. I enjoyed waking up with you in my bed. I just thought we should talk before Olivia found you curled up here.” 
 
    I turned on my back and looked up at him.  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea. Olivia is the one part of this equation that makes me nervous because as much as I want to see where this,” I motioned between us, “goes, I don’t want to hurt her.” 
 
    “Do you know what this is?”  
 
    “All I know is that I want to keep doing this,” I said smiling. I bit down on my bottom lip to keep from laughing. 
 
    “Waking up in my bed or having insane sex?” he asked grinning. 
 
    “Both?” 
 
    I felt his body rock in silent laughter. “Good answer.” 
 
    “Finn, I’m not sure—” 
 
    He kissed me quickly and I cupped his face with one hand. “So about the insane sex, I have,” he glanced at his cell phone, “like an hour before my first class and I would definitely like to do it again before I have to leave.”  
 
    I was going to argue, tell him he was ridiculous and we didn’t have time, but the words died on my lips as he sucked hard on my nipple. Apparently we were doing it again, and I wasn’t the least bit upset about that plan. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Olivia asked me and Hannah to go get coffee with her after our last class of the day. We were all sitting at one of the tables at the coffee shop on campus, enjoying a beautiful afternoon and teasing Hannah about the new barista that was flirting with her. The girls grinned up at me and I knew they had something up their sleeve, probably a little something that I wouldn’t like. 
 
    Hannah cleared her throat and turned towards me. “I met someone that I think you’ll like. He’s in my econ class and he’s really sweet. You haven’t been dating lately, so I thought you could use some fun.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she answered quickly. Too quickly. 
 
    Olivia snorted next to her and I glared at them. “You might as well tell her, she’s going to find out eventually.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Hannah. “Tell me what?” 
 
    “He saw us on campus the other day and asked if you were seeing anyone.” 
 
    “Hannah,” I whined. “No. Absolutely not. I don’t do blind dates. Hell, I barely date at all.” 
 
    “This is true,” Olivia said before taking a sip of her coffee. “I’m not sure why though.” 
 
    “I just want to focus on school right now.” 
 
    “Says the girl that gets so drunk that she needs a babysitter each weekend.”  
 
    I glared at Olivia. “That was last year. I haven’t been that drunk in a long time and I don’t plan on it anytime soon.” 
 
    “Do you want to see a picture of him? He’s pretty hot.” Hannah asked, trying to hand her phone over. 
 
    “Not even a little. I’m really not interested in dating. If I change my mind I’ll let you know, but as of right now, I’m not looking. I can’t even remember the last time I went on a date.” 
 
    “One night stands don’t count, do they?” Hannah joked. “I was surprised when you didn’t come home last night.” 
 
    I took a sip of my drink and tried not to panic.  
 
    “Speaking of one night stands, I tried to get Finn to have coffee with me this morning and he had some girl in his room. I don’t think he’s ever let anyone actually stay the night with him.” 
 
    “Is he really that big of a manwhore?” Hannah asked.  
 
    “I wish he would just find someone. I can’t remember the last time he had a girlfriend. Can you Cora?” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “I think it was freshman year. You were still traveling, but they broke up over the summer,” I trailed off. Why had they broken up? “I think her name was Heather.” 
 
    “Huh. He never mentioned her, so it must not have been that serious.” 
 
    “I guess not,” I said, taking a sip of my drink.  
 
    I listened to Hannah and Olivia talk about a few other couples we knew, but I didn’t have anything particularly interesting to add to the conversation. My thoughts were solidly stuck on Finn and Heather. They broke up sometime after the incident with my ex. I shivered and tried not to think about him or that night. Hannah said my name and I realized both she and Olivia had stood up and they were waiting on me. 
 
    “Are you okay, Cora?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m thinking about a project that is due. I just realized I’m really far behind on it,” I lied. “I need to go to the library and work on it.” 
 
    Hannah frowned. “Okay, well I’ll be home later if you need any help.” 
 
    I stood up and grabbed my bag, trying to bring myself back to the present conversation. If I didn’t stop acting like a spaz, they were going to realize something was going on. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, attempting to smile at her. 
 
    “Do you want company?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “You just want to go home to your man. Don’t even act like you actually want to go to the library with me. Maybe I’ll see if Finn wants to come. He’s practically living there anyway.” 
 
    “All of that is true,” she said, laughing. “I do want to go see Nate. Maybe we can have a quickie before his study group tonight.” 
 
    I pretended to gag and Hannah giggled. “I think you two are adorable, no matter what everyone else says.”  
 
    I shook my head, but I was still smiling. Olivia and Nate were freaking adorable and I was happy that they were together.  
 
    “I’m heading out. I’ll see you back at the dorms, Han.” 
 
    She nodded and waved as Olivia and I turned in the opposite direction. We walked in silence for a few minutes.  
 
    “Do you think Finn is actually dating someone?” she asked. 
 
    Shit. I thought we were past this. 
 
    “I don’t know. He hasn’t mentioned anyone to me.” 
 
    “I just want him to be happy. It’s been so long since he’s been in a relationship. He’s busy all the time, he needs a distraction.” 
 
    I nodded. “He finally came clean to me about the double major thing.” 
 
    “He did? Wow. I didn’t expect that, but I’m glad he finally told you. It’s been hell keeping it to myself.” 
 
    “Things make a lot more sense now that I have the whole story. I’m surprised it took me so long to put it together.” 
 
    “I don’t think he would have told anyone if I hadn’t grabbed his schedule last year. I’m not even sure how many semesters he’s been doubling up. He wouldn’t tell me” 
 
    “It wasn’t that bad before you got back, so I think it’s a recent thing.” 
 
    She nodded. The library loomed ahead and I breathed a sigh of relief. This conversation wasn’t what I’d expected. Olivia was on a mission to find Finn a girlfriend, or find out who the girl was in his bed and it made me nervous. We had to come clean with her before she figured it out or she would be pissed. And hurt, which was the one thing we were trying to protect her from. 
 
    “Hey Liv.” I turned back down the stairs to face her. 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Give Finn a break on this one. If he’s finally opening up to someone, he might shut down if we start prying.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’ll back off for now.” 
 
    I bumped her shoulder with mine. “He’ll tell you when he’s ready. He always has.” 
 
    She nodded and I turned back to the library doors. Please, please let that be enough for now. 
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    Nate passed the basketball back at me and I lined up the shot. To my surprise it actually went in the stupid basket. Basketball was never my forte. I was more of a baseball, boxing, and surfing kind of dude.  
 
    “Hey, look who doesn’t suck today.” 
 
    “Shut up, Ford.” 
 
    He ran after the ball and dribbled a few steps before sinking a basket.  
 
    From the three point line. 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    “So explain to me why we’re out here today instead of in the gym.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Change of scenery? I just wasn’t in the mood for lifting today.” 
 
    He stopped and rested the ball on his hip. “Finn, I’ve known you for three years now. When have you ever not been in the mood to lift weights on a Tuesday afternoon?” 
 
    “There have been times when I haven’t wanted to go to the gym.” 
 
    He shook his head, not quite believing me. “Whatever you say, dude.”  
 
    I took the ball from him and went in for a layup. The ball circled the rim before bouncing back out. 
 
    “How?” Nate asked in disbelief. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s like I have a secret gift.” 
 
    I walked to the edge of the court, grabbed my bottle of water, ready to take a break. Nate walked over and sat next to me. “I haven’t seen much of you lately. What gives?” 
 
    I took a long drink of water, trying to buy a few seconds. He lifted his eyebrows and I knew my stall tactics weren’t going to work today. “My classes suck this semester. I like this one chick, but I can’t get my head wrapped around it.” 
 
    He spewed out his drink. “You’re seeing someone?” 
 
    “It’s nothing serious,” I said, waving it off. 
 
    “If you’re admitting you’re seeing someone it is. You haven’t dated anyone exclusively since that Heather chick freshman year. You guys broke up over the summer and since then you’ve just—” 
 
    “I never said we were dating, more like talking exclusively to see if we could even make it happen. Olivia seems to think I need to stop ‘whoring around, her words, not mine.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me about her?” 
 
    “Who, my sister? I think you already know her,” I said smirking. He gave me a pointed look and I laughed. “No, I’m not, but I do want to ask you a question.” 
 
    Nate held his hand up to my forehead and I slapped it away.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” 
 
    I glared at him. “We don’t have to do this you know.”  
 
    “Ask your question. I’ll stop.” 
 
    “If you tell Liv I’ll murder you.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said quickly. “Just talk. This is a momentous event.” 
 
    “You’re a dick.” I shook my head. “How do you balance everything? School, relationship, looking for internships?” 
 
    “Well, my schedule isn’t as crazy as yours for one. Yes, my classes are hard as hell, but for some odd reason, you always seem to have a shit ton more homework than I do.” 
 
    He gave me a pointed look. “Olivia told you.” 
 
    He blew out a breath. “No, she didn’t, but I’m not stupid, Finn. Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Double major. Education and Business Management.” 
 
    Nate looked at me for a few long seconds. “Damn it, why didn’t you feel like you could tell me?” I looked away. “Never mind. I get it. Come clean with this chick, tell her what’s going on, if she holds it against you, then it’s time to give it up.” 
 
    I looked at the bottle in my hands. “I guess you’re right, I just don’t know if we’re even to that point.” 
 
    “You’ll know Finn, and you’ll both make adjustments if you need to. Somehow things just have a way of working out. By the way, you’re an asshole for not letting your friends help you when you need it.”  
 
    Nate stood up, dribbled twice and shot the basketball. Of course he made the shot. The cocky bastard. He grinned at me and I flipped him off. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I threw my bag down on the floor next to the bed. When I told Cora that my classes were kicking my ass, I hadn’t been exaggerating. I hated to admit it, but I was fucking exhausted. Two months into school and I was ready for this semester to be over. It wasn’t fair to my friends that I had been a major asshole whenever I was around. I could definitely benefit from getting laid, but that wasn’t going to happen because the sexy girl I was sleeping with had night classes. Everything was made ten times worse by the fact that I couldn’t get her out of my head. And not in a ‘I want to be your friend that has sex with you’ kind of way. 
 
    I lay back on my bed and threw an arm over my eyes. If I got an hour of sleep now, I could study longer tonight. I groaned as my phone started ringing, but when Cora’s name flashed across the screen I found myself smiling instead. My finger swiped across the screen. Before I could say hello and ask why she wasn’t in class, she started talking. 
 
    “Have you looked at your laptop lately?” 
 
    I glanced over at my desk.   
 
    “What did you do, Princess?” 
 
    I could hear the teasing tone in her voice. “Just take a look.” 
 
    I sat up and immediately noticed what she was talking about. How in the hell had I missed this when I walked in? My fingers gripped a pair of skimpy black lace panties. They looked sexy as hell and I could just imagine them on Cora. More importantly I could see her sneaking in here and sliding them down her toned legs thinking about how she would tease me later. 
 
    Her raspy voice filtered through the phone. “You’ve been so busy and tired lately. I wanted you to feel a little better. So I snuck into your room and shimmied those lacy little things over my ass and down my legs.” 
 
    I gripped the lace in my hand tighter, wanting to hear more. My cock was rock hard as I waited.  
 
    “What did you do next, Cora?” 
 
    “It wasn’t what I did next, it was what I did while I was in your room. Those panties are probably still damp from when I thought about you...touched myself thinking about you...came thinking about you. Oh god, Finn,” she moaned. 
 
    Her fucking voice. Every word was a breathy, sexy sound that made me want to come. My name on her tongue had me close. 
 
    “You’re killing me here, Cora.” 
 
    “Nope, I’m just helping you out. Making you have some fun so you won’t be such an asshole. Maybe I’m just being the stress reliever you wanted, just in a different sense.”  
 
    I groaned into the phone.  
 
    “Rest up, Finn. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    The phone flashed and I realized she’d hung up. I was standing there with her panties in my hand and a hard on that was going to give me blue balls if I didn’t take care of it. Cora knew exactly how to get me all riled up. I definitely wasn’t tired anymore. I closed my door and clicked the lock in place. There was no way I was wasting the opportunity of having her voice stuck in my head sounding like that. It reminded me of the moans she made when I was pounding into her and the little noises in the back of her throat as she came. 
 
    My fist wrapped around my length and I jerked slowly. This was so fucking wrong. I wanted her here with me. It only took a few minutes of imagining her on her knees in front of me, touching herself while she had my cock in the back of her throat, to get off. As I cleaned my stomach up with the black lace I grinned. She was right though, I was in a much better mood. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    This semester was going to kill me eventually. My week consisted of three quizzes back to back and a huge paper due within days of each other. I wanted to lay down and sleep for a week. That and maybe have sex with Cora. I couldn’t get enough of her and the girl was insatiable. Everything seemed perfect from the outside. It was eating me up that I was keeping things from Olivia though. We’d always told each other everything until the last few years. Things were changing as we got older and it was hard to adjust. 
 
    I picked up my bag and threw it into the back seat of my car. For the first time in forever, I was going to take a weekend to myself and go driving. When I turned eighteen, I started the tradition of going on long road trips to nowhere to clear my head. Just me, my car, and the open road. My Dad and I used to get into knock-down, drag-out fights that made me want to bash him in, so instead of going to jail for killing him, I drove. There was never a destination in mind and a lot of the time I flipped a coin to see which direction to go. Normally I would tell Olivia and take off, but this time I wanted to tell someone else. My fingers swiped over the keyboard as I typed and I pressed send before I could change my mind. 
 
      
 
    Me: I’m going dark for a few days. Don’t worry. I’ll be home by Sunday afternoon. 
 
    Cora: Okay. You’re okay right? 
 
    Me: Yeah, I just want to clear my head. 
 
    Cora: Long drive? 
 
    Me: You know me too well.  
 
    Me: Actually how do you know about that? 
 
    Cora: Olivia always told me when you left because she was worried about you and needed to talk about it. 
 
    Me: Of course she did. 
 
    Cora: Be safe. I’ll be here waiting for you when you get back. 
 
      
 
    It would be nice to have someone waiting on me when I came home. The thought brought a smile to my lips. That would be yet another thing to think about during the long hours. Cora had turned my world upside down and I didn’t have a clue what to do about it. She was amazing, but this whole thing terrified me. We were just sleeping together now, but it wasn’t just sex like we had both planned. There were feelings and emotions behind everything, and I sure as hell wasn’t prepared for it. I liked things simple.  
 
    As much as I wanted Cora, I was scared to open up to her. We flirted and enjoyed our time together, but I didn’t know what the next step was. Hence, the reason for the road trip. I needed time to think things through and try to decide what I wanted. It wasn’t like I was upset with the status quo, Cora was different though. She deserved better. 
 
    I drove for hours, sleeping in my car when I was tired and making turns in every direction. The plan had been to stay out until late Sunday, but I found myself back on campus by Saturday night. It was like my feet moved on their own as I walked towards her dorm. Cora had already told me she would be alone because Hannah was going home for the weekend. When I knocked on the door I grimaced, thinking maybe I should have texted first. The door flew open and a very surprised Cora stood in front of me. 
 
    “Finn, what are you doing here? I thought you said you would be back tomorrow.” 
 
    I shrugged and took a step closer to her. “I missed you.” 
 
    Her hands rested on my hips and she kissed my cheek. “I missed you too.” 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    She smiled. “I would like that.” 
 
    She tugged me into her room and shut the door behind us. The drive hadn’t done a bit of good because with one look at her, I was just as confused as ever. All I knew was that I wanted to be around her. Screw the rest.  
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    Books surrounded us as we sat on the floor of the library. Olivia had found me between two shelves and sat down next to me over an hour ago. She slumped to the side in exhaustion and I snickered. We were trying to be quiet, but delirium was starting to set in. My eyes were starting to cross after three nonstop hours of studying. I leaned back into the shelf behind me and opened my mouth to ask Olivia if she wanted to go get coffee with me. A familiar voice rang out in the quiet and I snapped it shut.  
 
    “Are you ever going to tell me who this mystery girl is? I know you got laid because you’re being less of an asshole than normal.” 
 
    Olivia’s eyes got wide and she sat up. I moved next to her as quietly as possible. We tried to look through the shelves without being seen.  
 
    “Nate, don’t make me regret talking to you last week. Right now I just want to keep things quiet, but yes, I did get laid.” 
 
    The smug tone of his voice made me laugh. I had to cover my mouth before I made any noise. 
 
    “I just don’t get it. You don’t keep shit from me. I want to know who this girl is that has you all strung up by your balls. I’ve never seen you act like an idiot over a girl.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  
 
    “You’re one to talk asshole. My sister has you wrapped around her pinky finger. When she says jump, you ask how high.” I could hear the smirk in Finn’s voice and by the look on Olivia’s face she could too. She clamped her hands over her mouth trying to muffle the giggle that was threatening to sneak out. “She’s special and I don’t want to introduce her to my crazy ass friends until I know that you won’t scare the hell out of her.” 
 
    “Tell me this, have you known her a long time or is she someone you just met?” 
 
    Finn sighed. “You aren’t going to let this go are you?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ve known her for a while. She’s someone I’m having fun with right now and I really like her. We started out as friends and somehow it turned into more. Are you happy now? I’ve talked about my feelings.” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I tugged on Olivia’s sleeve. “I don’t think we should be listening to this.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? I want to hear anything I can about this girl that has Finn tied up in knots,” she whispered back. 
 
    “Liv, I don’t feel right about it.” 
 
    She sighed. “Fine, let’s sneak out before they see us.” 
 
    I gathered up my books, shoving them into my bag as quietly as possible. We went to the opposite side of the row and crept around the corner, careful not to be seen by the guys. As soon as we were far enough away, Olivia started talking. 
 
    “We have to figure out who this chick is. He’s known her a long time and they are friends. I’m going to have to start watching him to see who it might be.” 
 
    My stomach clenched. “Maybe you should just leave him alone. He’ll tell you when he’s ready. You know you’re the first one he always talks to about this shit anyway. Has Finn ever had a girlfriend without asking your opinion first?” 
 
    She cocked her head. “I guess you’re right. I figured you would want to know about her too since you guys are so close. Holy shit, do you know who it is?” 
 
    I shook my head and I gulped in a breath.  
 
    “He hasn’t told me anything.” 
 
    Technically the truth. 
 
    He hadn’t said anything like that to me. 
 
    “If he tells you anything I want to know as soon as you do. This is the first time in years that Finn has wanted to actually be in a relationship. It’s like two years ago he just lost interest in dating. Maybe it was just being in college, but I think there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    My stomach sank. Finn wouldn’t stop dating because of me. Right? Why did things have to be so damn complicated?  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Olivia tugged on my arm and made me follow her up yet another row of bleachers. I groaned and followed along behind her. Going to a football game wasn’t my idea of fun, but Nate and Finn had decided that we all needed to go to a few for the college experience. Whatever the fuck that was. All I knew was that I would be stuck outside in the freezing cold for hours.  
 
    “Is this really necessary?” I asked. 
 
    Finn poked me in the ribs. “It is, keep walking, Donovan.” 
 
    I groaned again. “Is there beer?” 
 
    “Nope,” Nate said happily. 
 
    “You guys hate me, don’t you?” 
 
    Olivia laughed. “You act like we’re torturing you.” 
 
    “I think you might be.” 
 
    We finally found our seats and I flopped down dramatically. Finn leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Don’t pout or I won’t buy you one of those huge foam fingers.” 
 
    “Fine, but it better be damn good.” 
 
    “I think you know it will be,” he said winking. 
 
    He pulled a flask out of his jacket and poured a healthy amount of whatever he had into my drink, never looking in my direction as he did it. 
 
    “I could kiss you right now.” 
 
    He finally turned towards me and winked. “Don’t get any ideas or those two might figure something out.” 
 
    I smirked and pulled out my phone. At least if I was stuck here, I could make sure it was well documented. There were blackmail pictures of all four of us with those huge foam fingers that Finn did end up buying.  
 
    To my surprise, I actually enjoyed myself. It might have had something to do with the vodka that Finn had snuck in though. Finn and Nate had to explain the whole game to me while our team played, which I’m sure annoyed everyone around us, but I didn’t care. I screamed along with the other students in our section when we won. Olivia kissed Nate and I jumped up and down grasping Finn’s arm. He had a goofy smile on his face as he watched me. I stopped just short of actually kissing him. We would definitely be found out if I laid a drunken kiss on him in the middle of the football stadium.  
 
    Finn looked like he wanted to kiss me too, which did weird things to my stomach. I could just imagine standing here with him and his hands tangling in my hair as his lips met mine in celebration. It was entirely too easy to imagine and it sent a tingle through my entire body.  
 
    “There’s a party back at the house. You coming?” Finn yelled. 
 
    I nodded. There was no use trying to talk. The screams around us were deafening. He grabbed my hand and led me out of the stadium. I was happy for the excuse to touch him; from the smile I saw threatening the corner of his lips, I could tell he felt the same way. 
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    I followed along beside Nate, but I was almost as reluctant as Cora had been last week at the football game. She’d ended up having a blast, but I wasn’t so sure that would be the case today. There were pumpkins everywhere I looked and the girls had already made us stop at Starbucks for Pumpkin Spice Lattes on the way to the pumpkin patch. I had a strong suspicion that I was going to loathe pumpkins and everything to do with them very shortly.   
 
    Cora and Olivia walked ahead of us arm in arm, trying to pick out the perfect shapes and sizes. I had to admit, this place was pretty cool. The whole place was a fundraiser for a local special needs group. Each year they held a two week long festival before Halloween. There were two different rides, one on a horse drawn hay ride, the other a tractor pull. Plus they had a cow and chickens for the kids to chase after and pet. On the other side they had a huge pile of hay to jump and play in. Everywhere you looked, there was something different.  
 
    “This place is awesome,” I said quietly to Nate.  
 
    “Yeah, it really is. I’ve spent a lot of volunteer hours here. That’s how the girls found out about it.”  
 
    “Huh. When do you have time to volunteer?” 
 
    He laughed. “I do it at least once a week, Finn.” I stared at him blankly. This was the shit that I’d asked about and he acted like it was nothing. The guy was a machine. “They’re having fun,” he said smiling. 
 
    We watched as they did their girly squeals after every pumpkin. It was kind of cute. You could tell they were having a lot of fun.  
 
    “We’re going to spend a fortune on pumpkins,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “You better believe it. Liv has a list a mile long of how many she wants for each room.” 
 
    I smirked. “She’s your problem now.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’ll keep her if that’s the worst she does.” 
 
    Cora turned and waved us over. Her cheeks were flushed from the cool air and her excitement was palpable. I would do everything in my power to keep that look on her face all the time.   
 
    “We want to carve pumpkins tonight,” Olivia said excitedly. 
 
    I groaned. Olivia had to ruin it. I hated the nasty, slimy feeling of the raw pulp and seeds on my hand. There go all the happy thoughts I was having about the damned orange blobs. 
 
    “I’ll just watch.” 
 
    Olivia stopped and put her hands on her hips. “Please don’t ruin this for me, Finn. I want to carve pumpkins and damn it, I want my brother doing it with me.” 
 
    “I’ll scrape out the insides for you, you big baby,” Cora taunted. 
 
    “Fine. Let’s do it. Pick them out and then we can go get beer before we start.” 
 
    Nate looked at me like I was insane. “Alcohol and knives. Somehow this seems like a really bad idea to me.” 
 
    I grinned. “That’s what makes it fun.” 
 
    We all picked out the biggest and best. Cora tugged me over to the hay pile. The bales were piled around to make a big swimming pool of hay. She held my hand as we counted to three before jumping in, but before she reached three, she shoved me in first. I grabbed her as I fell, tugging her after me. Her giggles made me chuckle as she fought her way back to the top. My hands gripped her waist and she moved to be closer. I glanced around us, decided we were covered enough that I could sneak in a kiss, and moved to brush my lips against hers. The soft moan low in her throat was going to be my undoing. That fucking sound made me crazy. I pulled her tighter against me, so she could feel just how much she affected me.  
 
    “Princess, you’re trying to kill me.” 
 
    She grinned. “Maybe, but it’ll be a hell of a way to go.” 
 
    She pushed away and I watched her climb to the side of the hay bales. Being with her like this wasn’t enough anymore. I didn’t want to sneak around, spending my time to make sure no one was watching each time I wanted to touch her. Somehow I had to convince Cora that she was ready for a real relationship. I wasn’t sure I was ready either, but for her I would be willing to try. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I took a sip of my pumpkin beer and grimaced. It wasn’t horrible, but it certainly wouldn’t be my first choice. The girls had gone into the liquor store and apparently they hated me. Nate had laughed it off, but I had given them a pointed look and cursed. Cora was behind it, I could tell by the smirk on her face and the glint in her eyes. The girl loved annoying the shit out of me. 
 
    Nate and I were watching Olivia and Cora get rid of the gooey, slimy insides of the pumpkins they wanted us to carve. At least Cora was still doing that for me, even if she was trying to torture me in other ways. The curve of her ass was accentuated in her tight jeans and I had to keep stopping myself from looking at it. Someone was going to catch on if I kept staring at her like a starving man. 
 
    “Done.” Cora said. “Now we can get onto the fun part.” 
 
    She pulled me over to the table and we started working. I traced out Jack Skellington and started carving. Cora watched me intently as I worked. She’d traced out Tinker Bell on hers, but wasn’t carving anything yet. 
 
    “For hating this so much, you seem to be putting a lot of effort into it.” 
 
    Olivia laughed. “He always does that. Every year, he has the most awesome pumpkin, with the most intricate details, but bitches about how much he hates doing it. Someone else always does the gutting part because he lays it on thick about how gross it is.” 
 
    “It’s tradition,” I said, shrugging. 
 
    Cora picked up her knife to start carving. After a few minutes, I heard her gasp and take off running to the bathroom. I looked over and there were a few drops of blood on the table.  
 
    “Shit,” I mumbled. Olivia started to go, but I stopped her. She got queasy at the sight of blood and the last thing we needed was for Liv to pass out on us. “I’ve got it.” 
 
    When I found Cora in the bathroom she had almost finished cleaning her finger. She was fumbling with the band-aid and Neosporin.  
 
    “I’m just clumsy,” she said as I came in behind her.  
 
    “Let me see.” 
 
    She pulled her hand away and tried to fight me.  
 
    “Really, it’s nothing, Finn. Just a tiny little cut.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand and crowded her into the sink. It looked deep. I’m sure it hurt like hell, but my brave girl was putting on a happy face.  
 
    “Princess, will you just hold still and let me fix it?” 
 
    She nodded, a single tear streaming down her cheek. I kissed the wet path and reached for the hand towel. I put enough pressure on it to stop the bleeding and got her bandaged up quickly. Our hips kept brushing against one another as we maneuvered around in the small bathroom. I kissed her finger after we had the bandage on it. An almost inaudible sigh escaped from Cora. Her eyes met mine in the mirror, causing the air around us feel electric. God, if we kept this up, the house would go up in flames. 
 
    My lips brushed along her neck and she whimpered softly. I knew we didn’t have much time before Olivia came to check on us, but I wanted, no needed, to touch Cora. Having her this close to me all day, but not being able to touch her when I wanted, had me on edge.   
 
    “Is this what you want, Princess?” 
 
    My fingers trailed down her stomach and rested on the button of her jeans. She bit down on her lip and nodded. I grinned at her wickedly in the mirror as my fingers worked.  
 
    “I need you to come fast for me.” 
 
    From the first touch of my fingers, I could tell she was as worked up as I was. Her hips followed my movements and she bucked wildly each time I brushed against her clit. She turned in my arms, away from the mirror, running her hands under my shirt. Her fingernails dug into my back as she chased her release. I clamped my mouth over hers as she started moaning out her release.  
 
    I wanted nothing more than to tug her pants down her hips and thrust into her, but we didn’t have that kind of time. Neither of us could be quiet enough to pull it off without Nate or Olivia finding us anyway. Her body spasmed on my fingers and she tightened her grip on me as she rode wave after wave of her orgasm. I continued sliding my fingers in and out of her until she stopped trembling. Cora was boneless in my arms, a satisfied smile covered her full, pouty lips.  
 
    “You can’t go back out there looking like that.”  
 
    “Like how?” she asked. 
 
    “Like I just made you have an amazing orgasm in my sister’s bathroom.”  
 
    Cora flushed and I kissed her softly.  
 
    “Aren’t you coming?” 
 
    I looked down at my cock. Yeah, I wanted to. Her gaze followed mine and she choked back a laugh. 
 
    “Sorry, bad wording. Um, are you going to finish your pumpkin?” 
 
    I groaned. “I’ll be out there in a minute. Just tell Liv that I was cleaning up the blood and she won’t question it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Maybe I’ll take care of that for you tonight since you bandaged me up.” She winked before walking out the door. I watched the sway of her ass as she walked back up the hallway. Great. Now I would be counting down the hours until it was time for me to drive Cora back to the dorms. 
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    Olivia and I made plans to hang out, but we hadn’t made it far into our day before we ran into Nate as we were leaving campus. He was playing basketball on one of the outdoor courts and saw us as we were walking towards my car to leave campus. I was positive they didn’t plan it on purpose, but some days I just needed Olivia without Nate. Today was one of those days. When Nate came into Olivia’s life, she had finally started healing from losing her boyfriend and her baby in the worst year of her life. The girl was tough as nails, but she’s had her fair share of bumps and bruises along the way. My best friend was absolutely amazing. If I didn’t feel guilty for sleeping with her brother, I might have talked to her about the hell going on in my head. And If Finn wouldn’t have killed me, I would have come clean a long time ago. 
 
    I stared at the adorable couple kissing through the chain link fence that separated them. They want each other so much that they were willing to kiss through a freaking fence. If they weren’t so damn cute I would be annoyed. Instead, I’m green with envy. It’s ridiculous how jealous I am of my best friend and her boyfriend. She deserves every bit of her happiness, but I wish that someone would look at me once like Nate looks at her every day.  
 
    Shoving my hands in my coat pockets, I turned so I wouldn’t have to see the happy couple anymore. We were supposed to be going to lunch, but at this rate, it would be dinner before we actually left campus. My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out, grateful that I had something to distract me. 
 
      
 
    Finn: What are you doing? 
 
    Me: Watching your sister suck face with her boyfriend. 
 
    Finn: Gross. You could have been nice and not told me that. I really don’t need the visuals. 
 
    Me: Nice is overrated.  
 
    Me: Pissy mood. What’s up? 
 
    Finn: I was checking to see if you wanted to hang out later. Ice cream maybe? 
 
    Me: I need to study tonight, but that sounds fun. Peppermint? 
 
    Finn: Always. Come to the house when you get done with Liv. We can study together. I bet I can make it fun. 
 
      
 
    Oh goodness. I bet he could make it fun if he tried. It was a struggle to keep my head out of the gutter from all the ways I could think to make studying fun. 
 
      
 
    Me: I’ll text you when I’m on my way. 
 
    Finn: Sounds good Princess. 
 
      
 
    I turned back to the two lovebirds and sighed.  
 
    “Seriously? You guys live together.” 
 
    Olivia started laughing.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Cora. Let’s go.” She kissed Nate one last time through the chain link fence and I pretended to gag. Nate’s throaty laugh hit my ears and I grinned.  
 
    “I’m not doing a very good job sharing our girl.” He pooched his lip out in an exaggerated pout and Olivia giggled. “You guys go get coffee and pedicures, do all the shopping, all that girly shit. I’ll see you later, Cupcake.” 
 
    “Thanks Nate,” I said as I tugged her away. “I’ll bring her home safe and sound later.” 
 
    Olivia looped her arm through mine as we started towards the little coffee shop that she loved. Nate had taken her there when she first started at SCU and she won’t go anywhere else for coffee. The fact that she couldn’t find anything else on campus might have something to do with that though; she had a horrible sense of direction. Seeing her back to her smiling self was amazing after the past few years of living with a pod person.  
 
    “So when are we going to start planning this wedding of yours?” 
 
    I waggled my eyebrows and she laughed.  
 
    “Soon I guess. I’m just trying to make it through this year. Senioritis has kicked in and I’m so ready to be done.” 
 
    “Has Nate started applying to medical schools yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s being indecisive about it, which is weird. It’s really unlike him.” 
 
    I bumped her shoulder with mine. “Do you think it has something to do with the fact that it’s not just him that he has to factor in anymore?” 
 
    She sighed. “Maybe, but I’ve told him I’ll go wherever he wants.” 
 
    “He wants what’s best for both of you,” I said softly. Seriously, why couldn’t I find a guy like that? “You just need to talk it out. He probably wants your input.” 
 
    She nodded and then shook her head as if to clear it. “Enough of this, let’s go get coffee and then go shopping.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. It’s been too long since we’ve had a girls’ day.” 
 
    We spent the afternoon squealing over taffeta and silk when we impulsively decided to go into a bridal store. Olivia found a dress that was absolutely perfect for her and the beautiful fall wedding she was planning for next year. She picked out a stunning black form fitting, long sleeve dress for me. I loved everything about it and in the back of my mind I couldn’t help but wonder what Finn would think when he saw me in it. 
 
    We stopped back by a little bakery on our way back to campus. Neither one of us had been there before, but we sat down and each had a cupcake, red velvet and carrot cake. I ended up going back and ordering a second cupcake to take back to Finn. Olivia looked at me questioningly. 
 
    “What are your plans for tonight?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to hang out with your brother.” I could feel a slight flush running up my cheeks. “We’re going to study, then he said something about getting ice cream.” 
 
    “Finn and his sweet tooth,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “That’s why I got him the cupcake. I knew he would appreciate it.” 
 
    Olivia cocked her head. “You guys have been hanging out a lot lately. Honestly I think you’ve spent more time with him than I have in the past six months.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “No, not at all. You help keep him from taking himself too seriously. So nothing ever came from the kiss—” 
 
    I looked down at my phone. “Didn’t you say you and Nate had reservations for dinner tonight? We should probably get going.” 
 
    She checked the time on her own phone and stood up. Thank goodness. Finn and I weren’t ready to tell Olivia that we were sleeping together, but I wouldn’t lie to her. Her questions were going down a dangerous route. I grabbed the little box, put my jacket on and let out a sigh of relief as Olivia chattered about the restaurant Nate was taking her to. 
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Finn’s door was open when I walked upstairs to his room. He was sitting on his bed, shirtless with his books spread all around him. Earbuds were shoved in his ears and he had on those sexy glasses that I loved so much. I bit my lip and leaned against his doorframe staring at him for a few seconds. It didn’t take long for him to realize I was there. The smile he shot me was breathtaking. Somehow I had to manage to keep my panties on because I really did have a lot of studying to do. 
 
    “I got started early.” 
 
    I walked over and sat down at the foot of his bed. “I see that.”  
 
    He watched intently as I pulled books from my backpack and settled across from him.  
 
    “So how’s the world of English lit?” 
 
    “Same as always,” I laughed. 
 
    He grinned. “Lots of dead guys?” 
 
    “Some women too,” I said, smiling back at him. “You don’t have to keep your earbuds in. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “You like it quiet when you study though. In fact,” he climbed from the bed and closed his door. “That’ll help even more. This place gets loud sometimes.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed. Thank you, but seriously it’s your room. You can listen to music if you want. It won’t bother me.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal, Cora.” 
 
    When did Finn get so considerate? 
 
    He settled back in his spot against the headboard. We sat facing each other, our legs crossed underneath us. It was going to be hard to focus with his muscles on display in front of me. He had to choose today to go without a shirt, although when I considered it, Finn didn’t wear a shirt unless he absolutely had to. I looked away quickly, so he didn’t see me staring, and pulled a book into my lap. Finn put his earbuds back in and draped an arm over his book while he read. 
 
    I was halfway through my assigned reading when he intertwined his fingers with mine. My eyes darted up to his in surprise, but he just continued to stare at his book, not giving any indication to what he’d just done. I stared down at our hands for a few seconds, a soft smile pulling at my lips. Eventually I went back to reading. Almost imperceptibly I heard a soft sigh. 
 
    We sat that way for almost another hour, our fingers laced together while we worked. Finn finally squeezed my fingers and let go. 
 
    “I’m at a stopping point. What about you?” 
 
    I glanced down at my notes. “Actually yeah. That was good timing.” 
 
    “Onto the hanging out portion of the evening, what do you think about ice cream?” 
 
    “I think it’s a very delicious dairy based product that I enjoy immensely.” I smiled sweetly and he shook his head. 
 
    “Smart ass. Let’s try this again. Would you like to go get ice cream?” 
 
    I smiled. Peppermint ice cream had always been our favorite. When we were kids, we practically spent the whole year waiting for the seasonal flavor to come out. Without fail, we would always go and get it together a few times during winter. 
 
    “Sure. Can I borrow a hoodie if we walk though? I only brought my jacket and I didn’t realize another cold front was coming through. I’ll freeze to death out there.” 
 
    He stood up and raised his arms over his head, stretching after all that time on his bed. My eyes trailed up his well defined abs and chest, landing on the smirk covering his perfect mouth. 
 
    “Don’t say a fucking word,” I mumbled. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    The grin on his face indicated that he had a lot he wanted to say though. Instead of giving me shit like he normally would, he held his hands out to help me off the bed. It was my turn to give him a show. I stretched my arms over my head, causing the fabric of my shirt to pull tight across my breasts. His eyes flickered down and I laughed. 
 
    “You’re nothing but trouble, Cora Donovan.” 
 
    “I know, but you like it.” 
 
    He grabbed a shirt off his dresser and tugged it over his head, hiding all those delicious muscles. When he handed me his sweatshirt I had to stop myself from sniffing it to see if it smelled like his spicy cologne.  
 
    I hadn’t dressed up for our evening. In fact, it was quite the opposite. My hair was thrown up in a messy bun and I had on yoga pants paired with a long sleeved t-shirt. Finn had seen me at my worst. I’d never felt the need to impress him and I didn’t see that changing anytime soon.  
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be warm enough?” he asked, concern filling his voice. 
 
    Finn had always been hot natured while I tended to be cold. I looked at him in his hoodie, basketball shorts and flip flops. It was only mid-October, but the evenings were starting to turn chilly. 
 
    I snorted. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He grinned. “I can keep you warm if you get cold.” 
 
    He smacked my butt making a loud clap ring throughout the room. I started walking, but I shot him a look over my shoulder. Finn and I had always been flirty, but as we got older it seemed to get more intense. Things were always being taken to another level and you could drown in the sexual tension between us. Hannah hadn’t been the first person to assume we were a couple. We were in unchartered territory now though. Sleeping together had changed things, even if we hadn’t planned on it.  
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    I made myself stop staring at Cora’s ass as we made our way down the stairs. If I didn’t, there was going to be a situation that I didn’t want anyone catching on to. We’d both needed to study and if she noticed a certain part of my anatomy, that wouldn’t have happened. I still couldn’t figure out what made me reach out and grab her hand while we studied. It just felt right. 
 
    As we walked in the crisp night air, my head started to clear. I kept casting glances over at Cora, praying she didn’t notice. I was still baffled that the girl I’d known forever was the insane sex goddess I’d had in my bed for the last month. She was this new creature to me and I didn’t want to startle her away. 
 
    “Quit staring.” 
 
    Busted. 
 
    “What do you want to do this weekend? It feels like we should celebrate,” she said, as she walked one foot directly in front of the other on the curb like she was walking on a balance beam. 
 
    I shrugged. “Celebrate what? The fact that I haven’t failed out of school yet? I’m in if you promise that I get laid.” 
 
    She pushed me away playfully, leaving me oddly bereft behind her. She walked backwards a few steps with a sexy grin on her face. “You always think with your cock, Crawford?” 
 
    “About ninety-nine percent of the time,” I said laughing. 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t matter. Maybe we should make Nate and Olivia have a party so we can go get drunk and have sex on their bed. They did it to me and fair’s fair.” 
 
    “They had sex on your bed?” I asked, slightly disgusted and impressed. I didn’t want to think about my sister’s sex life though. 
 
    She turned around and I jogged a few steps to catch up with her. When she took off running towards the ice cream shop, I laughed and chased after her. We walked into the small shop laughing. Her cheeks were red from the cold and I had this insane need to kiss her. Before I could act on it, someone called out our names. Chance was standing inside the ice cream parlor, with a few of my other fraternity brothers, staring at Cora like she was a piece of meat. My jaw clenched and it took a moment for me to calm myself. Ironically enough, those other brothers of mine were staring at Cora too. Apparently I needed to bubble wrap her if we were going to leave my room, even in yoga pants and my hoodie they wanted her. 
 
    “Hey guys, what are you doing here?” Chance asked, smiling at her. 
 
    I really wanted to punch him. He was stealing my time with Cora.  
 
    Stealing my time with Cora? What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
    “Same thing as you guys from the looks of it,” Cora said, smiling back at the douchebag. 
 
    Chance moved closer to her and Cora didn’t back away. Why was she still grinning at him? I seethed as they continued to talk about nothing in particular. He kept moving closer to her, making my temper spike. I didn’t want to admit to even myself why I was acting this way, like a jealous fucking boyfriend. She reached out to touch his arm and laughed at something he said.  
 
    Everything went red. 
 
    “You know what? I don’t think I want ice cream anymore. I’m going to head back to the house. Cora, why don’t you just stay here with the guys?” 
 
    I turned before she could answer and went outside into the cold air, hoping it could help calm my temper. I ran my hands down my face and counted back from ten. What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
    “Finn!” She called out. I walked faster, but it didn’t matter. I flinched when I felt her hand on my arm. “What the fuck was that?” 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “If you didn’t want to hang out tonight, you could have just told me. You didn’t have to pawn me off on your friends.” 
 
    “It’s not that, Cora.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” she demanded. 
 
    “I don’t fucking know! Okay?” I snapped. 
 
    Hurt filled her eyes, and I immediately felt like an asshole. It wasn’t her fault that everything was so messed up in my head. God, I was so possessive of her and I didn’t have any right to be. We weren’t in a relationship. Yes, we’d decided to only screw each other, but I wasn’t her boyfriend.  
 
    She stared at me incredulously. Her expression changed quickly. Anger marred her beautiful face and it made me feel like an even bigger asshole. I reached for her, but she stepped away quickly, shaking her head. 
 
    “Call me when you figure it out.” 
 
    “Cora.” 
 
    She took two steps back and held up her hands. 
 
    “No, Finn. I let it go last time, but I’m not putting up with your bullshit this time. Let me know when you figure out what you want because you’re giving me whiplash with the back and forth. Decide what the hell you want and let me know because as of right now, I’m done.” 
 
    “What do you mean you’re done?” 
 
    “I’m done trying to figure you out. Half the time you act like you want more than just sex, the other half you act like I’m just a buddy to you, just one of the boys. I told you I wasn’t ready for a relationship and that hasn’t changed, but if you’ve changed your mind you need to let me know.” 
 
    I watched her retreating back and wanted nothing more than to chase her down and make her listen to me. She was what I wanted, but that was confusing enough. We had been friends our entire lives. If we tried whatever this was and it went south, I would lose her forever. Fucking her blind was supposed to be easy, but now the situation was getting more complicated by the second. Maybe it was time to cut our losses. The idea hurt more than I thought possible, but if we kept going, we were both going to end up hurt. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Nate stared in shock as I walked into the gym fifteen minutes late the next morning. It had been late when I’d finally fallen asleep, which caused me to miss my alarm. 
 
    “Not a fucking word,” I mumbled, as I dropped my bag next to his. 
 
    He held up his hands. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Especially after you gave me so much shit last year every time I came in late.” 
 
    “Seriously Nate,” I said in warning. “I’m not in the mood today.” 
 
    He grinned. “Sounds familiar.” 
 
    I glared at him, but he ignored me as he looked at the machines around us. 
 
    “Are you here to work out or bake cookies and talk about your feelings?” 
 
    Nate turned from the weights he was grabbing. “Are you sure you’re okay? I’m not trying to panic, but you aren’t normally this hostile the first five minutes we’re here.” 
 
    Instead of responding, I took the weight from him and put it on the rack. I glared at the bench and grabbed another twenty pounds and stacked it on there too. Nate raised an eyebrow, but wisely didn’t comment. At this rate, I would probably punch him just for looking at me wrong. 
 
    I sat down and took a deep breath before laying back to lift the bar. Grunting as I picked up all three hundred thirty pounds, I pressed it five times before putting it back up. We had slowly been building my lift amounts, but I needed something to challenge me today. My anger spurred me on and I picked up the bar again. Nate watched silently, there if I needed him, but leaving me alone with my thoughts otherwise. 
 
    “This all looks really fucking familiar, but it was me on that side last year.” 
 
    “Shut up, douche.” 
 
    He laughed. “You’re testy this morning. You either haven’t got laid in too long or you’re having girl problems.” He paused for a second. “Oh shit, is this about the girl we talked about before?” 
 
    I ignored him and lifted the bar for another set. 
 
    “I’m going to go with girl problems because if it was just sex, you would be out doing cardio and trying to fuck every girl you looked at.” 
 
    “Seriously, would you just shut the fuck up?” I racked the weights and stood up. He didn’t step away. “I’m in a really bad mood. Between my classes that are kicking my ass and the fact that yes, I am having girl problems, I’m about to lose it. So can we fucking drop it, Nathaniel?” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Okay, but I will say this, if you need to vent or go have a drink let me know.” 
 
    I nodded once and he finally let it pass. Luckily for him, I didn’t have enough time to spar or he might have gone back to Olivia with a few bruised ribs. We finished our workout in silence and I was thankful for the brief reprieve from the shit going on in my head. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I tugged a shirt over my head and threw my wallet in the back pocket of my jeans. The light on my phone blinked, signaling a new message. My fingers itched to check it, but I left my phone laying on my desk as I walked out the door. If I checked it, I might change my mind about how I wanted to spend my night. Two days after my fight with Cora and I couldn’t stand being around myself anymore.  
 
    The smell of old cigarettes and soured beer hit me as soon as I walked in the door to one of the only bars close to campus. One of my friends worked as a bartender and I knew he would let me drink in peace. Sure enough, as soon as I sat down, Jason put a whiskey and coke in front of me. Hopefully it wasn’t because I looked more pathetic than normal.  
 
    All I wanted to do was mask the hole in my life where Cora had been. The whiskey might be a band aid, but it was necessary. Every time I thought of her, I could feel an ache starting in my chest. I took a drink and let the lowball glass hang loosely from my fingers as I lowered it back to the bar. Some baseball game was on the TV, but I couldn’t focus, or pretend to care enough about who was playing. I needed to get a drink and find a hot girl to fuck, maybe then Cora wouldn’t be taking over every waking thought in my head. 
 
    It wasn’t long before a girl with long legs and bright red hair sat down next to me at the bar. In my experience, redheads had always been wild and ready for anything in bed. I sized her up and she smiled back encouragingly. Oh yeah, she would definitely be down for a meaningless hookup. I wondered if I could actually go through with it, or if I should take her to a hotel or back to her place. I tried to give myself a pep talk, saying I could shut it all down, pretend that Cora wasn’t in the forefront of my mind.  
 
    “You look lonely over there. What’s your name?” The redhead asked.  
 
    “Finn. What’s yours, sugar?” 
 
    She giggled, and I wondered if she would do that while her head was being pounded into the headboard.   
 
    “Stacy.” 
 
    “What are you drinking, Stacy?” 
 
    “A cosmo.” Of course she was drinking some sugary shit. At least Cora drank whiskey or beer. I shook my head a little to get her name out of my head again. The girl cocked her head to the side. “Is there something wrong with that?” 
 
    “Nothing at all, sugar.”  
 
    I motioned to my buddy and ordered her drink and my third. He passed them over and stepped back with an amused look on his face.  
 
    “I’m going to run to the bathroom, hon.” the redhead said, flashing lots of leg as she climbed down from her bar stool. I nodded and took another drink. Jason snorted a laugh while pretending to watch the baseball game.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked scowling. 
 
    “Nothing, just never thought I would see you here doing this.” He wiped the bar down in front of him. “The great Finn Crawford has fallen pretty far if you’re hitting on drunk girls in my bar, friend. Funny thing, your sister came in here last year when things went south with Nate. It must run in the family.” 
 
    “Did she hook up with some guy?” I shuddered. “Never mind, don’t answer that.” 
 
    He laughed. “No, she drank her weight in tequila and complained about guys. One guy in particular, she never said his name, but I knew. Everyone knew.” He pinned me with a look. “I think your situations aren’t so different.” 
 
    I stared down at the glass in my hand. 
 
    What in the hell was I doing? 
 
    This wasn’t me. I wasn’t this guy who fucked a new girl just to get over another one. 
 
    “I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” he said, tossing the towel over his shoulder. “Don’t over think things, Finn. For what it’s worth, I think you two are good together.” 
 
    I shot him a questioning look. 
 
    “I was the asshole who dared you to kiss her.” 
 
    I scowled. “Remind me to punch you when you aren’t working.” 
 
    He laughed. “Not a chance in hell.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I threw some bills down on the bar to cover the drinks. I needed to get the hell out of here before the redheaded coed came back from the bathroom. The last thing I needed was to get caught sneaking out. I glanced up at Jason. 
 
    “I got it; get the hell out of here before she comes back.” 
 
    I sighed a breath of relief and booked it out of there. With any luck, Cora would never find out about this stupid mistake.  
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    Hannah found me curled up on my bed. My pillow was soaked with tears and I looked awful. She rubbed my back as a new onslaught of tears hit me. I clung to her for God only knows how long before I was finally able to breathe again. I turned away embarrassed when I realized just how bad I looked. 
 
    “How can I help?” She asked softly. 
 
    “Everything hurts. I’m exhausted. Why does everything have to be so damn hard when it comes to guys?” 
 
    She ran her hand down my hair. “It’s going to be okay. You two will figure it out.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to happen and now I’ve screwed up a friendship too.” 
 
    “You and Finn will figure it out.” 
 
    I gasped and sat up next to her, tears still streaming down my face. “How long have you known?” 
 
    She smiled. “Since the first time I saw you two together. He looked at you like you were his entire world. Just because you denied it didn’t mean that it wasn’t actually there. I imagine you two have been fighting it for quite a while.” 
 
    Scoffing, I said, “That’s highly unlikely. He probably just saw me as a good lay. Finn doesn’t actually have relationships, he just fucks a lot of girls.” 
 
    But hadn’t I said I didn’t want a relationship either? 
 
    The little voice nagged in my head, telling me that I was being just as stupid as he was, maybe even more so. 
 
    She shook her head. “I just know that I wish I had someone look at me like he looks at you.” 
 
    I frowned and started to protest. She cut me off, “Come on, let’s go get some ice cream, then we can watch sappy chick flicks until our brains rot. I’ll even order you pizza later. You need a good wallow and that’s why having a roommate is awesome because they do all that shit for you.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand and pulled me off the bed. Her arm wrapped around my shoulder and I sucked in a shuddery breath. Hannah and I might be complete opposites, but I knew she had my back, even when I didn’t deserve it. I grabbed my purse and took a look in the mirror. Swollen, puffy eyes stared back at me, but for once, I didn’t care how I looked. This was a million times worse than yoga pants and a messy bun. 
 
    “Let’s go, but can we avoid the ice cream shop on campus?” 
 
    “That’s fine, honey,” she agreed while tugging on her coat. 
 
    “We can stop by Kroger’s instead. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Deal.”  
 
    She wrapped her arm around my shoulder. “All you have to do is pick out the ice cream flavor you want and what toppings on the pizza.” 
 
    I shuddered and she hugged me tighter. “That’s about all I’m capable of right now.” 
 
    We walked out to the car in silence. I’d never been so thankful to have Hannah as a friend than I was at that second. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    A week later I found myself staring out the window of the only decent coffee shop on campus. Hannah had made me get out of bed and actually leave the room for something other than going to class. We were becoming better friends and I had been really thankful for her the past couple of days. She’d told me all about her ex and how he followed her to her last school. He’d ended up being a little stalkerish. And by a little, I mean he followed her to every class and tried to get her to marry him for a month. Boy was batshit crazy. She decided a fresh start was in order when she had finally, in no uncertain terms, told him it was over and to lose her number. 
 
    Unfortunately, she lost touch with her old friends because they all couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t want someone as great as he was. They didn’t see the issues between them, only that they looked like the perfect couple from the outside. I was happy that she didn’t listen to her friends and got away before things got ugly. I knew firsthand how quickly things could go from bad to dangerous. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked, handing me a bite of her chocolate croissant.  
 
    I shrugged and popped the piece in my mouth.  
 
    “Well, I might have something to cheer you up. How do you feel about making a certain someone a little jealous?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “There’s a house party this weekend. I just thought that if you were up to it, we could do some retail therapy and pick out something perfect for you to wear.” 
 
    I tried to smile, but it felt foreign. “I think you’re an evil genius, but I’m not sure I’m up for it.” 
 
    She smiled. “There’s also this guy there that I want to talk to, so we’ll be picking out two sets of something jaw dropping.” 
 
    I laughed and the sound startled me. It had been a week since I had actually found something funny. Hannah looked at me approvingly.  
 
    “Count me in.”  
 
    “We’ll make him regret being such a douchebag when he sees you.” She bit her lip. “Are you going to be ready to see him without getting upset?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. It was time to stop wallowing and act like the real me. I had never acted this way over a boy. This had to end. 
 
    “I’m Cora fucking Donovan. Yes, I’m done crying over—you know who,” I caught myself in time before practically shouting his name across the coffee shop. “I never should have cried over him in the first place. It was sex, that’s it. I was just addicted to his dick.” Hannah snickered. “I’m going to pull on my big girl panties and move on. If he doesn’t want me, then plenty of other guys will.” 
 
    She grinned. “Let’s go then. We have plenty of shopping to do and not enough time to do it in.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” I downed the last few sips of coffee. “Hannah?” 
 
    “Yeah, hon?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand and squeezed. “You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I threw the bags down on my bed and crashed next to them. We had been shopping for six straight hours and I was utterly exhausted. Hannah looked as tired as I felt. My dad was probably going to bitch about the credit card bill, but I didn’t care. He shouldn’t have given it to me if he didn’t want me to use it. Plus, it’s not like I went shopping often.  
 
    “So do we look through everything now, or do we wait and do it tomorrow?” 
 
    “Now,” I said, staring up at the ceiling. “Just as soon as I can move again.” 
 
    She laughed and grabbed one of the bags. “I think you should wear the black leggings and low cut red tunic.” 
 
    I smacked myself in the forehead. “Oh hell, why didn’t I think of this earlier? I should just wear the dress that I wore the first night I slept with him.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    I stood up and walked over to my closet, pulling the bright red number out. Her eyes lit up.  
 
    “That’s freaking perfect, Cora.” 
 
    “Yeah, I just wish I would have thought about it before we spent all that time shopping.” 
 
    “Think of it as retail therapy. You needed to get out of this room and do something. Let’s face it, coffee wasn’t going to snap you out of your funk.” 
 
    I stared down at the dress in my hands. “If anything is going to make him swallow his own tongue, this dress will. I want to make him feel like an asshole while I go find someone to make him jealous as hell.” 
 
    She walked up beside me. “You’re going to make him regret losing you.” 
 
    I grinned. “That’s exactly what I want to do.” 
 
    Hannah tugged out a pair of strappy black shoes that would look amazing paired with it. We talked about makeup and if I should make my hair look sex teased. I was happy to be able to talk to her about girl stuff. Talking with her and distracting myself made dealing with everything easier. Even if I chickened out and couldn’t go through with it, at least she helped me get out of my rut.  
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    My knuckles hurt from hitting the heavy bag, but it was the only thing that made me feel any better. Eight long days of working out and avoiding everyone had started to take their toll. Nate texted me several times, but right now I couldn’t even be in the same room with him, or anyone else for that matter. Cora and I hadn’t gone this long without talking in years. I missed her. More than missed her, but I didn’t know what the fuck to do with the realization that I missed her.  
 
    All I knew was that I hated life right now.  
 
    I stopped punching the bag long enough to take a drink. Blood soaked through the white wraps on my hands and they ached as I worked the bands off. 
 
    “Damn, that looks bad.” 
 
    I focused on my task. If I looked at my best friend right now, I was going to say something that I couldn’t take back or break his nose. And if I did that, Olivia would be pissed at me too.  
 
    “You’ve been avoiding me.” 
 
    No shit Sherlock. 
 
    I grunted in response, but still didn’t turn. 
 
    “What’s going on with you? I haven’t talked to you in a week and Liv said it had been about the same since you’ve talked to her. Is this still about your mystery girl?” 
 
    God, I was so sick of everyone saying it like it was such a fucking mystery. If they paid attention it actually wouldn’t be. 
 
    “There’s nothing to say. I’m just in a bad mood and don’t want to take it out on anyone. So I’m ignoring everyone. ” 
 
    God I hoped he couldn’t hear the bitterness in my voice. I finally looked up at him. A frown covered his face, but it didn’t fucking matter. I turned to grab my bag and he stepped in front of me. 
 
    “What do you mean there’s nothing to say? Is this about mystery girl? Is it over?” 
 
    “It’s exactly what it fucking sounded like Nate. Quit reading into what I’m saying.” 
 
    “God, you’re a moody son of a bitch. I’m trying to make sure you’re okay. Are you sure it’s not more? You aren’t just saying that?” 
 
    “No, I’m not just fucking saying that,” I spat out. “Seriously, take things at fucking face value for once and leave me the hell alone.” 
 
    Pity. My best friend looked at me with pity in his eyes. I needed to shake it off, pretend that I wasn’t in love with Cora, mystery girl, whoever the fuck we were pretending she was this week. Nate knew more than he let on, but I wasn’t going to confirm or deny anything. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you were really into her.” 
 
    “Don’t be, it was just good sex.” 
 
    Nate scowled. “You wouldn’t be this upset if it was just sex. Whatever was going on between you two was—” 
 
    “None of your damn business. Fucking leave it alone, Nate. I don’t get into the shit that you have going on with my sister.” 
 
    He held his hands up in surrender. I was such an asshole. “Okay, fine. Sorry, I was just trying to help. For what it’s worth, your sister is worried. Call her.” 
 
    I threw the ruined wraps on top of my gym bag and stretched. My muscles were stiff and everything hurt like I’d just run a marathon. 
 
    “There’s a party at the house tonight. Are you and Liv coming?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said slowly. “I’ll make sure we’re there.” 
 
    “I don’t need a babysitter if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare. Cora told Olivia she was planning on going tonight so we’ll all be there bugging the shit out of you.” 
 
    I winced. Fucking terrific. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll be the asshole in the corner drunk out of his mind.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to piss you off even more, but are you sure you don’t want to talk about this?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    The need to punch something was back, but my knuckles couldn’t take anymore torture today. I had to get away before I broke down and told Nate everything. He would understand because he had been there with Olivia, but I couldn’t do it. Talking about my feelings wasn’t how I worked. I internalized everything and dealt with it in my own way. Grabbing my bag, I nodded once and moved towards the door. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    The sound of Cora’s laughter was like a fucking siren’s call to me. She was standing in the corner of the living room flirting with some dickhead. I was staring, but it was impossible to tear my eyes away from her. She was taunting me, wearing the same fucking red dress that started this whole mess. The same fucking dress that was on my bedroom floor three months ago. It amazed me that we kept our relationship a secret for as long as we did. Maybe some of the excitement came from the secret aspect of everything, or maybe we just liked the fact that we might get caught. 
 
    Nate shoved a cup in my hand and I lifted it to my mouth, downing the contents in one gulp. I barely felt the burn from the whiskey. He could have brought me rubbing alcohol and I wouldn’t have cared. 
 
    “Okay,” he drawled. “That was supposed to last more than two seconds.” 
 
    “I’ll go get another one.” 
 
    Nate sighed. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I scowled and looked away from Cora long enough to stare him down. “You’re making it really obvious that something is going on by how you’re acting.” 
 
    “How am I acting?” 
 
    “Like a jealous boyfriend.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Olivia is going to notice if you don’t knock it off. I can only distract her so much before she’s going to start asking questions. I don’t know what the fuck is going on between you two, but seriously dude, get your shit together.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. Nate really was trying to help me out and I was being a dick to him. I should have manned up and told her what she meant to me, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. Instead I freaked out, got jealous, and pushed her and everyone else away. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll go find some girl.” 
 
    I looked around the room quickly and started towards my target. 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant.” I heard him call out from behind me. 
 
    If Cora was trying to hurt me, two could play that game. The room had a nice fuzzy glow about it and I realized I was slightly drunk. Being drunk was only going to help me achieve my goal faster.  
 
    “Hey Lila.” 
 
    “Finn,” she said with a wicked smile. 
 
    At least someone’s happy to see me. 
 
    “Want to dance?” 
 
    She flashed another smile. “Sure.” 
 
    I let her lead me to the middle of the room. She moved to the music and my hands gripped her hips as I tried to block the sound of Cora’s laughter out of my head. My mouth was inches from Lila’s neck. I closed my eyes and pretended she was the one person I wanted grinding against me. 
 
    Lila brushed her hair back and shot me a coy smile. My lips brushed along the column of her neck and warning bells started going off in my head. A sharp gasp from behind me pulled me out of my drunken stupor. My eyes shot open and met a pair of whiskey brown eyes full of hurt. 
 
    “You’re a prick.” 
 
    I pushed Lila away from me. For some reason I didn’t care when I thought I was trying to make Cora jealous, but now that she had actually busted me, it was like being a kid caught with my hand in the cookie jar. 
 
    “Cora, it’s not—” 
 
    “Go have fun with your slut. She almost ruined your sister’s relationship and now you’re just using her. You know what, that suits you, doesn’t it?”  
 
    I reached for her arm, but she yanked away from me. 
 
    “Fuck off, Finn.” 
 
    Cora stomped off in the direction of the kitchen. Olivia stood a few feet away and the shock and disappointment on her face was almost too much. She might not know what was going on with me and Cora, but Lila was the enemy and I was touching her. My life was imploding around me and I couldn’t fucking stop it. 
 
    “Really, Finn?” Olivia looked at Lila with disgust. “Cora’s right, you are a prick.” 
 
    She chased after Cora and I felt the anger building back up that I had worked so hard to drink out of my system. My fingers itched to punch something. I bawled up my fists unconsciously, but took a few deep breaths to calm myself. Lila placed her hand on my arm to get my attention and I jumped at her touch.  
 
    “You were using me to get to Cora.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lila. I’m drunk and—” 
 
    The sound of her hand connecting with my cheek made a crack that bounced off the walls even over the loud music. People stared at us, but there was nothing to say or do. I’d fucked up. 
 
    Lila stalked away from me and I rubbed my jaw. I welcomed the burn from her slap. Hopefully it would help me sober up some because I was a fucking mess right now. I made my way to the stairs slowly, closing one eye to help me gauge just how far away the ground was. Nate came up next to me and helped me up the stairs so I didn’t kill myself falling down them backwards. His disappointment was just as palpable as Olivia’s had been.  
 
    “Sleep it off dude. Things will be better in the morning.” 
 
    “They won’t. I just fucked it up worse.” 
 
    I shook my head, but I couldn’t form the words I wanted to. Nothing would be better until I told Cora that I was sorry. God, if I could even convince her to listen to me. She was pissed, rightly so, but I needed to talk to her. What I needed to do was stop being drunk, then I could go find my girl. 
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    The sound of pounding on my dorm room door woke me up the next morning. I felt like I’d been hit by a truck. My face was puffy and swollen and my head ached from crying, but I climbed out of bed and padded towards the door. Thank goodness Hannah had gone home for the weekend after that disastrous confrontation at the party. She’d wanted to stay, but I convinced her I needed time alone to lick my wounds. Olivia had been another story. Somehow I convinced her that I was just pissed off at Finn because he was around Lila. She didn’t know anything about my pity party for the past week, so she seemed to buy it. Getting her out of my room was damn near impossible though. I felt awful lying to her, but she didn’t need to know just how badly I had messed up.   
 
    I had one guess of who would be standing on the other side of the door and I really didn’t want to see or talk to him right now. He needed to disappear from my life and stay away for a good long while. At least until I could pull my shattered heart back together. Each knock of his fist was like a sharp poke to my brain. 
 
    “Answer the damn door, Cora. I know you’re in there and we need to talk.” The pounding stopped for a minute, here’s hoping he might be giving up. My cell phone started ringing on my nightstand and I dove for it, trying to silence it, but knocking a bunch of stuff to the floor and making a huge racket instead. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    The knocking started again. If I didn’t let him in here soon, it was only going to get worse. My RA would be down here in a few minutes to bitch at me if I didn’t get him out of the hallway soon. I wrenched open the door and stared at the asshole standing in front of me, crossing my arms over my chest and pinning him with a glare.   
 
    “Princess.” His voice was thick with emotion. 
 
    “You need to go, Finn.” 
 
    “Can we talk? Please?” 
 
    I shifted from one foot to the other. “There isn’t much left to say.” 
 
    “There’s everything to say, starting with I’m so fucking sorry.” 
 
    I watched him wearily as he crossed the room in two steps. He took one of my hands in his and I tried not to flinch.  
 
    “Princess, please hear me out.” 
 
    The pain in his voice tugged at my heart, but how could I do this and keep my own heart intact? 
 
    “Finn, last night just proved that we wouldn’t be good for one another. Neither one of us know what we want. This was just supposed to be sex.” 
 
    “No, the only thing it proves is that I’m an idiot. A drunken, jealous, idiot. I should have talked to you when we went to go get ice cream and it’s not fair that I treated you like that. I never should have used Lila to make you jealous, that was so far over the line and I’m sorry. So, so fucking sorry.” 
 
    He should have talked to me instead of hiding out for the past week, but he was wrong about last night. I had tried to make him jealous and apparently succeeded. I’d intentionally flirted with other guys to make him notice me. This mess wasn’t entirely his fault. 
 
    “Just talk to me. Let’s go get breakfast and I’ll try to fix this,” he pleaded.  
 
    I stared at him for a few seconds. “I’m not sure you can, Finn.” 
 
    He cupped my face. “Please, please don’t say that. I can’t lose my best friend.” 
 
    That’s all I would ever be to Finn. A good friend. A buddy. His best friend and someone he liked to fuck occasionally. 
 
    I closed my eyes to help hold back the tears as he pulled me into his chest. I hated myself for it, but I gave in to the moment of weakness. Finn’s eyes looked hopeful as I pulled back. 
 
    “I can’t do this anymore. I won’t keep deluding myself into thinking that you want more than sex. We need to end this, Finn.” 
 
    “How do you know what I want?” The anger in his voice took me by surprise. “Every time I try to talk to you about it you jump on me and make it about sex. Have you looked in the mirror, Cora? You’re fucking gorgeous and of course I’m not going to say no to you.” 
 
    I pushed away from him and crossed the room. 
 
    “Let’s just call this what it is and say that it was fun while it lasted. The player doesn’t fall in love with the broken girl. That shit doesn’t happen in real life. I’m not saying I love you, but I can’t let myself get hurt again. Just the little bit that I’ve let myself feel for you is already tearing me apart, Finn. You know what I went through and I’m just not ready to get this involved. With anyone. Maybe if things were different,” I trailed off and looked away. 
 
    “One, you aren’t broken. You’re the strongest person I know. Two, why are you fighting this so much? Just let things happen. I want to see where this can go and it seems like you do too, but every time I turn around I’m terrified that you’re going to start dating some other guy and just say fuck it, that I’m not worth all the work to keep our secret.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open in shock and I whipped around to face him. Finn had never said anything like that for as long as I’d known him. Olivia had told me that he had been saying uncharacteristic things for months now, but this was far more than I ever expected. 
 
    “What do I have to do to convince you?” His husky voice made my insides melt. “Just come to breakfast and let me explain why I’ve been such an idiot. Please?” 
 
    I bit down on my lip. Should I really do this? I couldn’t just ignore what he’d just said, but my poor little heart was going to crumble if he didn’t mean what he said.  
 
    “Give me a few minutes to change.” 
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    I waited in the hall while Cora changed, still terrified she might suddenly change her mind. After how I acted last night I wouldn’t blame her. Somehow I had to convince her that I wasn’t the asshole she thought I was. Everything about last night had been awful. My jaw still ached from where Lila had slapped me, not that I didn’t deserve it, and my head ached from the awful hangover I was nursing, but mostly I was terrified of how badly I’d hurt Cora. 
 
    She was right, I really was a prick. All I wanted was the chance to see what was truly going on between us. Sure, there was some amazing sexual chemistry, but it was so much more. God, I felt like such a pussy, but if I lost her without fighting I would never forgive myself. I hung my head and laughed softly. How did this girl get under my skin so easily?  
 
    Cora opened the door and stood there nervously. I stood up and took in how amazing she looked in just a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt. She looked a little calmer and I hoped that she would hear me out.  
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    She nodded and I reached out to take her hand. Indecision flashed in her eyes, but after a few seconds she intertwined her fingers with mine. I sighed a breath of relief as we walked out to my car. After I shut the door behind her, I took a second to compose myself. Everything about this conversation was going to be hard, but somehow I would convince her that I was telling the truth.  
 
    Holy hell.  
 
    The realization hit me like a ton of bricks. 
 
    I was in love with my best friend. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    We slid into the booth across from one another. Sitting like this gave me the perfect opportunity to study her and attempt to decipher what she was thinking. Cora took every chance she got to hide her feelings, but this time I wasn’t going to let her. The waitress took our order and I reached across the table to take Cora’s hand in mine. She looked around quickly to see if anyone was looking. 
 
    “Princess, I don’t care if anyone sees us anymore.” She blushed and turned away. “Tell me what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I’m really confused about last night, about what you actually want from me. The past week has been brutal, Finn. It’s killing me not to be able to talk to you.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been easy for me either,” I said, quietly. Her fingers trailed over my busted knuckles gently. “Last night was awful. I watched you flirt with that idiot while I drank everything I could get my hands on. You wore that dress and I wanted to kill everyone who even looked in your direction. So yes, I asked Lila to dance, but only so you would quit ignoring me. I was a fucking idiot, Cora.” 
 
    “That really hurt. Especially since you know how much I hate Lila. You also really pissed off your sister. Good luck getting her to forgive you for a while. I played it off like I was just upset for her sake. Honestly I can’t believe that Lila even shows her face at those parties anymore.” 
 
    He shook his head in agreement. “Lila means nothing to me, actually I can’t stand her. I’m so sorry that I made you feel that way. I really just want to make it up to you. I’ll apologize to Olivia and make it up to her too.” 
 
    The waitress brought our food and it forced us to break apart. I felt the loss of her instantly. She would be able to retreat into her head and I didn’t like that. We ate in awkward silence. Cora stared at her plate, but I couldn’t look away from her face. As soon as she finished I grabbed for her hand again. 
 
    “Will you go somewhere else with me? One other place, and then if you want to go back to your dorm I’ll take you back.” 
 
    Confusion covered her beautiful face, but she agreed.  
 
    I flipped on the radio in the car. It gave me a few minutes to gather up the courage for what I was about to say. Cora’s face lit up when I turned in to one of the public parking areas for the beach.  
 
    I walked around the car and helped her out. Her body pressed against mine and I closed my eyes, reveling in the exquisite feeling of her against me. Now wasn’t the time for that, but my cock didn’t know any better, it just remembered all the fun times when she was pressed against me. I took her hand and grabbed a blanket from the backseat for us to sit on.  
 
    When we were settled on the sand, I pulled her back into my chest so she could lean on me. Hopefully it would be easier to say what I wanted without seeing her reaction because if she rejected me, I don’t know what I would do. It was a good fucking possibility that I might cry.  
 
    “What are we doing here, Finn?” 
 
    I was quiet for a few seconds, ignoring her question for now. 
 
    “Do you remember the first time I called you Princess?” 
 
    “No, but what does that have to do with us?” 
 
    “We were six. It was Olivia’s tea party birthday and you were in that little fluffy pink dress. You were so proud of that damn thing. I told you that you looked like a princess and that’s what I was going to start calling you.” She turned to look at me, but I buried my face in her hair. “Cora, we’re friends before anything else, but I can’t lose you because I’m a jealous asshole. Am I imagining it, or is there something between us, something other than just sex?” 
 
    She sighed. “You aren’t imagining it.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, I don’t want to fight this anymore. It’s driving us both crazy. Look at how many fights we’ve had since the beginning of the semester. We never actually talked about what was going on between us, and I think we need to. No more hiding behind this friends with benefits thing you keep throwing at me.” 
 
    She shifted to look at me and this time I let her. “What is going on between us? We’ve been having sex and I have feelings for you, but I’m not sure I’m ready for another relationship. After everything that happened, I panic at just the thought of crossing into relationship boundaries, even with you.” 
 
    I kissed her temple. “Can we just go with it and not put a label on it?” 
 
    “Okay?” If I could see her face right now she would have a frown creasing the little v between her eyebrows. I would bet money on it. 
 
    “If that’s what you want, then I’m okay with that. We don’t have to rush anything.” 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from saying anything else. If I did, she would turn me down flat and I would lose her altogether. 
 
    “So we’re doing the same exact thing we were, but now it’s an unofficially official, monogamous booty call with feelings?” 
 
    I grinned. “I don’t think I would have chosen those words to describe it. I don’t think anyone would choose those words, but sure. I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “This is weird,” she mumbled. “Any other guidelines?” 
 
    I agreed, this was weird, but in a good way. “What do you think about coming clean to Olivia?” 
 
    She shrugged. “For some reason I don’t think she would approve of her brother and her best friend fucking like rabbits without being in a relationship.” 
 
    I choked out a laugh. “You really have a way with words today.” 
 
    “I’m just keeping it real.” 
 
    I snorted. “Please, just stop now.” 
 
    She sighed dramatically. “Fine, but you know you love it.” 
 
    I shook my head and kissed her hair.  
 
    If you only knew how much. 
 
    The only problem was she hadn’t actually answered my question. I was lucky that she was forgiving me after the shit that I pulled. It wasn’t time to push right now. Sooner rather than later, Cora was going to have to let me in. 
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    I giggled as Finn’s hand snaked up my shirt. When I turned down the next row of books, his hand smacked my ass. We were being loud and someone was going to find us in the stacks. Finn’s husky chuckle hit my ears as I turned to glare at him over my shoulder. Several people shushed us without truly looking in our direction. He grabbed my hand and tugged me deeper into the rows. I would forever associate the smell of old books with Finn Crawford.  
 
    “This is a horrible idea,” I whispered. Finn’s lips slammed down on mine and I sighed into his mouth. My fingers threaded through his hair as I leaned into him. His hips pinned me against a bookshelf while his hands cupped my face. 
 
    I didn’t even want to consider how he’d found this place. The green-eyed monster might make an appearance if I did. Finn slipped his hand up my skirt and I gasped. His lips brushed along the shell my ear. 
 
    “You have to be quiet, Princess.” 
 
    I bit my lip and nodded. This was harder than I thought it would be. Finn pushed against me and my hip knocked a few books off the bookshelf next to us. The loud thud made me jump, but not as much as hearing Nate’s voice. 
 
    “What the fuck? Finn?” 
 
    Finn tugged his hand back quickly and stepped in front of me, shielding me from our friend. My heart raced in my chest, but I couldn’t let Finn take all the blame for this. I tried to step out from behind his back, but he wouldn’t let me.  
 
    “Nate, you need to go. I’ll talk to you about this later.” 
 
    “Is this your mystery girl?” 
 
    “Damn it, Nathaniel. Get the fuck out of here. Don’t make me punch you.” 
 
    I could vaguely see him through the sleeve of his shirt, but Finn was keeping me completely covered. Nate held up his hands. “Fine, sorry. I’m gone.” 
 
    I waited a few more seconds before straightening up. Finn rubbed the back of his neck. His tell. He was never a good poker player because when he felt guilty or was bluffing, he rubbed his neck. What the hell was up with that? 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Princess,” he whispered. “We have to get you out of here. I don’t want him to see you as we go by, but I’m not leaving you here by yourself.” I could see him warring with his indecision.  
 
    “Give me a second to get myself pulled together,” I said quietly as I pulled my skirt back into place and straightened my ponytail. “That was really close. And what did he mean by mystery girl? Is that what you’ve been calling me?”  
 
    Finn whipped his head around to me. “That’s the part you focused on? Not the fact that we almost got caught by Nate?” 
 
    “Well if we hadn’t been here in the first place, he wouldn’t have found us,” I hissed. 
 
    He winced. “I know, it was a really bad idea and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine, but you owe me. I’ll think of something you can do later, but right now I’m pissed at you.” 
 
    He kissed my nose. “Fine. We can decide on a punishment later.” 
 
    I smirked. He really had no idea what I was going to do to him. Right now adrenaline was kicking in and my focus needed to be getting out of here without being seen, not trying to find a place to fuck his brains out. Just my luck, Nate would be hiding around the corner waiting to see who mystery girl was. 
 
    “Okay, here’s the plan. I’m going to sneak out the back way and you’re going to go distract Nate. Will you drop off my backpack at my dorm later? I left it in your room.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll text you to let you know when I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Start thinking of things you can do to make this up to me.” 
 
    He grinned wickedly and my lady bits tingled. That particular smile only appeared when he was thinking of all the naughty things he wanted to do. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I was sitting at my desk reading a new romance novel I’d picked up when my phone chimed. As I looked down to see who had messaged me, Finn’s name flashed across the screen. Like always a huge smile covered my face. 
 
      
 
    Finn: Ways to say I’m sorry for being such an ass 
 
    Pizza 
 
    Wine 
 
    Kisses 
 
    Me: This is a pretty weak plan dude. 
 
    Finn: What if I added flowers to the mix? 
 
    Me: Getting there… 
 
    Finn: A romantic date, not just pizza. 
 
    Me: And? 
 
    Finn: I’ll give you multiple orgasms. 
 
    Me: Bingo. 
 
      
 
    I smiled even wider when my phone rang within seconds of my text. It would be funny if I sent him to voicemail, but I wasn’t so upset with him that I would be mean. 
 
    “When do I get to start on this multiple orgasm situation?” He asked as soon as I answered. 
 
    “What? No dinner first?” I teased. “I’m not that kind of girl.” 
 
    “I’m planning on having you for dinner, but I’ll buy pizza for you.” 
 
    I blushed and thanked my lucky stars he couldn’t see me right now. “You’re ridiculous. What are you doing right now?” 
 
    “I’m standing outside your door holding your bag.” 
 
    I leaned over from my desk and opened the door. He was standing in front of me holding my floral print bag with a big grin on his handsome face. Unconsciously I bit down on my bottom lip when I saw he had on those black hipster glasses that I loved so much.  
 
    “I thought you were going to text before you came over.” 
 
    “This is more fun. Where’s Hannah?” He asked as he walked inside, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “She’s at her study group until nine.” 
 
    His eyes flashed and he took a step towards me. “So you’re saying we have this whole room to ourselves for another forty-five minutes?” 
 
    “Easy there cowboy, your sister is coming by anytime to pick up a dress.” He frowned and dug his phone out of his pocket. His fingers flew across the screen. “What are you doing?” 
 
    His phone pinged with an incoming message and he smiled triumphantly. “She hasn’t left their house yet. I bet I can make you orgasm twice before she gets here.” 
 
    My entire body tightened and his arms looped around my waist to move me to the bed. I laughed as he picked me up and tossed me down like I was a ragdoll.  
 
    “I love that you still have on this skirt,” he said, as he tugged my panties to the side. I moaned as his fingers circled and teased me before slipping inside. “Naughty girl, why are you so damn wet?” 
 
    “I was,” I gasped, “reading before you interrupted me.” 
 
    His lips nipped at my neck and I arched against his hand. “What the fuck were you reading? You know what, I don’t even care, just keep reading it before we do this again.” 
 
    I watched him through hooded eyes as he kissed his way up my leg. He grinned at me and I moaned lightly as he sucked on my clit through the white lace. My legs already felt like jello and we hadn’t even started. He moved back long enough to pull my panties down my legs and shove them in his pocket. I arched a brow at him, but then his tongue started working its voodoo magic on my pussy again and I was lost, panties totally forgotten. 
 
    His arm wrapped around my leg and his hand sprawled over my stomach to hold me in place. He teased me, building me up to one hell of a release. His tongue moved slowly up my center and I writhed against him. When he released his cock from his pants and start jerking it as he licked me, I thought I was going to come just from that image alone. It was so fucking hot. I tightened around his fingers.  
 
    “Are you close, Princess?” 
 
    The comforter was clasped in my hands and I was fighting back loud moans, biting down on my wrist to keep from crying out. I was so close and he knew it. He was drawing out my orgasm, taking his sweet ass time as he kept me right on the edge, but not actually letting me come.  
 
    “Finn, please,” I begged. My voice was a breathy whisper. He had to hear the desperation in it.  
 
    Every time he held me in place as I arched and tried to grind against him was sexy as hell. Everything he did was driving me insane, closer and closer to the edge. He peeked up at me through his dark lashes and I bit down on my lip. I was so close. My whimpers were getting louder, more moans than anything. His finger crooked inside me and found the perfect spot to send me soaring over the edge, all while his tongue continued to flick over my clit. He didn’t stop until my body stopped shaking. 
 
    “That’s one.”  
 
    The cocky tone he used made me glance up at him. 
 
    I was lying there in a sated coma while he looked at me with that smug grin. As much as I wanted to make a smart ass comment, I couldn’t. I tasted myself on him as he bent down and kissed me. His tongue delved into my mouth and I clutched at his shirt, trying to pull him closer. 
 
    “We don’t have time, remember? My sister will be here any minute.” 
 
    I groaned and threw my arm over my face.  
 
    “Why is it that I just came and I already want more? Plus, you said twice.” 
 
    “You held on longer than I thought,” he teased. “Come over tonight.” 
 
    “If she leaves early enough I will.” 
 
    He tucked himself in his pants and buttoned them quickly. I could see just how worked up he was. I hoped that I could go later to help him work out some of that tension. He saw the look in my eye and winked before helping me stand up and straighten my clothes. His lips brushed my forehead once and he pulled back just as there was a knock on my door.  
 
    For one split second I considered asking him if we could come clean. It would make things so much easier if we didn’t have to sneak around anymore. But then I wondered if that was part of what was so great between us. Did the secrecy make it hotter? Would there be anything there if we weren’t sneaking around? Finn straightened his shirt and I opened the door. Olivia looked surprised to see him standing there, but there was no suspicion on her face. 
 
    “Hey guys,” Olivia said as she came in. “Did you get that dress out for me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did. Finn, I’ll text you later and let you know if I’m going to come.”  
 
    My voice sounded normal. There wasn’t anything giving away my excitement or that we would be having wild monkey sex. All good things. Thank goodness Olivia didn’t question us hanging out more than normal, at least so far she hadn’t. She was still distracted with Nate and his decision about med school. We were definitely using it to our advantage. 
 
    “Sounds good. Hopefully I’ll see you later then. Bye sis.”  
 
    He shoved his hands in his pockets. My eyes widened as I suddenly remembered my panties that he’d shoved in there. Son of a bitch. His eyes flashed with amusement and he smirked, but he turned to go out the door. 
 
    “Oh and if you come over later Cora, I’ve got you covered.” 
 
    Smug bastard always had to have the last word.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I sank back into the huge comfy cushions of the couch I was sitting on in the student union. It had taken some stalking, but I was able to get the best one of the lot. I was supposed to be studying, but I hadn’t even cracked a book yet. In fact my bag was still sitting at my feet unopened. 
 
    My phone was in my hand, but I wasn’t really paying attention to what I was looking at. I jumped when my phone buzzed in my hand notifying me of an incoming text.  
 
      
 
    Finn: A little birdie told me you have the good couch at the Union. 
 
    Me: The little birdie would be correct, but I’m low on provisions. 
 
    Finn: What are your demands? 
 
    Me: Coffee and some of those butter cookies from Redfern. 
 
    Finn: You make a tough bargain, but I get the corner right? 
 
    Me: Fine.  
 
    Me: There’s something I need to tell you… 
 
    Finn: ??? 
 
    Me: Hannah knows. 
 
    Finn: What the hell? I thought we weren’t telling people.  
 
    Me: It’s a long story, but I’ll tell you when you get here.  
 
      
 
    Things had been going so well. I hated to drop this on him now, but I needed to tell him that Hannah knew what was going on. I’d put it off for too long already. I took a deep breath. He wouldn’t be mad that Hannah knew, but he would be upset that he’d made me cry. He didn’t need to know exactly how bad it had actually gotten last week, but I’m sure he could guess. Hannah had been itching to tell him off for all the childish shit he’d pulled. Even though she wanted to throttle him, I was just thankful that I had someone to talk to about Finn now.  
 
    Finally giving in, I grabbed a few books out of my bag and spread them out around me. I put one earbud in my ear and left the other one dangling so Finn wouldn’t scare the shit out of me when he walked up. He enjoyed scaring me anyway, so I wasn’t going to make it easy for him.  
 
    My classes were actually interesting this semester and I loved that I was starting to get ideas of what I wanted to do after I finished up my degree. I hadn’t told anyone yet, but I wanted to become an investigative journalist. The only problem with my plan was that South Carolina wasn’t exactly a hotbed of activity that would get me a Pulitzer. 
 
    “You look lonely over here, Princess.” 
 
    I glanced up and smiled at Finn. “That was quick.” 
 
    He kissed my cheek and handed me my coffee. I scooted over to make room for him to sit down next to me. “I’d already picked up the cookies,” he said, handing me the bag, “and was heading to the coffee shop when I texted you.” 
 
    “Did you have breakfast at the Redfern or something?” 
 
    His cheeks flushed. What the hell? Finn never blushed. “You said that you wanted them yesterday and I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    My heart melted a little bit. I looked down at the bag in my hand and picked at the edge of the white paper.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Now, you owe me a story.” 
 
    I groaned. “So I was kind of upset the night of the ice cream incident. She might have found me curled up in a ball crying on my bed. I don’t know how she knew there was something going on between us already, but she said that we would work it out. It shocked the hell out of me.” 
 
    Finn grimaced. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Stop, we’ve already talked about it and we’re moving past all that shit.” 
 
    “Can I make it up to you? Let me plan something for you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Like a date?” 
 
    He shrugged and popped a cookie in his mouth to buy a few seconds. “We don’t have to call it that.” 
 
    I considered for a few seconds, long enough to make him sweat a bit. 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    He looked shocked. “That’s it? You aren’t going to fight me on this?” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it.” The corners of my lips turned up as I fought back a smile. 
 
    “I had a whole argument prepared, bullet points and everything.” 
 
    I laughed. “Well if you want me to say no.” 
 
    “Definitely say yes.” He pulled his books out of his bag and placed them on the table in front of us. “I’m going to plan the best non-date you’ve ever been on.” 
 
    I smiled and pulled my book back into my lap.  
 
    “I’m going to hold you to it.” 
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    “Thanks again for letting me borrow your truck, dude.” I threw the last of the pillows and blankets into the backseat and shut the door behind me.   
 
    Nate grinned. “No problem, but you really aren’t going to tell me who the girl is? It’s been like two months.” 
 
    I shook my head. He had to know. Or maybe he was just trying to get me to admit it. “Not yet. We’re still trying to figure out if it’s serious.” 
 
    “You’ve never gone to this much trouble before, so I would say it’s pretty damn serious, Finn.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s nothing special.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me right? Liv is going to be pissed if she finds out you are creating some wildly romantic evening, her words not mine, and I didn’t get details. I’ve never done anything like this for her. Shit man, you’re making the rest of us look bad.” 
 
    Grinning, I replied, “There’s this thing called Pinterest. Girls have all sorts of stuff there. I was just lucky enough to find something doable.” 
 
    Nate handed me his keys and shook his head. “Just don’t get arrested for public indecency.” 
 
    I put my hand on my chest, pretending to be shocked. “What kind of guy do you think I am?” 
 
    He laughed and I flipped him off as I climbed into the cab of the truck. I hoped Cora would like it, and from Nate’s reaction I was fairly certain she would. I tapped my fingers along the steering wheel, trying to get out some of my nervous energy before picking up my girl. 
 
    Cora was waiting outside the dorms when I pulled up. She looked sexy as hell in tight jeans and a long black sweater. At least she had listened to me about dressing warm. Without thinking, I leaned over and kissed her cheek when she climbed into the truck. A light flush covered her cheeks. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “So are you going to tell me what we’re doing yet?” 
 
    “Nope, it’s a surprise.” I glanced over and she was biting down on her bottom lip. “What’s wrong, Princess?” 
 
    “This is just a lot like a…date. We agreed that we would keep things simple, Finn.” 
 
    I frowned. “This is just two friends hanging out, our non-date remember?” She still didn’t look convinced. “Can we please just live in the moment and not overanalyze things? Before we slept together, we would have done something like this, maybe I would have told you about what we were doing instead of planning it myself, but just let me surprise you this time. Please?” 
 
    I watched her fight the indecision bouncing around in her head, but she finally nodded. We drove for the next ten minutes with her chattering away beside me about one of her classes and a group project she was dreading. I grinned to myself. Cora was always amusing, but I loved it when she got so animated. As we pulled into the old drive-in theater, her mouth dropped open in shock. I chuckled softly when her eyes darted to the pillows and blankets rolled up in the back seat. 
 
    “What did you do?” A soft smile covered her lips. 
 
    “Nothing, but I know that Dirty Dancing just happens to be one of your favorite movies and it may or may not be playing tonight.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh. I take back every bad thing I’ve ever said about you.” 
 
    She threw her arms around my neck, plastering her body to mine and squealed in excitement. Her reaction was worth sucking up my pride and asking Nate to borrow his truck. I had known it was a pretty good idea, but I hadn’t expected this reaction. 
 
    “Come on, Princess, let’s get set up.” 
 
    We climbed out of the warm cab of the truck and into the cool autumn air. Luckily it wasn’t too cold outside yet, but as the evening wore on the temperature would drop. Cora helped me lay everything out in the bed of the truck so we could watch the movie comfortably. I felt like the fucking king of the world when she snuggled into my chest.  
 
    We watched the first twenty minutes of the movie in silence. She was enraptured with everything. The expressions dancing across her face reminded me of every other time we’d spent curled up watching movies. I rested my chin on her head and wrapped my arms around her. She shivered slightly. 
 
    “Are you cold, Princess?” 
 
    “A little.”  
 
    I pulled the blankets up tighter around us and she curled into my side more. Olivia and Cora had forced me to watch this movie a million times growing up, but watching it like this with Cora was better than any other time. When she slipped her fingers into the band of my pants, I couldn’t help the moan that slipped out. Her fingers worked the button on my jeans and I sucked in a sharp breath.  
 
    “Cora.” I grasped her hand in mine and lifted it to my lips. “I didn’t bring you out here for this.” 
 
    A light flush ran up her cheeks that was visible even in the dim light. She turned her face away so I wasn’t able to see her eyes. Cora being embarrassed was a new thing. This girl was never uncertain about what she wanted and she was never embarrassed about asking for something. “I know you didn’t, but I want to.” 
 
    This girl was going to be the death of me. I lifted her chin and made her look me in the eyes. “Princess, you don’t have to thank me with sex. I did this because I thought it would be something you might enjoy. It wasn’t to get laid.” Cora’s eyes looked damp. I sat up quickly, alarmed that I had done the wrong thing again. “What’s wrong? What did I do?” 
 
    “Nothing you idiot.” She took a deep breath. “No guy has ever done anything like this for me. Hell if a guy takes me out to dinner, than he expects me to be dessert. I just—I don’t—Thank you.” 
 
    I smiled and kissed her forehead.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    We settled back down into the soft pillows to finish the movie. Cora loved the costumes and dancing. Both her and Olivia had some weird obsession with Patrick Swayze. I didn’t get it, but I didn’t care because it made her happy. Watching her face light up was worth all the shit I would get from the guys later. I laid my head back against the glass and closed my eyes. 
 
    Cora must have been waiting for my guard to drop because in one swift movement she was straddling my lap. As I opened my eyes, they caught the mischievous glint in her whiskey colored eyes. My hands rested lightly on her hips. 
 
    “What in the hell? We just talked about—” 
 
    “Just live in the moment. Don’t over analyze things,” she said, mimicking my words from earlier. 
 
    Her fingers threaded through my hair and I groaned as her lips met mine. She immediately opened to me, and I fought the urge to lay her down and fuck her in the bed of my best friend’s truck. It was torture the way she was grinding her hips down on mine. We kissed until we were both gasping for air. She rested her forehead against mine and smiled when we broke apart. 
 
    “That’s one hell of a way to say thank you, Princess.” 
 
    She grinned. “That’s not thank you; that comes later. The kiss was just because I wanted to.” 
 
    I yelped when she put her ice cold hands against my stomach. She giggled and I started to laugh with her.  
 
    “Behave!” I said, smacking her ass. She laughed and moved back next to me. The soft sigh that left her when she rested her head against my shoulder was almost indecipherable. I hoped that she would remember this forever because I sure as hell knew I would. 
 
    Cora was changing me.  
 
    Every little thing she did was new and exciting. It terrified me to think that she could walk away from this. She could call this whole thing off at any time. I just didn’t know what the hell I would do if she did.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I met Olivia at the coffee shop the next morning. She came in a few minutes late, wearing a huge smile that I was positive I didn’t want to know about.  
 
    “So how was your date last night?” she asked in a sing-song voice. 
 
    I stared at her for a beat. “What the hell? No good morning, brother? The weather sucks today. I’m so glad to see you because you light up my life.” 
 
    “Good morning, Finn. It’s very cold outside this morning.” She smirked. “Now, tell me everything about your mystery date.” 
 
    “Smartass,” I mumbled. “How did you even find out?” 
 
    She took the coffee cup I handed to her and grinned. “I bugged Nate after he said you borrowed his truck, but he wouldn’t tell me anything. When that didn’t work I bribed him with a blowjob.” 
 
    “Gross. Can you not tell me shit like that?” I shivered exaggeratedly. “I don’t need the image of Nate’s ass imprinted on my brain again.” 
 
    She laughed as I recalled the memory of walking in on them last year. I cringed and wanted to bleach my eyeballs. They both thought it was hilarious, but it was scarring to say the least. 
 
    “Tell me about your date and I won’t mention sex with your best friend again for a while.” 
 
    “Deal. I took her to the old drive-in theater and set up the bed of the truck with blankets and pillows. I also brought hot chocolate and snacks. I couldn’t do it in my car, so I asked to borrow Nate’s truck. Enough details for you?” 
 
    She sat back in her chair. “I’m impressed, Finn. You didn’t even ask for my help and you planned a perfect fairy tale date.” 
 
    I was a little impressed myself. Everything had gone off without a hitch and Cora had loved it.  
 
    “So who’s the girl?” she asked innocently, lifting her cup to her lips.  
 
    I should have known she would ask. 
 
    “Just someone.” I shook my head. “I don’t want to say anything and jinx it,” I said quickly. 
 
    Olivia narrowed her eyes. This was unusual for us. We normally told each other everything, so for me to keep her out of the loop was rough. It wasn’t that I wanted to keep this from her; I just worried about her reaction. Cora and I had agreed that we wouldn’t say anything yet, so I would keep my promise. But it would help me so much to be able to talk to my sister about all this shit. 
 
    “Okay, Finn. Keep your secrets for now.” 
 
    I nodded once and thankfully she let it go. We talked about my niece, Ellie. Olivia had given her up for adoption after she had gotten pregnant in high school.  
 
    My sister was one of the strongest people I knew. The relationship she had with her daughter’s adoptive parents was amazing. I was so proud of her and how she had handled herself during the whole process. Decisions she made regarding her daughter were far beyond anything someone our age would normally be able to make, but she had done it with grace. Ellie’s best interest was the most important thing to Olivia and I admired my sister more than she would ever know. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay without me there this year?” 
 
    I snapped back to our conversation. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Have you been paying attention to anything I’ve said?” 
 
    “Yeah, um…You’re,” I trailed off. 
 
    “Thanksgiving. Nate and I aren’t going to be there. We’re going to see Ellie, then we are going to go to his Mom’s house in Madison.” 
 
    I stared at her blankly. She was officially throwing me to the wolves. Dad would be intolerable without her there, but there was no way I would tell her that. She didn’t know how bad it had gotten when she left town during her pregnancy. 
 
    “It’s fine, Liv. Go have fun and kiss Ellie for me.” 
 
    I gathered my trash and stood up. “Finn, wait. If this is going to be an issue, we can change our plans. Or you can come with us. Noah and Abby would love to meet you.” 
 
    “Liv, I promise it’s not a problem. I just realized that I have a paper due on Friday.” Leaning down, I kissed her forehead. “Later sis.” 
 
    I didn’t really want to end our breakfast, but if I stayed, she would goad me into admitting that I wanted her to come back to Oxford with me instead of going to see Ellie. Something would slip out about how dad is still pressuring me to change my major back to business. That wasn’t fair to her. It wasn’t her fault that our parents resorted to guilt to get what they wanted. Typically it worked with me, but not this time. I wasn’t going to tell him that I was getting a business degree along with my early education degree. This decision was mine. I wanted to teach, but I wanted the security to open my own business if I changed my mind. I had ideas in the back of my head of how I could use both degrees together, but that was still a few years off. And frankly it was none of my dad’s business.   
 
    I felt Olivia’s gaze on my back through the windows as I made my way back into the cold autumn morning. She deserved to go see Ellie during break and I wouldn’t be the one to keep her from going. The only problem was that now I had to come up with a plan on how to stay out of my childhood home as much as possible during the break. 
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    It was two days after my date with Finn and I still couldn’t get the goofy grin off my face. Thank goodness I hadn’t run into him on campus or I would feel like such an idiot. Things were changing between us and while that scared the hell out of me, it also made me excited to see what would come. 
 
    “Earth to Cora,” Hannah said, waving her hands in front of my face. 
 
    I jumped a little. “Hi. What did I miss?” 
 
    She laughed. “Nothing yet, but I asked if you wanted to go get dinner. We’ve been studying at this table for three hours.” 
 
    I looked up at the clock, just visible over the bookshelves. She was right, we hadn’t moved in hours. “Sorry,” I said, blushing. “I guess I was just lost in my head.” 
 
    There was a mischievous glint in her eyes as she spoke. “Boy things? Don’t think I haven’t noticed the smile that won’t stop.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “No, it’s just—fine. Yes. It’s about the boy. My date the other night was amazing and I can’t get him out of my head.” 
 
    God, I was gushing. 
 
    Her eyes flicked behind me and the scent of cinnamon filled my senses.  
 
    “You should tell us more about this amazing guy.” Finn’s breath made goose bumps pop out on my arms. “He’s just so dreamy isn’t he?” 
 
    Why was he always here when I was embarrassing the hell out of myself? 
 
    “Trying to get pointers on how to treat a lady?” 
 
    He grinned. “I think I could plan a kick ass non-date if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you’ll have to prove it.” I glared at Finn as I grabbed my books and shoved them into my bag. “Hannah, are you ready to go?” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip as her eyes bounced back and forth between Finn and me. “Um…yeah?” 
 
    It came out more of a question than an answer. I willed her to put her books in her bag and hurry the fuck up. Being around Finn was difficult right this second because I wanted to climb him like a tree. After our date the other night we hadn’t been able to find a single second to spend alone together. 
 
    “Hey Cora?” 
 
    I looked at Finn and my breath caught in my throat as his gorgeous eyes met mine. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    He cleared his throat once, then again a second time. Was he nervous?  
 
    “How are you getting home for break?” 
 
    I frowned. “What are you talking about? I always ride back with you and—Oh. Liv’s going to visit Ellie?” 
 
    He nodded. “You can still ride with me if you want. It’ll be like old times before Olivia came back. I just wanted you to know about the change in plans.” 
 
    “Sure, I’m okay with that as long as you are. We’ve made the drive before,” I said slowly. 
 
    “Sounds good. We’ll leave Friday after class?” 
 
    “Yep.” I prayed that Hannah and Finn couldn’t hear my heart pounding in my chest. “Text me later and we’ll figure everything out.” 
 
    Finn shot me a lopsided smile and my heart wasn’t racing anymore, it was flip flopping around in my chest. I gave him a small wave and made my way towards the library doors. Hannah was quiet as we made our way over to the Union. 
 
    I sighed. “Just say what you want to.” 
 
    “I don’t want to say anything,” she said, quickly. I narrowed my eyes at her. “Okay, fine. Um, you guys are freaking adorable. There’s this insane sexual tension between you two. I am so happy that you two are toge—” 
 
    I laughed nervously. “Shh…Not so loud. We are still being really quiet about the whole thing. Plus I don’t know if I would call what we’re doing as being together.” 
 
    She opened the door and we stepped inside out of the cold. “Sorry. I think there’s something really good between you two whether you want to admit it or not.” 
 
    “It’s complicated. We need time to figure out if we can make an us work. Things are pretty awesome, but I’m not ready for anyone to know yet.” Time to change the subject. “Are you going to see your ex when you go home for break?” 
 
    She snorted a laugh. “Definitely not. After the shit he pulled last time, I’m going to avoid him like the plague.” 
 
    “Have you considered that maybe it’s time for you to start dating again?” 
 
    She made a face and I giggled.  
 
    “That didn’t end up so well last time. My date didn’t go as well as yours did the other day. Plus I don’t think I’ve found anyone I would be interested in. Guys are the last thing on my mind right now.”  
 
    “I get that. I’ve got daddy issues. Any man I end up with better me able to handle my particular brand of crazy.” 
 
    Hannah laughed. For now she was distracted, but it wouldn’t last long. I loved being able to talk to her about the crazy thing I had going with Finn, but it made me nervous too. She would never tell anyone intentionally, but she was so open I could see her accidentally saying something around the wrong person. It was hard, but I had to trust her. And trust didn’t exactly come easily to me. Hannah deserved it though, especially after everything she’d done for me so far. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    A sharp knock on the door made me jump. I’d been studying for midterms and completely zoned out. The dorms were quiet for once and I was taking full advantage since most people had already left for break. When I opened the door, I was surprised to see Olivia standing there. 
 
    “I thought you were already gone,” I said, sitting back down at my desk. She followed me in and sat down on the edge of Hannah’s bed.  
 
    “Not yet, but we’re leaving in a few hours. I wanted to talk to you about something first.” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest. She couldn’t know about me and Finn.  
 
    Could she? 
 
    “What’s up?” I tried to sound normal, but it wasn’t happening. It felt like I had sandpaper in my throat and my palms were clammy. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. I’m just worried about Finn. This is the first time I won’t be at home with him for a holiday. Dad has been riding him pretty hard to change his major and I’m afraid this trip will be more of the same. Except this time I won’t be there to help be a buffer. Finn thinks I don’t realize what’s going on, but I do.” 
 
    “What can I do to help? I’m not even going home anymore since my mom and stepdad are going to the Bahamas.” 
 
    Happy Thanksgiving to me. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Nope. They called me this morning as an afterthought, but it doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Oh honey, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Seriously, I’m fine,” I said, waving her off. “What do you need me to do to help with Finn?” 
 
    “Why don’t you spend Thanksgiving at our house? My parents are assholes, but even they wouldn’t stoop that low. They treat you like family anyway and it would help me out.” 
 
    “Liv, I can just stay here and study. A week by myself sounds awesome.” 
 
    “No, this totally solves my dilemma. You can keep Finn from killing my Dad and you aren’t stuck alone on Thanksgiving.” 
 
    I picked at some lint on my sweater. “I don’t know, Liv. Have you run this plan by Finn? He might already have plans for break.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” she said, tossing her long brown hair over her shoulder. “He’d probably do something stupid, like fuck his psycho ex; although he is pretty stuck on mystery girl, so maybe not. Either way you would be doing me a favor.” 
 
    The ache in my chest at Olivia mentioning Finn’s ex was awful. It was confusing and it made me want to tell Olivia no. For some reason, I had this gut feeling that I was going to get hurt when it came time to end things with Finn. Spending the break together like a real couple wasn’t a good idea. She sighed dramatically and I scrunched my eyes shut. 
 
    “Fine. If Finn is okay with it, then I’ll go with him. On one condition though.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “What’s that?” 
 
    “That you have an amazing time with Ellie and Nate.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “I think that can definitely be arranged friend.” 
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    Cora’s perfume filled the car, making me uncomfortable in my seat. I tried to adjust myself discreetly to get some relief, but the almost imperceptible smirk on her face told me I hadn’t got away with it at all.  
 
    “Shut up,” I mumbled, a light flush covering my cheeks. She snorted and turned to look out the window. What was it with her making me blush lately? 
 
    “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    I grinned and settled back into my seat. 
 
    “What can I say? You do it for me.” 
 
    Now she was the one blushing. 
 
    “Finn, is it weird that I’m staying at your house for Thanksgiving? Liv never told me if you were okay with this?” 
 
    I threaded my fingers with hers and kissed the back of her hand. Instead of letting it go, I rested my wrist against the gear shift.  
 
    “If I had known your family bailed, I would have already said something.” I gave her a pointed look. “Why didn’t you tell me about your mom?” 
 
    She looked out the window. “I just didn’t think anyone cared. It’s really no big deal. She does this all the time.” 
 
    “Cora, it is a big deal and you damn well know I would care.” She sighed and continued to stare out the window. “Look at me.” 
 
    For a few seconds I thought she might continue to ignore me, but I was relieved when her gorgeous brown, doe eyes met mine.  
 
    “I will always take care of you. You should know by now that I’m always going to be there for you. We’ve been friends a long time and I would hope you know me better than that. Sex or no sex, I’m your friend first.” Tears pricked at her eyes and I pulled off the highway so I could really talk to her. “Where’s your head at, Cora? Please talk to me.” 
 
    “This is really scary, Finn. I can’t lose you and I’m afraid that if something goes wrong between us, we can’t be friends anymore. We never should have started this. I was fine until you took me on that amazing date because now I know.” 
 
    “What do you know, Cora?” 
 
    She dipped her head and I reached up to brush a lock of her hair behind her ear. I needed to see her face. 
 
    “I got a little taste of what it would actually be like between us if we were a couple. We were supposed to just keep things casual and now things are different. What if you decide that you want to start dating again? We’re just hooking up and that’s not going to be enough forever.” 
 
    I was speechless. Cora had always said she wasn’t ready for anything serious between us, but was she changing her mind? I was so sick of hiding how much I actually cared for her, afraid that I might say or do something to scare her off. 
 
    “Have you changed your mind about what you want?” I asked softly. 
 
    “Yes, no—I don’t know. Things were so simple when it was just sex and now there are emotions and feelings. Finn, I don’t do messy, you know that. One or both of us are going to end up hurt.” Her voice pitched, panic rising with each word and her breaths came in quick pants.  
 
    I cupped her face in my hands. “Princess, calm down. You aren’t going to lose me and I’m sure as hell not going to hurt you. This isn’t going to end up being messy because we aren’t going to let it. Yes, all of this scares the hell out of me, but I want to see if there’s more between us than really hot sex. I could see things getting serious between us.” Her eyes snapped up to mine. “The only reason we are keeping it quiet is because of Liv, right? If you want us to make this thing public knowledge, then let’s do it.” She leaned back and cocked her head at me. “Cora, what happened between me dropping you off at the dorms last weekend and now to make you doubt this?” 
 
    She looked away and picked at some invisible lint on her sweater. “Nothing really. I guess it just freaked me out because things felt…right. I’m not the dating type. You know how things ended up with Derek. Living with the fact that your boyfriend got thrown in jail because he beat the shit out of you doesn’t exactly inspire you to let anyone close. It also doesn’t make it any easier when the bastard almost got away with it.” 
 
    I pulled her into my chest. “You know I will never hurt you, physically or emotionally. So why are you just now mentioning Derek? I didn’t want to be the one to bring him up even though I knew that was what was holding you back. I was there through everything, I know how messed up it got.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’m sorry. I just try to pretend that it didn’t happen most of the time. But now we’re doing this and it’s bringing up feelings I haven’t had since before the attack.” 
 
    “Princess, I get it, but you know I’m here for you no matter what.” 
 
    “I know. I’m just so over being terrified of my own shadow. You were the one that helped me with that. I’m just thankful that you were there for me when I needed it most, and thank you for not telling Liv about it. I know she would have freaked out and she was dealing with the Ellie stuff.” 
 
    I pushed a piece of her hair back from her face, staring into her eyes as I did. “I’ll always be here for you. For what it’s worth, I still think you should tell Olivia. She’s your best friend and it can’t be easy keeping a secret this big from her.” 
 
    “It isn’t, but I don’t want to keep dragging it back up. What happened is in the past and I’m not going to let it rule my life.”  
 
    Except she was. I wasn’t going to tell her that, but every time she pulled away from me, she was letting that douchebag win.   
 
    “Can we just take things slow? Give me some time to get used to everything before we tell everyone. Is that okay?” 
 
    I kissed her forehead. “We’ll keep going slow. Let’s just worry about getting through the holidays and then we can talk about our relationship status.” 
 
    She nodded and I could see the relief in her eyes. Not exactly what you want to see when you’re falling hard and fast for the girl sitting right in front of you. I took a deep breath and put the car into drive. We drove the last twenty minutes in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    My parents weren’t home when we pulled up to the house. Cora followed me into the kitchen and sat her bag down on the floor. Nothing looked different from the last time I came home, and I couldn’t decide if it was a good thing or a bad thing. The place was huge and cold. I never wanted to live in a house like this again. When I finally moved out of the frat house, I wanted something warm and inviting. I might be quiet and broody, but I liked having people around me to pull me out of my own head sometimes. 
 
    Cora sat down at the table while I rummaged through the cabinets for a snack.  
 
    “What are you doing this week?” Her voice sounded muffled from inside the pantry. “I can stay out of your way if you already have plans.” 
 
    I stuck my head out and looked at her in confusion. “What the hell do you mean that you can stay out of the way? You’re acting like we’re on another planet, not in the town that we both grew up in. We have all the same friends.” 
 
    “I just didn’t know if you were going to meet up with someone, an ex or something.” 
 
    I made a face at her. “Are you insane? Kelsey is the last person I want to see this week. I was thrilled when she decided to go to North Carolina for college. That girl is her own kind of crazy. Plus, aren’t we going to be hanging out?” 
 
    Cora started giggling. “Remember when she snuck into the guy’s locker room so she could wish you luck? Oh god, that was hysterical.” 
 
    I made a face. That shit wasn’t funny. “It’s not my fault that she came all the way into the showers and saw everyone’s cocks.” 
 
    “She talked about it for months, and she really enjoyed comparing yours to—” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I growled. 
 
    Cora had tears rolling down her face she was laughing so hard. “It made it even better that she stole all of your clothes when you ran her out of there.” 
 
    “Can we stop? She was insane and I hope that I never see her again.” She wiped at her face and snorted back another laugh. I shot her a look and it started her giggles all over again. “I’ll tickle you if you don’t stop.” 
 
    She held up her hands, but still couldn’t stop laughing. I crossed the room in two strides, picked her up, digging my fingers into her ribs, tickling her mercilessly. Her body arched and bucked against mine as she tried to get away. With each move of her hips and ass against me, I felt my cock growing harder in my jeans. Slowly, I pulled my fingers from her sides. She looped her arms around my neck and her lips met mine hungrily. 
 
    Her kiss was urgent and hurried. I gripped her ass to pick her up and she wrapped her legs around my waist obediently. We made our way down the hall to my bedroom, bumping into walls and knocking things to the floor as we went. Neither of us cared that we were wrecking my parents’ hallway.   
 
    As soon as the door closed behind us, we stripped off our clothes, tossing them around the room in our frenzy to find skin. Somehow we ended up on our knees, facing one another as we kneeled on the bed and kissing just as deeply as we had been on our way down the hall. I cupped her face in my hands and her fingers trailed up and down my back. She pulled back, sucking in a much needed breath. I moved down to her nipple, my tongue teasing the tip as she tugged on my hair.  
 
    Her hands reached between us and she freed my cock from my boxers. A deep groan escaped me as she worked her hand up and down my length. Our mouths met again and we stayed that way for long minutes. Her hands on me, me cupping her face, silently telling her she was my entire fucking world. She gasped when I pushed her back on the bed. I grinned down at her and tugged off my boxers quickly.  
 
    I spread her legs and kissed my way up her thighs, running my tongue over her clit once before positioning myself at her center.  
 
    “Condom,” she whispered. 
 
    Fuck. I had never forgotten protection. Ever. Something about Cora made me lose my mind. I cursed and fished around on the floor trying to find my pants. She giggled when I pulled the condom out of my wallet and rushed to put it on. I scowled at her playfully. 
 
    “You’re going to get it, Donovan.” 
 
    She smirked. “I certainly hope so.” 
 
    I growled at her and lunged, pushing her back into the pillows. My cock slid a few inches inside her and she moaned in pleasure. 
 
    “Want more?” I taunted. 
 
    Her fingers clutched at my shoulders, there would be nail marks up and down my back. I thrust until I was fully seated inside her. She tried to move her hips, but I pinned them in place. Her big doe eyes met mine and I grinned wickedly.  
 
    “You’re evil, Finn.” 
 
    I ground my hips down against her clit and she whimpered. 
 
    “Evil?”  
 
    “Please,” she begged. 
 
    “Please what?”  
 
    God, I loved when she made those little growly sounds in the back of her throat. 
 
    “Please fuck me.”  
 
    I pulled out, teasing her with just the head of my cock and she grasped my back harder. My hoarse laughter filled the room when she pinched my ass trying to rush me into fucking her. Her body writhed underneath mine and finally I couldn’t hold back any longer. I thrust inside her. Our moans bounced off the walls, echoing throughout the room. 
 
    One of her hands rested on my ass and the other roamed my back as I moved. Her body was splayed out to me. My lips roamed over her neck and with each suck, nip and lick of my tongue her body tightened. She was so close. I thrust into her faster and harder. The headboard crashed into the wall in a rhythmic dull thudding sound each time we moved.  
 
    Her scream caught me off guard because she was normally quiet while we fucked, or maybe it was because we had to be quiet every other time we had sex. Either way I fucking loved it. As she tightened around me, I knew I couldn’t hold off my own orgasm much longer. Her fingernails dug into my back and with one final thrust I came harder than I ever had in my life. Stars flashed in front of my vision. I locked my arms as I held myself inside her, bracing myself so I wouldn’t drop all of my weight onto her. We both gasped for air as we tried to catch our breaths. 
 
    I kissed her and moved onto my side. Her arm curled around mine, running her fingers up and down my tattoos, tracing the designs absentmindedly. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked, shell shocked from how amazing it had been.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she giggled. “But I want to do it again soon.” 
 
    I laughed. “Me too. I’m pretty sure you took half the skin off my back, but it was worth it.” She blushed and tried to press her face into my neck. I kissed her head.  
 
    I threw the condom into the trash can next to my bed and pulled Cora into my arms. Grabbing the covers, I tugged them up over us. We laid in the silence, just staring at each other, unable or unwilling to form words to explain what we were feeling. I didn’t know what the fuck was going on, but I knew it was getting harder and harder to hide my feelings from everyone around us. Something was going to have to give soon. 
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    We walked into the little gastropub that we were meeting our friends at and looked around the dark room. Finn’s hand rested lightly at the small of my back, giving me the strength I needed to continue. He smiled at our friend Daniel and did that bro hug thing that all guys seemed to know. Daniel pulled me into a hug and swung me around in a circle. I laughed as he set me back down on the ground. His eyes shined with amusement. We’d spent a lot of time hanging out after everything happened. For weeks I was stuck laying around because it hurt too bad to move, but Finn and Daniel had made sure to come over every day. Finn practically lived at my house for the first week after I was out of the hospital. He wouldn’t leave each night until I pushed him out the door. 
 
    “Cora, you look amazing as always.” I blushed lightly and smacked at his arm. Finn stepped closer and slung an arm over my shoulder. Dan’s eyes bugged out. “Are you two—are you together?” 
 
    I shook my head and laughed. “Nope, we’re still just friends. Finn took pity on me because my Mom bailed to Nassau for Thanksgiving, so I’m hanging out with him and his parents for the week.” 
 
    Finn’s jaw set in a hard line and gave me a weird look before nodding at Daniel. “Yep, still just best friends.”  
 
    His words were clipped and it bugged me. 
 
    “So I guess that means you’re free to have dinner with me one day this week?” Daniel asked with a hopeful smile. I bit down on my bottom lip, trying to buy a second to figure out how to say no. Luckily we were interrupted by our friend Emily. When she saw me, she squealed and shoved Dan and Finn out of the way to hug me and launch into a series of rapid fire questions that made me laugh. 
 
    She tugged me over to the table that our group was sitting at and continued talking my ear off, leaving the guys standing behind us still at the bar. I shot Finn a look over my shoulder and he stood there frozen. The expression on his face was hurt and disappointment and something else, maybe jealousy. Was Finn jealous?  
 
    There were seven of us all crammed into a table in the back. Each round of drinks made our group noisier and more obnoxious than the last. Finn made several trips to the bar, coming back with a new drink for me each time. I could feel the alcohol coursing its way through my veins and my lips became a little looser. Two more of our friends joined us, making us all crowd in even closer.  
 
    I gasped when Finn picked me up out of my chair and plopped me down on his lap. His fingers splayed across my stomach under the table, out of sight from prying eyes. My body shivered at the contact. Dan leaned across the table and put his hand on mine to get my attention.  
 
    “So you never answered my question. Will you go out to dinner with me?” 
 
    I felt Finn tense underneath me. “Um…Dan, I’m kind of seeing someone back at school.” 
 
    Disappointment flashed across his face, but he masked it quickly.  
 
    “You can’t blame a guy for trying. You’re an awesome girl, Cora. Any guy would be lucky to have you. I hope he treats you well.” He gave Finn a pointed look. “Make sure he does.” 
 
    Finn nodded once and took a long drink of his beer. What the hell was that? Did Daniel know something? Had Finn told him? I started to say something, but Finn leaned forward, brushing his lips along the shell my ear. 
 
    “Quit fidgeting or I’m going to take you to the bathroom and spank you. If you make me hard in front of all of our friends, the cat will be out of the bag.” Heat coursed its way through my body. I shifted again and his hand clamped down on my thigh. “Cora,” he drawled in warning. 
 
    “I can’t help it.” 
 
    “What are you two whispering about over there?” Emily slurred. God, I hoped she wasn’t driving because she was two sheets to the wind and we’d only been here an hour. “You know, I always thought you two would make a cute couple.” 
 
    I blanched. Finn was quicker than me and tried to play it off. “Why do you say that, Emily?” 
 
    “The two of you are always touchy feely and flirty. Everyone thought you were sleeping together in high school, but then you both started dating other people. That’s one reason why Kelsey was so possessive of you, Finn.” 
 
    “You mean fucking crazy,” he mumbled under his breath.  
 
    “She’s supposed to be here later.” 
 
    The color drained from his face.  
 
    “What? What do you mean she’s going to be here?” 
 
    I started laughing and he shot me a nasty look. “Guess what? I changed my mind. Cora you are my girlfriend and you love the shit out of me if she walks in that door. Got it?” The terror on his face made me laugh even harder. Emily and a few other people started laughing. Finn looked at me. “I’m serious my tongue will be down your throat if she takes two steps in my direction. There’s no telling what she’ll do if she thinks I’m single.”  
 
    “Fine, Finnius. I’ll pretend to be your girlfriend and you can try to convince her that we have wild, dirty sex in your room every night. I’ll talk about how amazing your cock is and that I’ve never seen anything bigger in my life.” 
 
    He pinched my ass and I shrieked. “Don’t be such a smart ass, and don’t be so sarcastic about my cock. You’ll hurt his feelings.” 
 
    Everyone cracked up. We were doing our bit like normal, acting like an old married couple. Except now, we were talking about things that were actually happening between us and it was turning me on. Finn flinched every time the door opened, terrified that his crazy ex-girlfriend would walk in the door at any second.  
 
    I was caught off guard when Finn’s hand came around my neck and he clamped his mouth down on mine. My fingers threaded in his hair and he coaxed my lips to open to him. A low groan filled the air, his or mine I couldn’t tell. When we pulled apart the first thing I saw was Kelsey standing with her hands on her hips staring daggers at us. Our friends stared at us in varying degrees of confusion. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    Maybe we were a little too believable. 
 
    “Hey Kelsey.” I couldn’t help it, but I sounded smug as hell. An evil grin crossed my face and I couldn’t help myself. “You’ve met my boyfriend Finn, right?” 
 
    I thought she was going to come unglued on my ass, but Daniel stepped in front of her before she launched herself at me. Finn squeezed my hip and shook his head, fighting back a smile.  
 
    “You always were a little drama whore, Cora.” The group got quiet and their eyes shot back and forth between us. “All that shit with Derek. You just wanted everyone to pay attention to you and feel sorry for you. I think you got what you deserved.” 
 
    Finn’s arm wrapped around my waist before I could dive at the bitch. He stood up and sat me back down in the chair in one movement. I winced as he took a step towards Kelsey. The look in his eyes was dangerous. Kelsey took a step back when she looked up at Finn and noticed his furious gaze. He wasn’t the type to take lightly when he was pissed, and she knew she had just crossed a line. 
 
    “Apologize to Cora, right now.” His voice was deadly calm, but I could see the tense muscles in his back and the hard set of his jaw. I stood up and put a comforting hand on his back and arm. “Now, Kelsey!” He barked. 
 
    “I don’t owe her anything.” She cocked her hip and tried to act tough, but I could see the fear hidden in her eyes. Finn would never hit a woman, but his tongue would slay her on the spot if she didn’t do what he asked. 
 
    “No one deserves what happened to Cora. She had a broken nose and eye socket. She had bruises covering two thirds of her body, four broken ribs, and her arms had been pulled out of their sockets from where he jerked her around like a fucking rag doll. When I found her she was unconscious with a terrible concussion because he dumped her in a park by herself.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t think any human deserves that kind of treatment. If you really think she deserved that you are as sick as Derek is. I don’t think she was being dramatic, as you so eloquently put it. Now, fucking apologize to Cora, or get the fuck away.” 
 
    She flinched when he took another step closer. I tugged at Finn’s arm.  
 
    “Let’s just go.” 
 
    He cupped my face and kissed my forehead. “No, Cora. You deserve an apology.” 
 
    “She’s not going to be sincere and her opinion doesn’t matter. I just hope that nothing like that ever happens to her because karma is a bitch and she deserves a little karma coming her way.” I stared at Kelsey for a few seconds. “Jealousy doesn’t look good on you. It makes you look old and bitter. Maybe if you hadn’t been so crazy back in high school, Finn might have actually liked you.” 
 
    I turned and made my way to the exit, pushing through the crowds of people. Finn said one last thing to Kelsey that I couldn’t hear and waved goodbye to our friends. Somehow I ended up next to Finn’s car, but everything was in a haze. Not because of the alcohol, I was sober after that horrible confrontation, but because of the awful memories that were surfacing. Finn’s description was spot on, and I remembered the feeling of getting all those nasty injuries. Our friends still treated me like glass after what had happened with Derek. The fucker had been charged with second degree assault and battery charges and would get out of jail later this year. I remembered the feeling of being kicked and hit while Derek screamed at me. The sound of my nose breaking made me gag as I fought back the memory. A chill ran up my spine when I remembered the look in his eyes when he got his sentence. We were lucky my step-dad had been able to push the judge for that much, because Derek’s family was well connected within Oxford.  
 
    A hollowness filled me and I could feel myself slipping back into that awful dark space. My hand rested on the hood and I bent at the waist. Tears pricked at my eyes and my stomach tumbled. Bile rose in my throat and stars danced in front of my eyes. I was back in that park, cowering and waiting for the onslaught of abuse to stop.  
 
    Finn’s arms wrapped around my waist and he pulled me back into his chest.  
 
    “I’m here. Princess, I’m here.” I turned and dug my face into his neck. He held me tightly and ran his hand through my hair. “He’s never going to lay another finger on you. I’m so sorry, baby. I never meant for that to happen. God, I’m so sorry, Cora. I never should have said that. I should have thought of you before I said anything at all. Are you okay?” 
 
    I sobbed harder into his chest. It wasn’t his fault that Kelsey brought up the one thing that had the ability to break me.  
 
    He let me cry for a few minutes. It took me a while to calm down enough to breathe normally. 
 
    “Can we go home?” 
 
    He nodded and kissed my forehead. I waited while he opened my door and buckled my seat belt. It killed me that I became so vulnerable anytime Derek was brought up. Finn seemed to sense everything I needed before I even knew I needed it.  
 
    It was a short drive back to his parents’ house, but I barely registered that we had even pulled into the driveway. His strong arms lifted me from the car, tucking me into his chest where I felt safe. There weren’t many places I felt safe in this world, but anytime I was with Finn, it felt like nothing bad could happen. I obediently lifted my arms as he changed me into pajamas like a child. He tucked me into Olivia’s bed and turned to leave.  
 
    “Finn?” 
 
    “Yeah, Princess?” 
 
    I lifted the covers.  
 
    “Stay with me?” I asked softly. “Please.” 
 
    He toed off his shoes and tugged his shirt over his head. I sighed in relief as he climbed in bed behind me and pulled me back into his chest. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Cora,” he said again. 
 
    I turned so I could see his outline in the dark room.  
 
    “It’s not your fault, Finn. I shouldn’t have goaded her.”  
 
    He tightened his hold on me.  
 
    “Sleep, Princess.” 
 
    With his arms wrapped tightly around me, I drifted off to a blissfully dreamless sleep. 
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    The look in Cora’s eyes when I found her outside the pub almost killed me. I hated the fact that I was the one that caused her to get hurt. If I hadn’t used her to keep Kelsey away, none of this would have happened. Cora had been incredibly quiet the rest of the week. I missed her sweet, sarcastic, snarky personality. No amount of teasing on my end had brought my girl back. My parents must have realized something was off between us because amazingly they seemed to be on their best behavior too. It was probably the most normal Thanksgiving we’d ever had in the Crawford household.  
 
    I dropped her off at her dorms on the Sunday afternoon after Thanksgiving. She trailed behind me as I carried in her bags to her door. Things were worse than I thought since she wasn’t even putting up a fight about me carrying things for her. She unlocked her door and stepped to the side, letting me throw her bags down on her bed.  
 
    “Cora—” 
 
    “Don’t Finn. I’m okay; we just need to drop it. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    I took a step closer and brushed her hair away from her face. “Of course I can, but I’m worried about you.” I pressed my forehead to hers. “I meant what I said, you aren’t going to lose me. No matter what happens, I’ll always be here for you.” 
 
    Her lips brushed lightly against mine and I cupped the back of her neck with my hand. She rested her fingers on my chest lightly. I wanted to deepen the kiss, but that wasn’t what she needed right now. We had just pulled away when the door opened behind us. Hannah gave us a funny look as she walked inside.  
 
    “Do we need to come up with a system? Am I interrupting?” She asked, throwing her bags down on her bed. 
 
    “You’re not interrupting anything,” I said, shooting a wink in her direction. “I’ll text you later, Cora. I’m heading back to the house. Please let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    Cora sighed. “I’m fine, Finn.” 
 
    Hannah looked at us and I saw her indecision of whether she should stay or go. I kissed Cora on the forehead and left. If I said anything else she would just be pissed off at me for hovering. As I closed the door, I heard Hannah ask, “What the hell did I just walk in on?” 
 
    I gave a halfhearted smile. If I had an answer for her, I would offer it up. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Cora peeked at me from out of the corner of her eye. She didn’t want me to know she was looking, but I knew. We were driving over to Nate and Liv’s house to hang out and watch the conference game on their big screen. It sucked that we had only made it to a few games throughout the season, but with my study schedule, it was impossible to get to any more. Even my Saturdays were booked with study groups. 
 
    I made some goofy ass face at her quickly and turned back towards the road. She finally laughed. It had taken some time, but she was finally getting back to normal.  
 
    “Are you through acting weird around me?” 
 
    She snorted. “I’m not acting weird around you.” 
 
    “Tell me this, why haven’t you texted me back this week? I’ve texted you no less than six times each day. I know because I counted.” 
 
    She turned to look out the window. “I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Busy,” I scoffed. “Too busy for me?”  
 
    I parked in the driveway and she escaped from the car before I could interrogate her any further. Cora avoiding me like the plague was really starting to get to me. I didn’t know if her feelings had changed, but that conversation seemed so far away. The idea of a relationship seemed even further away now than it had been at Thanksgiving. 
 
    Cora opened the door and walked inside without waiting for me to catch up, but I heard her laughter from outside.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    I walked in behind Cora and saw my sister and Nate covered from head to toe in whipped cream and chocolate sauce. I really hoped this wasn’t some kinky form of foreplay that I was walking into. They were both laughing and screaming as they ran around the kitchen.  
 
    “What the fuck are they doing?” I asked Cora. She grinned as she watched the two of them chasing each other, with the puppy Nate had bought her last year following closely behind.  
 
    “Something great.” 
 
    She had a wistful look in her eye and I wondered if she wanted that kind of connection with me or with someone else. What was it about Cora that made me doubt myself? Maybe it was because we had started this as no-strings attached fun and now I was the one becoming attached. Or maybe it was because I knew that I was in love with her, and she still thought I was the nice guy that she grew up with. It wasn’t a fun feeling to not know where I stood with her. 
 
    Olivia slid to a halt when she saw us standing there watching them. A sheepish look crossed her face briefly, but she couldn’t fight back her grin for long. Nate crashed into her from behind, nearly taking her down to the ground. He grabbed onto the counter in time to keep them from falling to the slippery floor. 
 
    “You guys are here early,” Olivia said, wiping a piece of sticky hair back from her face. 
 
    “Not really,” Cora said, smirking. “You guys started doing kinky things in the kitchen and forgot we were coming. I know we’re best friends and all, but I don’t want to join in on this kind of thing if that was your plan.” 
 
    I pretended to gag and she elbowed me in the stomach. 
 
    Olivia laughed. “I don’t share Nathaniel with anyone, including you friend.”   
 
    “Go take showers, and please do it separately. I don’t want more images in my head,” I said grimacing. “Cora and I can clean up in here while you wash up.” 
 
    “I make no promises that it’ll be separate showers,” Nate said, hauling Olivia up into a fireman’s hold over his shoulder. She squealed and smacked his butt. He laughed as he carefully walked down the hall towards their room.  
 
    Cora was still smiling when I turned back to her. “What’s that huge sappy grin about?” 
 
    “It’s good to see her happy.” 
 
    I nodded. “It really is. They both deserve it.” 
 
    Nate had been there for me the entire time Olivia had been gone. He had listened to every one of my stories and somewhere in there, he fell in love with my sister before he’d even met her. I was just happy that she was able to get past her douchebag ex long enough to see how great Nate really is.  
 
    I grabbed a mop from the closet and Cora grabbed a sponge from the sink. We had the kitchen cleaned in a few minutes, although the floor would probably be sticky for weeks to come. Cora was silent while we worked. For once I wished she would just say what she was thinking. Her filter wasn’t the strongest on the best of days, but this radio silence was starting to freak me out.  
 
    “Cora, we need to—”  
 
    “Thank you guys for cleaning up,” Olivia said, as she walked back into the kitchen drying her hair with a towel. “I’ll order pizza. What kind do you guys want?” 
 
    Instead of answering, I grabbed a beer from the fridge and walked onto the back patio. I closed the sliding glass door behind me and stepped out into the chilly evening air. Cora was fucking with my head and I just needed a second to myself to clear it. To Nate’s credit, he gave me ten minutes before he came out after me. He handed me a second beer and sat down across from me.  
 
    “Is this about your mystery girl?” 
 
    I snorted. “Kind of.” 
 
    “You’ve always been a moody son of a bitch and we all accept that, but I just want to make sure you’re okay. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this messed up over anything.” 
 
    I took the last drink of my first beer and cracked open the second one. “How did you know that Liv was it for you?” 
 
    His eyebrows raised in surprise. “Fuck.” He huffed out a breath. “I don’t know. She was everything I was looking for and more. She put up with my shit and she chose me back.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and stared out into the backyard, looking at the different bushes and trees they had out there. They had a gigantic oak tree that was going to be a bitch when we got hit by a hurricane. This wasn’t a conversation that I wanted to have, but I was the one that started it. 
 
    Nate stood up and clapped a hand down on my shoulder. “If she’s the one, you’ll know.” 
 
    I kept my sight trained on the huge oak.  
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
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    We were sitting in the living room, waiting for the game to start, when Olivia cleared her throat. I looked up from my plate where I had been picking at my pizza. My appetite was nonexistent these days.   
 
    “Guys, there’s something we wanted to talk to you about,” Olivia said nervously. She leaned back into Nate and he kissed her temple. 
 
    “What’s up,” Finn asked before taking another bite.  
 
    “What do you have planned for Christmas?” she asked. She chewed on her lip for a second while she studied us. “Finn, you’re just going home right?” He nodded. She looked at me. “What about you? Are your mom and stepdad expecting you, or is it your dad’s holiday?” 
 
    I took a long drink of my beer. “I have opted for neither. My Dad called and asked if I wanted to go to Paris with him and the stepmonster, but I said no. And after what my Mom pulled for Thanksgiving, I don’t give a shit what she wants me to do.” 
 
    “So does that mean you would be free to go with me to Aspen and be my maid of honor at our wedding?” 
 
    “What?” I shrieked, shoving my plate on the coffee table and jumping up to hug her. “I thought you were waiting until next fall?” 
 
    “I changed my mind.” She shrugged. “School gets out on the sixteenth and we were thinking of the eighteenth or nineteenth. Nate’s family owns a resort in Colorado and it’s gorgeous. We can all stay there for Christmas. I would rather spend that time with my real family.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” I hugged her tightly again, pushed her back and kissed her forehead. “I’m so happy for you. Of course I’ll be there. Are you sure you want us there for your honeymoon though?” 
 
    “Absolutely, there are a few different cabins on the property along with the rooms in the main house. If Nate and I feel the need to go have freaky newlywed sex, we’ll just sneak off.” 
 
    “Gross,” Finn said from behind us. “So fucking gross. I really wish you would quit mentioning sex while I’m in the room.” 
 
    Olivia laughed and Nate shook his head. He was grinning though, obviously not too upset by his fiancé’s antics. 
 
    “What do we need to do to get ready? We already have dresses, but do we need to order flowers or get chairs? We don’t have much time,” I said, trying to think of everything we would need to get accomplished in less than two weeks. 
 
    “It’s all done. You and I did most of the heavy lifting when I made all the decisions before. I’m going to send the color scheme and all the ideas I have to the event planner at the resort and it’ll all be taken care of.” She grinned. “All we need to do now is pack two weeks’ worth of clothes.” 
 
    “I’m sure they have washers and dryers there girls,” Finn said, quickly. “I don’t think you really need to pack for that many days.” 
 
    We ignored him and sat back down on the couch to talk.  
 
    “We can take Nate’s grandparent’s private jet out to Colorado. His whole family is coming and I’m going to invite my parents. I honestly hope they don’t come, but we’ll see if I fit into their busy schedule. Oh, I need to call Noah and Abby and see if they can come. It would be perfect if Ellie could be there,” Olivia continued.  
 
    “I’m so excited for you guys. It’s so exciting that you guys are actually doing it,” I said, smiling at both of my friends. 
 
    “Nate was just so busy applying to medical school and studying to take the MCATs again, I felt bad asking him to interrupt all that.” 
 
    He leaned forward and pulled her back into his chest. “I told you we would get married whenever you wanted, Liv. I don’t care if it’s tomorrow or a year from now.” 
 
    I glanced over and saw Finn staring at his sister. He had a gorgeous smile on his face as he watched his best friend and his twin together. He must have felt my gaze because he turned and looked at me. I smiled back at him. We knew what it had taken to get these two to this point, and it couldn’t have happened to two better people. I just hoped that I was lucky enough to find that kind of love. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    The last two weeks of the semester flew by quickly in a flourish of dead week and finals. I hadn’t been concerned about my tests, but Nate and Finn practically lived in the library. While I didn’t go out of my way to avoid Finn, I definitely didn’t make plans to hang out with him either. Olivia and I spent most nights hanging out at her house talking about the wedding and all the fun things we would do while we were in Colorado. She described the ballroom where the ceremony would be held and I couldn’t wait to see it in person.  
 
    The day before we left Finn texted to see if I wanted him to pick me up on the way to the airport so I didn’t have to take my car. I stared down at my phone for a few minutes before answering. Things had been…off between us since we had come back from break. It was my fault, but now I didn’t know how to fix it. He blamed himself for me pulling away and I was at a loss as to how to convince him that the problem was me, not him. 
 
    I typed back one word and prayed that he could read behind the lines. 
 
      
 
    Yes. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to type more. I wanted him to know that I had missed him and that I was sorry for acting like a spoiled brat, but those were all things that needed to be said in person. He had tried to talk to me at Nate and Olivia’s house and I was the asshole that made sure we weren’t alone long enough to talk. I had even stayed the night there, claiming Olivia and I had too much to talk about to go back to the dorms that night, just so I could avoid being alone in the car with him.  
 
    I cringed when I thought about the look on his face when I had told him that. Who would have thought that I would become the emotionally distant one out of the two of us? Finn was like a freaking vault, but here I was, avoiding any conversations other than about the wedding.  
 
    I stared at the wall as I tried to come up with a plan. My bags were full and by the door, waiting for Finn to show up the next morning. He never texted me back to tell me he would be here, but I knew he would. Finn was reliable. In all the years I’d known him, he had never let me down. Even when I didn’t deserve his friendship.  
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    Olivia texted me three times before I left to pick up Cora the next morning. I think she sensed something was off between us and wanted to make sure I didn’t leave her maid of honor behind. If I were being honest, the thought had occurred to me, but I would never actually do it. 
 
    I pulled out my phone to send Cora a text letting her know I was downstairs waiting for her, but before I could send it she was standing next to my car. I jumped as she knocked lightly on my window. She looked beautiful in a long cream sweater. It looked soft. As much as my hand ached to touch it, her, I wouldn’t let myself.  
 
    “Good morning.” Cora’s voice was almost so low I didn’t hear her. 
 
    “Morning.” I held a coffee out to her and she took it gratefully. “Ready to get going?” 
 
    She nodded and I put her bags into the trunk as she climbed into the warm car. I grunted as I picked each suitcase up. When I climbed into the car, I turned towards her.  
 
    “What the hell did you pack? Bricks? Those things weigh a ton.”  
 
    She smiled. Her first of the morning and it made me feel a million times better. I watched her expression change and she bit down on her bottom lip. 
 
    “Cora?” 
 
    She held up her hand. I raised an eyebrow in confusion. 
 
    “Just let me get this out there. I’m sorry I’ve been acting like such a bitch. You didn’t do anything the night we ran into Kelsey and none of this was your fault. I’m an idiot and I want to make it up to you. Let me know how to do it.” 
 
    My lips crashed down on hers and I cupped the back of her head gently. This kiss was so different than any other we had ever shared and it shook me down to my core. I pulled away and rested my forehead against hers. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered. 
 
    “I missed you too, Princess.” 
 
    I pulled back reluctantly and put the car in drive. She rested her hand on mine, tracing patterns over my heated skin. The car was growing hotter by the second. 
 
    “Can we talk later? We won’t have enough time before meet up with everyone, but I want to explain why I was so distant.” 
 
    “We can definitely talk later, but it’s fine as long as you’re through pushing me away.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand once. “I’m done. I want us to enjoy this trip. Nate and Olivia deserve the best wedding we can give them.” 
 
    I shot her a grin, the one I knew made her weak in the knees, and she visibly relaxed. My heart was still pounding in my chest, but at least I had her back. She owed me an explanation and I would make sure she gave it to me, but for now this was enough.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I walked into the resort, gaping at the opulence of everything. The place was magnificent, rich hardwoods and huge windows that faced off the side of the mountain. If I could wake up to that view every day, I might give up my ocean as long as I could visit it. Nate and Olivia hadn’t done justice to how amazing this place was. Cora sucked in a breath when she walked in behind me. She was just as amazed as I was at this place. 
 
    A roaring fire was going in the huge white stone fireplace and there were leather couches flanking it. Everything I could see screamed wealth and luxury. We all knew Nate’s family had money, but we had never seen it to this extent before.  
 
    “This place is awesome,” I whispered in her ear. “It’s romantic.” 
 
    She looked at me over her shoulder. That wasn’t something I would normally say and it had caught her off guard. I was the guy who would throw a girl against a wall and fuck her rather than lay her down on a bed and make love to her. At one point Cora had the bruises to prove it. 
 
    “It is,” she agreed, softly.  
 
    “You guys okay with taking a cabin? There’s plenty of room if you aren’t, but I figured you would want to stay out of the craziness as much as possible,” Nate offered. Cora’s mouth dropped open.  
 
    “Are you kidding?” she asked before I could say anything. 
 
    He grinned. “Nope. I take it you’re okay with it?” 
 
    “Of course you idiot,” she said, laughing gleefully. Her cheeks were pink from the short walk in the cold and she looked adorable.  
 
    “Finn?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Yeah, just stick me wherever.” I tried to play it off like I was staring out at the amazing view. It was truly jaw dropping, but my eyes had barely moved from Cora since we had walked in. Nate’s eyes shot between the two of us and I saw the second he realized the secret I had been keeping from him for months. I shook my head once so he didn’t say anything and he snapped his mouth shut. Thank God Olivia came and grabbed Cora dragging her away to go do wedding stuff. 
 
    Nate tugged me back out the front door so we would be alone and I knew the inquisition was coming. He didn’t fail me. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “What?” I said, trying to play it off. 
 
    “How long have you two been together?” 
 
    I grimaced. “Do we have to do this now? You’re getting married tomorrow. We should be talking about that and planning you a bachelor party.” 
 
    “Damn it, Finn. I get that you aren’t the talkative type, but you’ve been tying yourself in knots over some mystery girl for months. That girl ends up being Cora and you expect me not to talk about it?” 
 
    I looked around quickly. “Keep it down, asshole. We aren’t together. We aren’t even sure what’s going on between us. Today is the first day we’ve spoken in over a week. We slept together at the beginning of the semester and things got confusing. We’ve been trying to figure things out. If everyone else knew what was going on there would have been too much pressure. Neither of us wanted to hurt Olivia, so we decided to keep it quiet for a while.” 
 
    “It’s been four months. You guys haven’t figured anything out in four months?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It started out as a one-time thing. Then it turned into twice. Things escalated from there.” 
 
    He rubbed a hand down his face. “If this was just sex you guys wouldn’t have hidden it. Finn, this is going to blow up in your face and you’re going to hurt more than just Olivia.” 
 
    I winced. “I don’t plan on hurting anyone; I just want time to figure this out. Cora has been through a lot and she needs the time to come around to the idea of a new relationship.” 
 
    “What do you mean Cora had been through a lot?” Suspicion tinged his voice. 
 
    I shook my head. Damn it, I’d said too much.  
 
    “Nothing. Quit reading into everything I say. This is why I never talk, everyone always thinks I’m saying more than I actually am.” 
 
    “Sorry, my mind is just blown by this. I’ve always thought you guys would be good together, but you both insisted it would never happen.” 
 
    “Denial?” I said, shrugging. He choked out a laugh. “Just keep it quiet for a little while longer. We will sit Liv down and tell her everything when there’s something to say. I promise. The last thing I want to do is hurt my sister.” 
 
    He stared at me for a second. “Fine. I’ll keep your secret, but she’ll never let me hear the end of this if she realizes I knew and didn’t say something to her.” 
 
    I let out a huge sigh of relief. “Thanks, Nate. Now, let’s go plan your bachelor party.” 
 
    I hooked my arm around his neck and pulled him back into the warmth of the lodge.  
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    Olivia grabbed my arm. “Come look at where we’re having the ceremony. The guys can get your bags where they need to go and we’ll find your room later.” 
 
    I laughed. I’m sure the guys would love that.  
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    I let her drag me from room to room telling me all about where things would be set up and how she wanted things to look. No matter what she chose, the place would look great. My eyes kept being drawn to the huge windows and I stopped her. 
 
    “There.” 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “That’s where you and Nate need to stand. Centered between the windows with the mountains behind you, it’s supposed to snow right? That will be gorgeous.” 
 
    She tilted her head as if trying to imagine it.  
 
    “You’re right. That’s perfect. I’ll tell the event staff at our meeting. Will you come with me?” 
 
    I linked my arm in hers and walked over to the windows.  
 
    “I’m here for you ma’am. Just let me know what you need.” 
 
    She laid her head on my shoulder. “Thank you for being here. I couldn’t do this without you.” 
 
    “You could because Nate is your other half.” 
 
    She smiled. “He is.” 
 
    We sat there quietly gazing out over the snow covered mountains. 
 
    “You’ll be next you know.” 
 
    I snorted. “If I can ever find anyone to put up with me maybe, but I’m a handful.” 
 
    We both laughed. “I bet he’s closer than you think, Cora.” 
 
    She squeezed my arm and I looked at her questioningly. Just what did Olivia know? Sometimes it felt like she knew a hell of a lot more than she was letting on. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I walked into the main living area of the cabin that Finn and I were sharing. My heels clicked on the dark hardwood floors, the sound echoing off the walls. Finn was staring into the fireplace, watching the dancing flames. He turned towards me when I rubbed my hand over his shoulder.  
 
    It took him a minute to speak when he caught the full effect of my dress.  
 
    “You look so fucking sexy.” 
 
    He held out his hand and I took it to spin and show off my floor length dress. It fit me like a glove and although it didn’t show much skin, it made what little curves I had look amazing. Finn looked sexy as hell in his tux. The jerk probably knew it too. I straightened his tie and he handed me the small hydrangea boutonniere and smiled sheepishly. I grinned as I reached to pin it. My fingers brushed along the front of his jacket as I fastened the small bunch of blooms to his lapel. He took my hands in his when I was done, bringing them to his lips once. I shivered at the feel of his lips pressed against my skin.   
 
    “Finn,” I whispered.  
 
    My voice was needy and I wanted to drag him back to one of the bedrooms. The look in his eyes said he wanted the same thing. Time wasn’t on our side though. 
 
    “Are you ready?”  
 
    I nodded and tried to swallow around the knot in my throat. He tucked my arm under his and led the way to the door. Finn helped me put on my pea coat and wrapped the faux fur stole that Olivia had picked out around my arms.  
 
    The next few hours were a blur. Finn dropped me off with his sister and Olivia and I huddled together, waiting for her to marry her soulmate. I helped her get into her long sleeve, lace gown and we smiled and joked about Nate being more anxious than she was. I expected her to be nervous, but she was calm and cool the entire time. Nothing was going to shake her before she walked down the aisle. She gave me a beautiful necklace to wear with my dress. There were three charms, my initial, a snowflake charm and a pearl, all on a slim silver chain. It was absolutely gorgeous and it envisioned everything she wanted for her wedding. We both cried when I handed her an almost identical bracelet. The delicate silver chain held a snowflake, pearl, and infinity charm.  
 
    I would always remember Olivia and Nate standing in front of those amazing windows with snow falling down outside behind them as they exchanged vows. It was exactly how Liv and I had envisioned it as we stood there the day before. Finn’s eyes met mine several times throughout the ceremony and I wished I could have read his mind. Every time his brown eyes flashed, I wanted to know if it was because he could see a future with me, or because he was wistful that his sister was getting married. 
 
    The reception was small. About twenty people had flown into Aspen to watch Olivia and Nate get married, including Noah, Abby and Ellie. Of course, her parents didn’t, but she was actually happy about that. She made Finn give her away, which was only fitting. Liv seemed surprised that there were even that many people, but I wasn’t. She underestimated the amount of people that loved her and Nate so much.  
 
    I was watching Nate and Olivia dance, sipping on a glass of champagne when Finn’s spicy citrus scent filled my senses. I knew he was there before he even touched me. He placed a hand on my lower back and leaned into my ear.  
 
    “Would you like to dance with me?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and smiled.  
 
    “I thought you would never ask.” 
 
    He took my glass and placed it on the table behind me. I let him lead me out onto the floor and I smiled when he pulled me into his chest. The bluesy Christmas music filled the air around us as we swayed softly. His fingers shook slightly as he brushed a piece of hair back from my face. 
 
    “Princess, you look gorgeous tonight.” 
 
    I squeezed his arms. “Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.” 
 
    “I know we said we would wait until after the holidays to talk about us, but I’m not sure I can anymore.” My startled eyes met his for a second, and then I glanced away quickly. Where was he going with this? Did he want to end things now? He cupped my face gently, making me look at him. “I know what you’re thinking. Stop. I’m not sure how you can be so confident in every other part of your life, but when it comes to relationships you are so uncertain.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against his. “Finn—” 
 
    “Just let me speak. You know how much I hate doing that.” I chuckled and he finally lost his serious expression. I loved the small smile playing on his lips. “Cora, I’m falling—” 
 
    The chime of a knife against a champagne flute cut him off. We reluctantly turned back towards Nate’s brother waiting to give his speech. I loved Riley from the second I met him, but his timing sucked and I wanted to junk punch him for ruining this moment.  
 
    “I’m next,” Finn whispered in my ear. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    I straightened his collar. “You don’t need it, you’ll be great.” 
 
    He gave me a heart melting smile and strolled towards the stage to give his blessing to the happy couple. My heart still pounded in my chest. I wanted him to finish what he was trying to say to me. It wasn’t fair that we finally decide to talk about things and we get interrupted. I clapped along politely with everyone after Riley’s speech, even though I hadn’t heard a word of it. A waiter walked by and offered me a glass of champagne and I took it gratefully.  
 
    Finn stood up on the stage, nervously fingering the copy of his speech in his hands. He spoke eloquently about Olivia and Nate, but I couldn’t help but think his words meant more than what he was actually saying. His eyes flicked over the small audience of people and each time he purposely searched me out. We lifted our glasses to toast and he bolted from the stage as soon as it was done. I gasped as he grabbed my hand, tugging me after him into one of the small parlors off the main ballroom.  
 
    He closed the door behind him quickly and his mouth was on mine. Heat flared between us and I grasped desperately at the lapels of his tux. Where was this coming from? Only a few seconds ago he wanted to talk. Now he was shoving his tongue down my throat, not that I was complaining. 
 
    I was surprised when he pulled away abruptly. His breaths came quick and he made sure I was looking into his eyes. “We’re not getting interrupted again, Cora. I have to tell you this because I can’t wait any longer. I want—”  
 
    A knock at the door cut Finn off and he cursed. The door cracked open and Hannah peaked in. “I’m so sorry, they’re about to cut the cake and it won’t go unnoticed if you aren’t there.” 
 
    I nodded and took a deep breath. “We’ll be right there.” 
 
    She nodded and shut the door behind her. I took Finn’s hand in mine, I smiled at him weakly. “It’s almost over. The good thing is I’ve already given my speech.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and nodded. “You are mine as soon as this thing is over. Go ahead. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    I paused at the door to look back at him. He ran a hand down his face in frustration. “Tell me now. If they want us there then they can wait five minutes.” 
 
    His eyes snapped up to mine. “Princess, what I have in mind is going to take a hell of a lot longer than five minutes.” 
 
    A flush ran its way up my body and I sucked in a breath.  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah. Go now before I change my mind.” 
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    My sister looked beautiful, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Cora. It was frustrating as hell that I’d tried talking to her twice and we were interrupted both times. Maybe my timing sucked, but I couldn’t help it. Everything between us was finally crystal clear to me and I wanted to know if she felt the same way. If she didn’t, it might wreck my cold ass heart even more, but on the off chance that she felt the same way, I wasn’t going to let her get away again. Cora wasn’t just my best friend; she was someone I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.  
 
    I walked out of the small parlor after I finally convinced my cock to calm down. No one needed to see what that girl did to me just by breathing. Cora was talking to Olivia as the wait staff was preparing the cake. They were both smiling and laughing at something Nate had said. Olivia looked up and saw me standing at the edge of the crowd and waved me over. She pulled me into a hug and I kissed her temple. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you, Livie,” I whispered into her ear. “You deserve every second of this.” 
 
    “Thank you for being there for me, Finn. I love you so much.” I started to pull back, but she clutched me tighter. “Learn from my mistakes, Finn. Tell her how you feel or you’re going to lose her. Don’t waste time fighting it.”  
 
    My eyes had to be as wide as saucers when I pulled back. She tugged me back down.  
 
    “Did you forget I feel everything you do?” she asked, mimicking my words from last year. 
 
    “I love you too, sis.” 
 
    I pulled her to my side and clapped Nate on the shoulder. “She’s your problem now, man.” 
 
    Nate groaned and Olivia elbowed me in the side playfully. I laughed and stepped back so they could stand together. Cora walked over and stood next to me. She wrapped her arms around my waist as we watched as our friends playfully fed each other cake. The gorgeous smile on her face was enough to make me want to kiss her, but I couldn’t. Not yet. 
 
    They moved to the dance floor when they were done and it almost brought tears to my eyes to see my sister so happy. She had been through so much over the past few years.  
 
    “What’s this? The big bad asshole has a heart?” Cora teased. 
 
    “More than you know.” I threaded her fingers in mine and led us out onto the dance floor. “I want to do this right.” 
 
    She stared at me for a few seconds before asking, “Do what right?”  
 
    “We’ve fought this for so long, but I don’t want to do that anymore. Cora, I want every part of you. I want the parts you’re afraid to give anyone. I can’t promise that I’ll be able to fix all your problems, but damn it, I want to be the one to be there and face them with you.” I cupped her face and she leaned into my hand. “I love you. I’ve been in love with you for a long time, and I don’t want to pretend like it’s not there anymore.”  
 
    She sighed and I felt her tears on my hand. “Princess, say something.”  
 
    When she sniffed, I started to panic.  
 
    “Cora, talk to me, please.” 
 
    “Damn it, you made me cry you asshole.” She choked back a laugh. “Not the most romantic response I’ve ever had.” 
 
    I gave her a crooked smile. “I don’t care as long as you tell me what’s you’re thinking. It’s killing me not knowing.” 
 
    “I love you too, you idiot. I think I’ve always loved you. It’s evolved and grown over the years. When you helped me get through everything that happened with Derek, I think that’s when I started to fall for you. You’ve stolen little pieces of my heart along the way and I never expected to get them back. I love you so much, Finn.” 
 
    I kissed her quickly on the lips. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “I have plans for you tonight, Ms. Donovan.” 
 
    She giggled and it was like fucking music to my ears. I wrapped an arm around her waist and she cupped my face with her hands. She smiled against my mouth as our lips met for the first time in front of all our family and friends.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    We crashed into our cabin in a tangle of groping hands and desperate tongues. Cora bit down on my neck and sucked, soothing away the pain as she flicked her tongue along the sensitive skin, causing me to groan loudly. She gasped when I pulled her up into my arms. Her legs wrapped around my waist automatically, making me thankful for the high slit in her dress. The emotion and heat from the parlor was back between us even more furious than before.  
 
    She tugged my jacket down my shoulders as I walked us back towards my bedroom, peppering every inch of my exposed skin she could with kisses. I grabbed my wallet and struggled to get out the condom I had put inside it earlier. As soon as it was in my fingers, I grinned triumphantly. I tossed Cora down on the bed and she giggled as she bounced on the soft mattress.  
 
    She watched hungrily as I took off my remaining clothes quickly.  
 
    “How do you get this thing off?” I asked looking down at her. There wasn’t a zipper. I had looked already and it was making me crazy that she wasn’t naked already.  
 
    She sat up on her knees and pulled the hem of her dress up higher. I groaned when she bit down on her bottom lip intentionally. The wicked look in her eyes had my cock throbbing. Every tantalizing inch of her skin was exposed to me. I wanted to consume her.  
 
    “Fuck you’re perfect,” I said, as she tossed the dress to the floor next to the bed. She wore only a pair of black lace panties. No garter. No bra. 
 
    “Are you going to let me be in charge for once?” she asked with her hands on her hips, pushing her perky breasts even higher. 
 
    “What do you think you want to do?”  
 
    “Lay down.” 
 
    I grinned at her as I lay back on my elbows. She licked her lips once and crawled over me. My head fell back on the pillow. I rested my hand on her thighs as she kissed her way up my chest. I groaned as she took my cock in her hand and jerked it slowly.  
 
    “Cora.” 
 
    “Shh.” She put her fingers over my lips and I kissed them gently. Her lips tipped up in a smile. “I think I’m going to torture you like you torture me.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked smirking.  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    She kissed her way down my body, lightly brushing her nipples against my cock as she teased me. The visual was blowing my mind. Every time I moved to touch her, she smacked my hands away. Cora was doing a good job working herself up too. Her breathing was coming in rapid pants and she moaned as she teasingly licked the head of my cock. She looked up at me through her long lashes as she ran her tongue up and down my length.  
 
    “Princess, if you don’t stop that, the fun is going to be over before it’s even started.” 
 
    I grabbed the condom from the nightstand and held it out for her. God, I wanted to be inside her. She opened the package quickly and rolled it on. I couldn’t bite back the groan of pleasure and she grinned. She shimmied out of her panties and lowered herself onto my waiting cock. We both moaned as I slipped fully inside.  
 
    “It’s—Finn.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    This time felt so different. Maybe it was because we weren’t hiding anything or maybe because it meant something more, but I wanted it. Her lips met mine as her hips started to move. She cupped my face and I grabbed onto her forearms, trying to hold back and make this last as long as possible. Cora pulled back from our kiss and her mouth fell open in a silent moan. I kissed the shell of her ear and she tugged lightly on my hair.  
 
    I was so worked up that I wasn’t going to last long, but I wanted to make sure she got there. My fingers traced down her stomach and circled her clit. With each swipe she let out a breathy whimper, telling me she was just as close as I was. Her body tightened around mine and I was finally able to let go. With a few quick thrusts I was coming with her. She clung to me through her release. I wrapped my arms around her and held her to my chest. 
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    Finn pulled me into his lap and I giggled. His scruff brushed against my neck and I tried to push him away playfully. Olivia sat across the plane from us with a huge grin on her face as she watched us. We had been waiting on the plane for almost fifteen minutes already. The flight attendant had already given us drinks and now we were blissed out on alcohol, plus the morning sex we’d had before coming to the airstrip didn’t hurt. 
 
    “You two look like you’re the ones on your honeymoon, not us,” Nate said as he sat down next to Olivia. 
 
    I snorted. “Like you’re ones to talk, we didn’t see you once except for Christmas Eve and half of Christmas day. At least we went outside the cabin.” 
 
    “I saw those new pictures and changed statuses on Facebook,” Olivia said pointedly. “It’s adorable and I for one am happy that you both pulled your heads out of your asses.” 
 
    Finn glared at his sister. “Seriously? You want to go there?” 
 
    Nate laughed and winked at me. “I think we’re going to have to put them in time out in a few minutes.” 
 
    “So what did you guys do when you left the cabin? I know you left a few times, but we never saw you on the grounds or the slopes.” 
 
    “We went to have dinner a few nights and Nate took me ice skating. What did you guys do?” Olivia answered.  
 
    “I think we went skiing almost every day. We played in the snow a few times. On Monday night Finn took me on a horse-drawn sleigh ride. It was really sweet. He had this whole picnic packed up and the snow was beautiful.” 
 
    Nate looked at Finn. “Why do you have to keep fucking up the curve? I take your sister on a perfectly acceptable candle lit dinner date, then you do some horse-drawn sleigh shit. You’re making me look bad.” 
 
    I laughed. “You gave Liv a cabin in the middle of the mountains for your wedding. Your wedding was freaking perfect. I don’t know that Finn can top that.” 
 
    Finn poked me in the ribs. “Hey lady. You don’t know what I have up my sleeve yet. Not that we’re to that point but, I mean, one day maybe,” he stumbled over his words and I tried not to laugh. 
 
    “You mean you aren’t proposing right now?” I said pouting. Panic flashed in his eyes and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I cracked up and he glared at me. “I know we aren’t to that point. I would be freaking out right now if you actually thought we were to that point.” 
 
    He visibly relaxed. I kissed his nose and he smiled. “You love baiting me.” 
 
    “It’s too easy.” 
 
    I moved over to my seat and fastened my seatbelt. He lifted his arm and I curled into his chest. My eyes closed and with Finn rubbing my back lightly, I drifted off and slept the entire flight home.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    “It’s been going on for how long?” Olivia asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Since the beginning of the school year,” I said, miserably. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just tell me?” 
 
    “It was supposed to be a one-time thing. Then it was supposed to be just sex. After a while, I started to have feelings for him, and then we just sort of happened. Did you say something to him?” 
 
    She ignored my question. “You’ve been dating other people though.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not since the beginning.” I scrunched my nose up. “I lied. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She stared at me incredulously. “You’re telling me that the day I came into Finn’s room that was you?” I nodded. “Holy fuck.” 
 
    She sat back in her chair in shock. 
 
    “I’ve been miserable keeping this from you.” 
 
    “Oh honey, he’s been talking about this mystery girl for months now. I’m finally putting together the pieces and it totally makes sense. Nate told me to let up on the Hannah thing because he liked someone else.” 
 
    “Speaking of Hannah, she found out a few months ago.” Olivia looked at me like what the fuck. “I swear I didn’t tell her! She put everything together one night when I came home and was crying about a huge fight that Finn and I had.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I know you two didn’t keep it from me to hurt me.” 
 
    “We didn’t. It was to protect you, so if things went south you wouldn’t be put in some awkward position. Plus we didn’t even know if it was what we wanted.” 
 
    “I get it. I’m just trying to wrap my head around everything. This is big news.” 
 
    “Would you have been upset if we’d just come clean in the beginning?” 
 
    “No, because I’ve always thought you guys would be good together. You’ve been friends for a long time and I’ve watched you guys go through a lot together.” 
 
    “Liv, there’s something else that I need to tell you.” I curled the pillow to my stomach and wrapped my arms around it tighter. “It’s important. I should have told you a long time ago, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.” 
 
    She moved closer to me on the bed. “What is it? You’re starting to scare me.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “While you were pregnant, I started dating someone. He seemed like a great guy. Everyone liked him, he had a great job, and he seemed to have his shit together. Finn didn’t like him, but he never liked anyone I dated.” I took a deep, calming breath. “Last summer break, a lot of our friends from high school came out here and we decided to go bar hopping on campus corner. Derek didn’t like that I was drinking. Honestly I hadn’t had that much, but he didn’t care. There were a few guys around that kept flirting with me. We went outside to talk and things got bad.” 
 
    Tears streamed down my face. As much as I didn’t want to continue, I knew I needed to tell Olivia this. She deserved to know from me. Each time we saw people from back home I was afraid someone would slip and say something in front of her. I could hear the sound of his fist hitting my flesh again and again, over and over in my mind.  
 
    “He started by just yelling at me, but the more I protested, the angrier he got. I remember he backed me into an alley where people couldn’t see us. The back of my head hit against the bricks the first time he hit me and everything went fuzzy.” Olivia gripped my hand in hers. 
 
    “Oh, Cora,” she whispered. Tears were pooling in her eyes and I had to look away. 
 
    “After Derek beat me, he decided to drag me to the park across from campus corner. I don’t have a clue why. No one did, and he never told anyone. If Finn hadn’t got concerned and started looking for me, I would have died.” I choked back another sob. “I was in the hospital for a week and Finn stayed by my side. I begged him not to tell you. You had just had Ellie and you weren’t in a good place. I didn’t want to add onto your stress.” 
 
    “I would have been there for you in a second.” She sounded hurt and I didn’t blame her. I would be too.  
 
    “I know you would have, but I wanted to protect you for once. You’ve always put everyone else first and you needed that time to heal yourself. If you had been there, you would have used it as a distraction.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, understanding exactly what I was trying to say. My best friend was more selfless than anyone else I knew.  
 
    “So what happened to this Derek guy?” 
 
    “I pressed charges and my stepdad was able to get him locked up for three years. Derek’s family is involved in politics. His dad is a senator and of course they tried to get him off, but there was too much evidence against him.” 
 
    I stared out the window while I tried to prepare myself for the rest, the part I hadn’t even wanted to admit to myself.  
 
    “I don’t know what I’m going to do when he gets released.” 
 
    “Cora.” Olivia wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m sure it will be. I’ve got all of you here for me. Between Nate and Finn, no guys will come close,” I tried to joke. Concern filled her eyes, but I was thankful for the one thing I didn’t see.  
 
    Pity. 
 
    That was something I hated to see from so many people. All of our friends from home looked at me with pity each time they saw me. I was the girl that had been attacked. It reminded me of how weak I felt and I hated it. Olivia didn’t look at me like that. 
 
    “Everyone tells me I’m so strong,” she said quietly. “But I think you’re a million times stronger than me. I don’t know that I would be able to come back from something like that.” 
 
    I laid my head on her shoulder. “I don’t think I’m strong at all. It took a long time for me to come to terms with what happened, and you know what I’ve discovered Liv? All we can do is wait. We wait for the pain to pass. We wait to breathe, and we wait to fall. You waited and you found love. I’ve been waiting to fall apart for years.” 
 
    “Finn will never let you fall apart. I think he’s been waiting for you to fall for him for years.” 
 
    My lips turned up in a small smile. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Definitely, not maybe.” Olivia and I both turned towards the door at the deep voice. Finn stood there staring at me. “I was just too dumb to suck it up and make the first move until I had an entire bottle of tequila for liquid courage.”  
 
    Olivia squeezed me once and stood up from the bed. “I’ll let you two talk.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    She winked. “I didn’t do anything, but I love you kid.” 
 
    My smile was a little watery, but I was actually able to do it. “Love you too, Livie.” 
 
    Olivia patted his shoulder as she walked by her brother. He walked over to the bed and settled against the headboard. I leaned into him and laid my head on his chest.  
 
    “I’m proud of you, Princess.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve wanted you to tell Liv for a long time because I thought it would help both of you heal. She needed you just as much as you needed her. I get why you didn’t tell her at first because you’re right, she would have used it as an excuse not to deal with her emotions about the adoption. But I also know you’ve felt guilty about it for a long time.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever told you how much I appreciate what you did for me during all that, Finn.” 
 
    He smiled. “You have so many times.” 
 
    “I doubt it, but I’ll keep trying.” 
 
    I settled against him again. “Just stay right there and I’ll know.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around me and kissed my head. We sat quietly and for the first time in forever, I actually appreciated the silence. 
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    The wind whipped around us as we all stood around the unlit bonfire. We were trying to make a wind break so we could light the fire, but it wasn’t working. The girls were starting to shiver and I was ready to give up and head back to Nate and Olivia’s house. Nate had poured enough lighter fluid that as soon as we got a spark on there, it was going to burn hot, that is if we could get it lit.  
 
    “Motherfucker,” I murmured under my breath again. My fingers were numb from being out of my gloves for so long and I was getting more pissed off by the second. Cora cupped my hands by her face and blew her warm breath over them to help ward off some of the cold.  
 
    “Let me try,” she said, taking the matches from me.  
 
    I stood behind her and opened my coat to give her as great of a chance as possible. Olivia stood on her tiptoes trying to see over my jacket. We all watched in shock as she babied the fire to life. Within a few minutes she had a crackling fire going.  
 
    “How in the hell did you do that, Princess?” 
 
    She smirked. “I just have a way with fire. I might have been a pyro as a kid.” 
 
    I sat down on one of the large pieces of driftwood that surrounded the fire and pulled her into my lap. Nate and Olivia sat across from us, cuddled together under a huge fluffy blanket. We had decided to come out here on a whim and I was glad because it reminded me of my favorite place back home. There was no better place to be on New Year’s Eve than on the beach.  
 
    Olivia pulled out the items we needed for s’mores and I smiled. This was a tradition that I was happy to keep. Every year since we were little we roasted marshmallows and ate the sticky concoctions as our last meal of the year. Cora had joined in on years she spent New Year’s with us. This would be Nate’s second year and it seemed surreal that he was my brother-in-law this time around.  
 
    “What’s your resolution this year, Finn?” Liv asked, while we prepped our sticks to be shoved in the fire. I looked over at Cora and she looked over her shoulder at me. 
 
    “I want to try harder this year. Whether it’s in school, or the gym, or relationships, I want to push myself to give more. I also want to have a plan for next year. Everything is about to change.” 
 
    Olivia beamed at me. “What about you, Liv?” I asked, mirroring her question. We all took bites of our gooey treats and tried not to get sand stuck in our teeth. 
 
    She looked at Nate and smiled. “I want to finish school this year and find a great job. I also want to be the best wife possible.” Nate kissed Olivia and put his arm around her shoulder. “What about you, babe? What do you want to do this year?” 
 
    Nate’s brow scrunched together. “Mine’s easy, I want to get into medical school.” 
 
    I tried to steal a bite of Cora’s s’more and she laughed and jerked away.  
 
    “Didn’t you get like a perfect score on the MCATs? I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Nate.” 
 
    “And what about you, Cora? What’s next for you?” Nate asked. 
 
    She thought for a minute. “This year I want to let go of the guilt I feel.” 
 
    I moved next to her in the sand. “Why do you feel guilty about what he did to you?”  
 
    I watched her stare into the fire. She was quiet when she finally answered. “I should have seen it coming. Surely there were signs that I missed. Then I kept secrets that I shouldn’t have. I just want to let go of everything this year.” 
 
    Olivia moved to Cora’s other side. “You can’t blame yourself for anything that Derek did. That could have been any other girl in your place easily. He’s a sick man and I thank God that he’s behind bars right now.” 
 
    Cora laid her head on Olivia’s shoulder. “Me too.” She sniffed and looked around at us. “I’m sorry guys; I didn’t mean to make our night so damn serious.” 
 
    I took her hand in mine and threaded our fingers together. “Are you ready?” 
 
    She smiled and bit down on her lip. “For what?” 
 
    Nate reached back into the bag Olivia had brought and held up two boxes of sparklers. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” she screeched, jumping up and running over to grab them from him. She bounced from foot to foot in excitement. I smiled, happy that I had decided to grab them at the last minute.  
 
    Nate glanced down at his watch. “Five minutes until midnight.” 
 
    Cora opened the first box and lit one of the white sparklers off of our bonfire. I stood up and took the box from her. We all took turns lighting sparkler after sparkler. Cora and Olivia ran up and down to the water and made shapes with the light. I grabbed Cora around the waist and spun her around. She squealed and my booming laugh filled the night.  
 
    When midnight struck huge, bright fireworks filled the sky. Cora curled into my side as we watched the captivating show. I brushed her hair away from her face and kissed her forehead. A soft sigh escaped her and I captured her lips with mine. This was the perfect way to start the year, my family, my best friends, and my amazing girlfriend. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    We settled into a routine with the new semester. Cora spent every other night at the frat house with me and we ate lunch together every day in the Union. Nate and Olivia were able to join us three days a week. Somehow they had managed to take a few more classes together their last semester.  
 
    None of our friends seemed too surprised to see us together as a couple and it made me wonder just how well we’d done covering our tracks last semester. Apparently Nate and Olivia were really the only people we had gone out of the way to hide it from. Several of the guys had given me a thumbs up when they found out, but other than that, there wasn’t much of a reaction.  
 
    I loved the nights that Cora stayed with me and I dreaded the nights I had to spend alone. She didn’t want to abandon Hannah and I could understand that. It didn’t mean that I liked it, but I knew she wouldn’t budge on her decision. A stubborn Cora wasn’t anything to mess around with. 
 
    My classes were a lot easier this semester and I wasn’t busting my ass just to make sure I would pass. I was still taking fifteen hours, but at least cutting back on one class meant I had more time for Cora and our friends. The days seemed to go by quickly and I was happier. From what I could tell, Cora was too. It was easier now that we weren’t hiding our relationship.  
 
    Olivia and I had talked about why I had kept things from her for so long. She understood that Cora and I were trying to protect her, but she told us both that we were idiots and that she just wanted us to be happy. I think she had been trying to push us together, not that she would ever admit it. But looking back, little things she had done stood out to me. Every time she sent me to pick up Cora, or when she asked me to check on her, stood out in my mind. Sneaky little brat knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    Things were good. It felt cliché to say it, but I was truly happy for the first time in forever. I had never been unhappy, but I had just been drifting along waiting for something better. Cora was something better for me. I wanted to spend time showing her I wasn’t always the cocky asshole she thought I was. She was going to see a whole new side of Finn Crawford. 
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    Finn led me onto the North Oval and laid out a blanket. We were tucked under a tree where we wouldn’t be hit by stray footballs or run over by runners. It was a gorgeous spring day. The temperature was finally starting to warm up and this was the first day in weeks that it wasn’t freezing outside.  
 
    I couldn’t believe this was something that Finn had planned for me. He was so different now that we were officially dating. Dating in secret was one thing, but being with him now was absolutely amazing. I had never been with anyone so thoughtful. Finn constantly went out of his way to make my days incredible.  
 
    “What did you do all this for?” 
 
    “We’ve both been a little high strung lately, and I wanted to give us an afternoon to just relax. We are out of class for the day and it’s gorgeous outside.” 
 
    I sat down and patted the blanket next to me. Finn stretched out on his back and put his hands behind his head. He settled in quickly and I found myself resting my head on his chest. His sunglasses covered his eyes, but I could tell they were closed. I took the romance novel I had been reading out of my purse and started to read.  
 
    Finn’s breathing became soft and even. Laying with him in the sunshine felt right. I didn’t hear the silence. The overwhelming sense of panic that I felt at times wasn’t surrounding us and I could just relax with him. It was nice being able to live in the moment for once. He was teaching me to slow down and that not all silence is terrifying. For the time being, I wasn’t living in the silence following the attack where I didn’t know if I would live or die. 
 
    He made that possible. Without even trying, Finn was making me fall even harder for him. I took a deep breath. That thought should have been terrifying, but it wasn’t. Finn stirred below me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” His voice sounded sleepy. 
 
    “Enjoying the quiet.”  
 
    He smiled and linked his fingers with mine. 
 
    “That’s my girl.” 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Finn and I were having dinner at Nate and Olivia’s house a week before spring break. We were talking about what we wanted to do and so far we were coming up with nothing. I honestly didn’t care what we did as long as we all got to spend the week together. Nate and Olivia graduated in a few months and this would be the last time we could all hang out together as carefree kids. If Nate went to medical school out of state, then they would be moving over the summer.  
 
    I pushed the pasta in front of me around on my plate. Things were changing again and I didn’t like it. This melancholy mood had been following me for a few days, but I had no idea how to shake it.  
 
    “What if we just stayed here?” I suggested. Nate stopped searching through his phone and Olivia looked at Finn. “We have a perfectly good beach twenty minutes from here and there are plenty of touristy things we could do. Now that we are all twenty-one, we can do a lot of the things we couldn’t do before.” 
 
    Finn reached for my hand. “I like it. We did just get back from Aspen. Why do we need to go anywhere again?” 
 
    Olivia reached for her phone and started making a list of things we could do. Nate pulled up the ten most popular things to do around us. By the time we finished dinner we had an entire week’s worth of things to do. I was in charge of getting the tickets and Finn was going to make reservations at some of the restaurants we wanted to go to. He was being kicked out of the frat house for the week, so he was going to stay here.  
 
    Finn dropped me off at my dorm and kissed me goodnight. I was surprised that he wasn’t coming up, but he had a quiz he needed to study for. My phone buzzed right as I walked into my room. 
 
      
 
    Finn: I miss you. 
 
    Me: You literally just dropped me off. It hasn’t even been three minutes. 
 
    Finn: I don’t care. 
 
    Me: I’ll see you first thing tomorrow. We can get coffee. 
 
    Finn: I don’t think I can wait that long. 
 
    Me: What are you talking about? You have to study. 
 
    Finn: Open your door. 
 
      
 
    I walked to my door and opened it. Finn stood there with a sheepish expression on his face. I shook my head and pulled him inside. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He kissed me and I looped my arms around his neck.  
 
    “I had to share you with Nate and Olivia tonight. I didn’t get enough time alone with you.” 
 
    I giggled. “You’re insane, you know that?” 
 
    “Definitely, but you know you like it.” 
 
    “I do, but I don’t want to be the reason you fail your quiz.” 
 
    He grinned. “I brought my bag.” 
 
    I shook my head, but I was still smiling. “Fine. Let’s get settled in and you can study here. I don’t even know if Hannah is coming back tonight. She hasn’t texted me yet.” 
 
    He nuzzled my neck and I closed my eyes. “I don’t think it would hurt my feelings if she didn’t.” 
 
    “Finn,” I said in warning. “You get me for an entire week.” 
 
    He pouted. “I guess. Maybe I should have sent the text asking you for a blow job.” 
 
    “And there’s the Finn I know and despise so much,” I teased. 
 
    His hands crept up my shirt and tweaked my nipple. “You know you love it.” 
 
    I was about to make an equally offensive comment back when the handle to the door turned. Finn pulled his hand out of my shirt just in time. Hannah stood in the doorway, her gaze bouncing between the two of us. 
 
    “Why do I always get the feeling I’m interrupting something when it comes to you two?” 
 
    Finn laughed. “Because I’m always thinking about sex and you know me well enough by now to realize it.” 
 
    He grabbed her bags and moved out of her way so she could walk into the room. She hesitated at the door.  
 
    “I really can just come back later if you guys want to be alone.” 
 
    “Quit being silly. Get your ass in here. Finn was going to study.” He groaned. “And I was going to start a movie. All my classes are cancelled for the next few days.” 
 
    “Mine too,” she said. “I was actually thinking about going home tonight. Maybe I should just pack up—” 
 
    “I’m going to leave if you think I’m trying to kick you out of your room.” Finn pinned her with a look and she flushed.  
 
    “Okay, movie time it is. Have you decided what to watch yet?” 
 
    “Nope, we can pick out a chick flick that way Finn will study instead of watching it.” Finn made a sound, but I ignored it. “So what are your plans for spring break?” 
 
    Hannah turned bright red and started digging around in her bag.  
 
    “I’m going to Niagara Falls with a guy I’ve been seeing.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know you had been dating anyone. I’m a horrible friend!” 
 
    “No, you’re not. I have been keeping it secret because he’s not the type of guy I would usually date. Nothing against frat guys, Finn, but you guys aren’t typically my cup of tea. Chance is different though.” 
 
    “Awe.” I cooed.  
 
    “I met him at one of the house parties and we started talking.” 
 
    “Do I need to have a word with him to make sure he treats you right?” Finn chimed in from my bed. 
 
    “You do and I’ll junk punch you,” Hannah said, raising her eyebrow.  
 
    “I like her. She’s spunky.” Finn said to me. 
 
    “She just doesn’t put up with your shit.” He grinned and went back to his book. “Well let me know if plans change, Hannah. We’re having a staycation here.” 
 
    “That sounds fun, but I’ll stick with the Falls,” she said, winking. 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    We spent spring break running around the beach. All of us were sun burnt beyond recognition, but we’d had the most amazing time. Three full days on the beach, with tons of pictures to document each second, were part of the madness. We also spent a day at the aquarium and a night at a baseball game. Each restaurant we went to was better than the last. I didn’t want it to end, but we honestly were more exhausted by our staycation than if we had gone somewhere for a week.  
 
    I ended up crashing at Nate and Olivia’s house each night after dinner. Finn and I would curl up and fall asleep before our heads even hit the pillow. We discovered just how much we like morning sex that week. The last few days were spent lying around the house trying to recover. Olivia and I watched movies in the den while Nate and Finn watched basketball in the living room. It was honestly the perfect end to our crazy week. 
 
    On Sunday night I stayed with Finn at the frat house. We should have been sleeping, but we couldn’t get enough of each other. I woke up exhausted but in an incredibly good mood on Monday morning. Finn watched me leave with a wicked smile. Until I pointed out that he was going to be late for class on his first day back. It was satisfying to watch him jump out of bed and run since he always prided himself on never being late. Good to know that I could distract him so much.   
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    My feet bounced nervously as I waited outside the journalism building for Cora. She would be walking through those doors any second and I had to figure out how to tell her what her stepfather had just told me over the phone. The bastard should have come down here and told her himself, but he was too busy to be bothered to talk to his stepdaughter.  
 
    Cora came out with one of her friends, smiling at something they had said. Her face lit up when she saw me sitting there, but as she studied me, a frown formed on her lips. She walked to me, hesitating the last few steps.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked.  
 
    “Cora, we need to talk.” 
 
    She winced. “Are you breaking up with me?” 
 
    I jumped up and cupped her face.  
 
    “God no. Cora, I need to tell you something about Derek.” Her knees started to buckle, but I caught her before she could fall. I moved us towards the bench slowly. “Princess, can we go back to your dorm to talk?” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    She stared at the tree directly in front of us. I wanted her to look at me so I could see how she reacted. It wasn’t going to be good, but I needed to make sure she was okay.  
 
    “Cora—”  
 
    “Finn, just tell me. Please.” 
 
    I took her hand in mine and she winced. “Paul called me and said that Derek is getting out early on good behavior.” I practically spat the words. “His dad pulled a few strings with the judge and because he hasn’t caused waves on the inside, they are going to release him.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    She cursed under her breath and tugged her hand away. 
 
    “Look, we’re going to deal with this. Your restraining order is still good for another two years and if he gets anywhere near you, I’ll kill him.” 
 
    “Finn, a restraining order is just a fucking piece of paper. I don’t want you to get in the middle of this.” 
 
    “Princess, you know that I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    She sighed and I felt her shift away from me. “This is something I need to face on my own.” 
 
    “Damn it, Cora. Don’t pull away from me. Yell, scream, tell me you hate me, but talk to me. I can’t deal with the silence anymore. I already feel you slipping away and I don’t know what to do to fix it. Derek’s not even here and he’s already tearing us apart.” 
 
    A single tear slid down her face.  
 
    “I just can’t do this right now.”  
 
    “Can’t do what? Talk about Derek or be with me?” 
 
    She winced. “Both. I need some time, Finn.”  
 
    “What do you mean you need some time?” 
 
    She stood up and I reached for her hand. When she took a step away I knew. Cora wasn’t going to let me help her. Instead of fighting, she was going to shrink into herself and become the scared shell of a person she was after the attack. I didn’t want that to happen, but there was nothing I could do to stop it if she pushed me away. There was a shadow falling over her face and I could visibly see her shutting me out.  
 
    I watched her turn and walk away. She didn’t look back when I called out to her. If I gave her the time that she wanted, I could lose her forever, but going after her could make her resent me even more. I wanted her to trust me and to lean on me, but she wasn’t and I didn’t know if it was because she couldn’t, or if it was because she didn’t want to. As I watched her walk away, I did the only thing I could think of. I called Olivia and told her that Cora needed her. If Cora wouldn’t let me be there for her I hoped that she would at least open up to Olivia.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Nate handed me a beer and I took it gratefully. All I wanted to do was go see Cora, but I was being a pussy about it. It had only been a few hours and I was already falling apart.  
 
    “Do you think she’s going to blame you since you’re the one who told her?” 
 
    “I have no clue, but I hope not. Cora is an enigma. You never know what she’s going to do or say next.” He sat down next to me and I glanced over at him. “How pissed off at me is Liv?” 
 
    “She’s not. She wants to make sure you’re okay and she’s thankful that you thought to call her. Cora isn’t doing so hot though. Liv thinks you should go see her.” 
 
    I sighed. “Nate, I don’t know what to do. What if I go and she doesn’t want me there? What if I just make it worse on her?”   
 
    “You were there through everything that happened right?” 
 
    I remembered her lying face down in the grass covered in blood after I found her and I took a huge gulp of beer. “Yeah, I was there.” 
 
    “Maybe she just doesn’t want that memory right now. I think you should go though. If Olivia thinks you should, then you need to.” 
 
    I rested my head in my hands. “Why did that fucker have to get out now? Things were going so good and now I have no idea where Cora and I stand.” 
 
    Nate cleared his throat and I glanced up at him. He looked serious and he wasn’t that type of guy. He was the type to crack jokes and break the tension, but not this time.  
 
    “I waited for your sister to be ready. You know that I was miserable while she was gone. If I could do it all over again, I would have fought for her. Learn from my mistakes, dude. Go talk to Cora and don’t let her push you away.” 
 
    He stood up and I watched him walk back inside the house. Nate was right. I needed to go after Cora. My chest ached because I didn’t want her to go through this by herself. I set down my beer and stood up. When I turned back around, Cora stood silhouetted in the doorway. 
 
    “I’m so,” she choked back a sob. “So sorry.” 
 
    I opened up my arms and she ran into them. My fingers ran through her hair and I pressed a kiss to her head. 
 
    “I panicked. As soon as I left, I realized what I did, but I didn’t know how to take it all back.” 
 
    I sat down in the chair and pulled her into my lap. Her arms wrapped around me as she sobbed into my neck.  
 
    “I want to do what’s best for you, Princess. If you want me, I’m not going anywhere. And I don’t want to let you push me away, but I don’t want to make you resent me either. I’ve been numb all afternoon. Nate just talked sense into me and I was about to come to you.” 
 
    I pulled her in tighter, resting my forehead against her shoulder. Her sobs quieted and she took a few deep breaths. We sat there quietly and I tried to figure out what to say next because I knew Cora hated the silence. It terrified her. 
 
    “You were coming for me?” Her voice was a whisper. 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll always come for you, Cora.”  
 
    “Don’t let me push you away. I know I’m a bitch sometimes, but it’s my defense mechanism. It’s what I know. Everyone who is supposed to be important in my life always leaves me. If I can push you away first then you can’t leave me.” 
 
    “Princess, I’ve known you almost your whole life. I know what you do when you’re hurting, but the problem is I’ve never been afraid of losing you before.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Finn.” 
 
    My fingers trailed up and down her back. She was finally starting to relax in my arms and I was afraid that if I moved she would tense up again.  
 
    “Do you want me to see if we can stay here tonight or do you want to go back to your dorm?” 
 
    “Can we go back to the house?” 
 
    “Of course. We can stay wherever you want.” 
 
    We stood up and slowly made our way out of the house. Nate and Olivia gave us encouraging smiles and I think they were happy that we had made it through without any major damage to our relationship. When we got back to my room, Cora curled up in my arms and was asleep as soon as she lay down. I wanted to protect her. I was burning up inside over the fact that someone had so much power over my girl. My brave, amazing, strong girlfriend shouldn’t have to be afraid of anything.   
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    I waited outside the dorms for Finn to show up and walk me to graduation. Today was a big day for Nate and Olivia and I couldn’t wait to get there and help them celebrate. I paced back and forth as I waited. My nervous energy was getting to me and I had a feeling that I was being watched. Every time I looked around, there wasn’t anyone there, but I couldn’t shake the unnerving feeling.  
 
    Finn pulled into the parking lot and climbed out of his car. I instantly felt better when he was there with me. He pulled me into a hug and I held him longer than normal. 
 
    “Princess, is everything okay?” 
 
    I nodded and bit down on my lip. If it were any other day, I would tell him about my gut feeling, but I didn’t want him to worry.  
 
    “It’s just a big day,” I said, flashing him a bright smile.  
 
    He looked at me like he wanted to push, but he didn’t ask anything else. We started walking towards the football stadium. I loved the way he looked in his suit and at least for now, I was distracted by how amazing his ass looked in those dress slacks. It was difficult not to drag him back up to my dorm and have my way with him.  
 
    “I know that look,” he said, smirking. “What kind of ideas do you have for later?”  
 
    “I bet you have an idea.” 
 
    He placed his hand at my bare lower back and I shivered. My dress was a navy blue gauzy slip dress that was low cut in the back. 
 
    “You have no idea. I can’t wait until this is over and we can get back to a room, any fucking room at this point. It’s been a week since we’ve had sex and I have no idea how that happened. My balls are going to explode soon.” 
 
    I laughed and poked him in the side. “You are ridiculous. It’s been like two days.” 
 
    His lips trailed over my neck. “All I know is that it’s been too long.” 
 
    I grabbed his hand. “Come on. Your parents are waiting for us and we don’t have time for a quickie in my room.” 
 
    He pouted. “Are you sure?” 
 
    We found his parents outside the stadium and they were as polite and distant as always. They hadn’t seemed shocked to hear that we were dating, nor did they really seem to care one way or the other. Olivia plastered a smile on her face when she walked up. She tugged me away from them as soon as she could. Finn and I were going to be stuck sitting with them at the ceremony.  
 
    Nate’s family was the exact opposite of Olivia’s. They were all warm and welcoming. His mother Diana pulled me into a warm hug and asked me about the internship I would be attending this summer. Nate’s brothers flirted with me and I could tell they were doing it to get a rise out of Finn. To the outsider, you wouldn’t be able to tell, but the way that Finn wouldn’t let go of me was a sure sign he was pissed. It was adorably sexy that he was so protective of what was his. 
 
    Before they called everyone inside to start commencement, I had the feeling of being watched again. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I gripped Finn’s arm tighter. He tucked me under his shoulder and we walked inside the stadium.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay,” he asked, stopping in front of me and putting his hands on my shoulders. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Something feels…off.” 
 
    He pulled me into his chest and looked around.  
 
    “I’m going to talk to Riley. I want him to walk us back to the dorms later.”  
 
    I nodded. Nate’s brother was a cop, and I couldn’t deny that the idea of him walking us back made me feel a little better. There was something there that made me uncomfortable and I knew I wasn’t imagining it. A shiver worked its way up my spine and my skin felt like it was crawling.  
 
    Nate and Olivia walked across the stage one right after the other and we cheered and screamed for them. Nate’s grandparents were adorable. They were so proud of Nate and although they looked incredibly refined and proper, they yelled along with the rest of us.  
 
    We hugged everyone goodbye and Finn squeezed my arm.  
 
    “Wait here for one second. I’m going to go get Riley.” 
 
    I nodded and crossed my arms over my chest. A family walked between where Finn went and where I stood, causing me to take a few steps back. Fingers gripped my arm hard enough to bruise and I gasped at the contact. 
 
    “Shut up, Cora. Act like you’re happy to see me.” 
 
    That voice. 
 
    “Derek.” 
 
    I started to scream, but he dug into my arm tighter. He yanked me to his side and I saw the glint of a gun he had in the waistband of his jeans. I stumbled in my heels behind him and he cursed. We had just moved behind the corner of a connecting wall when Finn called out my name. Derek reached for the gun and I knew I needed to distract him. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    He sneered at me. “I’ve been waiting for you. I told you I would be back for you once I got out. Did you forget?” 
 
    I shivered. I sure as hell hadn’t forgotten the threat he had given me at the trial. 
 
    “You could have just moved on. It would have been a fresh start for you.” 
 
    He laughed and the sound chilled me down to my bones. It was the sound that a crazy person makes. Finn called out my name again and he sounded closer this time. I had to do something. It was either his life or mine and there was no way I was letting him get hurt because of me. 
 
    “I’ll go with you, just leave him alone.” 
 
    Derek grinned. “I knew you had feelings for him. You really were a cheating whore, weren’t you?” 
 
    He gripped the hair at the base of my skull and I cried out. 
 
    “Cora?” Finn was louder and he sounded frantic. 
 
    “I never cheated on you. Finn and I started dating a few months ago.” 
 
    “Maybe I should show him that you’ll always be mine.” 
 
    “No!” He gripped my hair tighter and I fought back tears. “I already said I would go with you.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s not enough, Cora.” 
 
    “What do you want from me? I don’t understand why you’re doing this?” 
 
    I watched his eyes as he looked at me. “You were mine and he never should have gotten close. He wanted you to break up with me and you were going to.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” I pleaded. 
 
    “You sent me to jail,” he hissed. 
 
    “You nearly killed me.” 
 
    I fought to keep my balance as he yanked me around. “That was a mistake.” 
 
    “Cora! Where the fuck are you?” 
 
    Several people were calling my name now, but the only one I heard was Finn. It was only a matter of seconds before he found us. Derek had the gun in his hand now and I couldn’t reach it. He backed us against the wall and I tried to keep from passing out.  
 
    As Finn turned the corner I yelled out to him to run and threw myself at Derek. He fired off two shots, but I had thrown him off balance enough that he wasn’t able to get off the shots he wanted. My head hit the concrete as we went down and I saw stars. It stunned me enough to give Derek the upper hand. I scrambled to get to the gun first, but he knocked it away.  
 
    He pinned me to the ground and I cried out as he struck me across the face. From the corner of my eye, I saw Finn on the ground. He wasn’t moving. Fists pinned my neck to the ground and I gasped for air. Tears streamed down my face as I clawed at Derek. Riley came running around the corner, pulling his gun as he did, and yelling for Derek to put his hands up. At least I had a chance now that he was in front of us. Everything happened so quickly, and I was losing consciousness fast, but I heard the sound of the gun and focused on the fact that Derek’s grip loosened immediately. 
 
    Derek’s body jerked and he fell back onto the concrete. I sucked in a choked breath and scrambled away from him. Blood pooled around him and I felt bile in the back of my throat. I turned to look back at Riley and he stood in front of Finn’s body, gun still aimed at Derek.  
 
    Finn. 
 
    My body felt numb as I crawled over to where he was on the ground. His shirt was covered in blood and it took me a second to find the bullet wound in his shoulder. Through the haze, I realized I needed to apply pressure to Finn’s wound. My hands were covered in blood. Nate gently moved me out of the way and started to help Finn. Olivia pulled me to her and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. I stood there silently weeping, waiting for the ambulance to get to us.  
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    Derek was dead.  
 
    Riley came into Finn’s hospital room to tell me. I couldn’t help but feel relief. His parents would be grieving somewhere, but honestly, I didn’t give a fuck. He had mentally abused me during our relationship and almost killed me at the end. I had become some kind of sick obsession of his and he wanted revenge. Now he had hurt the one person that I needed most. Finn was going to be okay. Luckily the bullet had passed clean through and hadn’t hit anything vital, but he was still going to be in a lot of pain.  
 
    I blamed myself for getting Finn caught up in my drama. He would be having fun at some graduation party if it weren’t for me. Olivia and Nate should be out celebrating, but instead they were waiting in the hallway, trying to explain what the hell had just happened to their parents. Finn had come to just enough to tell the paramedics that he wanted me with him, not his parents and that was the only reason I was here now.  
 
    “Cora.” Finn’s voice sounded raspy. 
 
    “I’m here.” I reached out and took his hand in mine. “You’re fine. We’re fine.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “He had been watching me all afternoon, waiting for the perfect opportunity. I tried to keep you from getting hurt Finn. I told him he could have me if he would just leave you alone.” 
 
    I laid my head down on the bed next to his arm. He ran the fingers of his good arm through my hair. “Princess, I would have torn that place apart looking for you. There’s no way I would have let him leave with you.” 
 
    “Finn, all of this is my fault.” 
 
    Tears streamed down my face and soaked his bed. 
 
    “No, it’s not. Derek is a sick man. He’s twisted and demented. I’m going to make sure he never gets to you again.” 
 
    “He’s dead.” He looked at me in confusion. “Riley just came in and told me. He died when Riley shot him to get him off of me. He wasn’t listening to commands and Riley had to shoot him to get him to let go of me.”  
 
    Finn laid his head back on the bed.  
 
    “Even better.” 
 
    “We can talk about all of this later. I just want you to focus on healing. You have a long road ahead of you and it’s going to hurt like hell.” 
 
    “At least I’ll look like a badass for you.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. Within minutes he was asleep.  
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    “Cora, I’m not made of glass. I’m going to be fine.” 
 
    She hushed me and insisted on helping me out of the car. This was only going to last for so long before I lost my temper. I knew she blamed herself for everything, and as soon as I could stay awake for any amount of time, I was going to set her straight. The painkillers the doctors gave me were strong and I hated how they made me feel.  
 
    Olivia unlocked the front door and everyone slowly followed me inside. I turned around, only to see all of them staring at me. 
 
    “Guys, I’m fine. Can we stop with the babying?” 
 
    “Fine with me,” Olivia said. “I’ll let you get your own pain pills and water.” 
 
    Nate laughed and tugged her into the kitchen after him. She had been worried, I had seen it in her eyes. But Nate had explained the extent of my injuries and she understood it wasn’t quite as bad as we first guessed. I would be making a full recovery, but I would have limited use of my arm for a while. Cora trailed behind me, unsure of what to do.  
 
    “Come here, Princess.” She took a step closer. “I meant all the way.” 
 
    “I’m scared I’m going to hurt you if I touch you.” 
 
    I reached out and took her hand in mine. “You’re going to hurt me if you don’t touch me.” 
 
    “Finn, this isn’t funny.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s funny at all.” She reluctantly took the last few steps towards me. “If you want to play Florence Nightingale, at least do it with your mouth on my cock.” 
 
    She pulled back and I instantly knew that was the wrong thing to do. Cora was about to panic. She was in full-blown Defcon Level Five and I needed to fix it or I was going to lose her. 
 
    “Just come sit next to me.” 
 
    She followed me to the couch, but she sat down on the other side. It hurt like a bitch, but I tugged her over to me.  
 
    “Cora, you have to stop blaming yourself for this. Derek probably would have killed you and me both if you hadn’t thrown yourself at him. Where’s my feisty girl? The one who would be telling me to get off my ass and get my medicine myself and asking me why I haven’t already started rehab yet.” 
 
    She tucked her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “She got you shot and she’s a fucking wreck right now.”  
 
    Tears streamed down her face. All I was worried about was how close I came to losing her and she was worried about me. None of this was right. What we needed to be focusing on was the one person that had caused all of this worry.  
 
    “You didn’t get me shot, Princess. Derek had the gun. He was the one that tried to kidnap you. If I hadn’t found you guys, there’s no telling what he would have done. What do you think it would have done to me if I’d lost you? Do you really think I would be okay with that? That in a week I would be at some frat party finding a new girl?” I tilted her chin up and took her hands in mine. “Cora, I was serious when I said I wanted to have a relationship with you. I’m contemplating big things like moving in together. Marriage. Having a family. Are those things you want with me?” 
 
    She looked so tiny curled in on herself like that. I needed her to open up to me. Maybe I was pushing too soon, but after what we had been through, I thought she might be there with me.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “But how can you want those things with me?” 
 
    I pulled her in and kissed her forehead. “I’ve wanted those things for a long time Cora. Almost losing you put everything into perspective for me. I don’t want to wait and waste time on dating. We’ve known each other for almost our whole lives. I love that you have a mouth on you and that you always keep me on my toes. I love that you only cry when you’re mad and that you hog the covers. Cora, I love you.” Her mouth dropped open. She put her hand to my forehead and I stared at her like she was insane. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Making sure you’re not delirious.” 
 
    I frowned at her. Her being a smart ass now wasn’t exactly what I wanted. Especially when I’d just told her I wanted her to be my whole fucking life.  
 
    “Finn, I love you too.” She very carefully moved into my lap and wrapped her arms around my neck. “I’ve been thinking about all those things too and I want them with you. I think I have for a while, but I was too scared to even admit it to myself.” 
 
    I nuzzled my face into her neck. “I wish that I could take you back to my room and do all the sexy things I want to right now, but it’s not going to happen.” 
 
    She snuggled in and I leaned my head back into the couch. Her fingers worked magic on the tension in the back of my neck and my shoulders. She was careful each time she came to the left side. We would have to talk again about what everything meant for our future, but I was happy she wasn’t pulling away from me anymore. At least I could rest now without being afraid she would leave. I drifted off with my fingers intertwined with hers and her head resting on my chest.   
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    Four Months Later 
 
      
 
    “Princess, I’m home.” 
 
    “I’m in the bedroom.” 
 
    I heard him take off his shoes and drop his backpack by the door. I appreciated all those familiar sounds. Every time I heard them it made my heart happy. He padded up the hall and I waited for his figure to move into the doorway. 
 
    “Well what do we have here?” 
 
    I looked up at Finn from where I was perched on the bed in my bra and panties. The naughty smile playing on his lips made my body burn.  
 
    “I missed you.” 
 
    He took two steps closer to the bed, tugging his shirt over his head as he moved. When he stepped in front of me, I kissed the fresh scar softly like I always did. I stared into his eyes as he moved my hair back from my neck and sucked the spot behind my ear that always got me going. 
 
    “I missed you too.” 
 
    I reached for his jeans and he let me unbutton them while he played with my nipples through my bra. Instead of sitting down next to me like I expected, he pulled me into his arms. 
 
    “Finn, you aren’t supposed to be lifting,” I said with a squeal.  
 
    “You weigh nothing, Cora. I’ve missed having you ride my cock like this.” 
 
    His boxers rubbed against my panties and I arched despite the fact that I was trying to stay still. I wanted to do this too, but I wasn’t willing to risk Finn hurting his shoulder again. Instead of fighting me, he sat down against the headboard with me on his lap. He threaded his fingers through my hair as I rocked against him.  
 
    I pulled his cock through his boxers and pushed my panties to the side. We moaned in unison as I sank down onto him. He unfastened the clasp to my bra and it slid down my arms. I thrust my chest into his face and he sucked on my nipples as I moved. My hips ground down on his and I felt my body tightening. His hands grasped my ass and helped me move faster against him.  
 
    I arched against him as his deep groans filled my ears. Every time he made those sounds it made me clench around him. His fingers found my clit and circled it in tight, fast movements. 
 
    “Come for me, Princess.” 
 
    His husky words pushed me over the edge. I screamed his name as I came. He groaned and I felt him fill me with his release. I rested my face against his neck and his arms circled around me. Finn ran his fingers through my hair as I caught my breath.  
 
    “That was a really good welcome home present, but you do realize I’ve only been gone for a few hours right?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.”  
 
    I wrapped my arm around his chest and snuggled in. He kissed my forehead and I felt the smile on his lips. Since we had moved in together at the beginning of summer, it was always like this. We were both insatiable and more times than not, we didn’t get all of our clothes off before he was deep inside of me. You would think that we were the newlyweds, not Nate and Olivia.  
 
    We finally pulled apart and moved to clean up. I went to the kitchen to start dinner. He came out in only a pair of pajama pants when he was through with his shower.  
 
    “So did you hear from Olivia today?” he asked, sitting down at the bar across from me as I cooked.  
 
    “Yes, they are settling in. Nate started school last week and Olivia loves her new job.” Tears pricked at my eyes and I turned back to the stove quickly.  
 
    “Princess.” Finn came up behind me and held me in his arms.  
 
    “I just miss them.” 
 
    “I know, Princess. We’ll see them in a few weeks for fall break and if you want to go visit them sooner, we can. They are only two hours away.” 
 
    “It’s harder because we were so used to having them here all the time.” 
 
    He kissed my neck and I leaned back into him. We were both still healing from Derek’s attack; me mentally and Finn physically. He had done amazing through physical therapy and all the rehab he’d had to do, but it had taken me a few months to make any progress with my therapist and actually start healing. I still blamed myself for Finn getting shot and I didn’t know if I would ever fully get completely past it.  
 
    Finn and I had stayed with Nate and Olivia until they moved two months ago. When they left, they asked us to stay in the house. Nate didn’t want to deal with renting it out and we were going to move into a place together anyway. We were adjusting well to living by ourselves. 
 
    “Is Hannah coming over for your girls’ night tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’ll be here by six.” He was distracting me. I appreciated that he always knew exactly when to pull me back from the edge. Finn knew me better than I knew myself some days. My hand went to the anchor necklace. “What are you going to do while we’re getting wine drunk watching The Bachelor?”  
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ll figure it out. Maybe I’ll text Chance and see if he wants to come hang out.” 
 
    “Finn,” I drawled in warning. 
 
    “I’ll be good. No more threatening him. Hannah threatened to cut off my balls after last time anyway.” 
 
    He kissed my lips and moved to grab a beer from the fridge. I watched his ass and absentmindedly wondered if we could get in another session before Hannah got here. Finn turned and winked at me. The bastard knew what I was thinking. I grabbed the stir-fry I was making and pulled it off the stove so it wouldn’t get burnt.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it. We have to eat before she gets here and I don’t want to get caught with my pants down again. Twice was more than enough, thank you.” 
 
    He smirked at me and walked back down the hall. I smiled to myself. All bets were off once we ate. I bet I could make it three times if I really tried. 
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