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"What’s with the pink hair, Cor? You got an audition for Jem and the Holograms or somethin’?” My best friend and teammate, Jace asks his kid sister Cora, when she breezes into the kitchen.                                                           
There’s no other way to describe the way she flies in here when the two of us are working.  
Okay, maybe working is the wrong word for athletes. More like planning, plotting, eating, and drinking enough Gatorade for the entire league.  
Jace is my alternate Captain for the Buffalo Blades and one of the very few people in this world I trust. He’s been my best friend since we met in junior hockey league when we were sixteen. And now, he’s our most valuable player in the national league. I’m here quite often…and not just for the fridge he’s always got well stocked, but because it’s easier for me to drive the five minutes over than for him to leave his kid sister and meet me at the rink.
Before we each got our own place, Jace and I lived together—and when Cora turned eighteen and wanted to live on campus, Jace overruled that idea as soon as it presented itself. Laying out all the dangers of living on campus for a girl as “fragile” as Cora.
He’d never say that to her face, because if there’s one thing in the world that scares Jace Knight, it’s upsetting the five-foot brunette he’d been helping his father raise since their mother passed away. 
But he had no problem pacing around our old living room telling me there was no way she was living alone. Or with a roommate that would potentially be toxic to her health, both physical and mental. 
The sneaky result? We ended up agreeing it was time to be grownups and each bought our own house in a new gated community development. So Cora can “leave home” and live independently…in her big brother’s new house…under his ever-so-subtle watch.
The convertible he got her might have sweetened the deal and Cora moved in the summer before her freshman year. 
My place is merely a five-minute drive further down the road. I sprung for the lake house, while Jace—who’s secretly afraid of reptiles—chose the street view.
But it’s always easy to stop in—especially in the early mornings—to run through strategies and drills for the team before practice or a game. 
We work best as a duo—it’s why I recommended him as my alternate. 
“It’s a streak. Don’t get your panties in a bunch over it,” the now almost twenty-year-old in the room bites out. 
I don’t know why I remind myself of her age every time I see her or think about how long I’ve known her or become creepily lost in her presence. 
“Is it the end of the month already?” he says with genuine curiosity.
I press my lips together but a part of me is instantly offended on her behalf. I expect her to turn pink as she would, but she deadpans him instead.
“And this is your only warning for the next three days.” She grabs a bagel and heads for the back door.
“I can handle you any day of the month,” he calls after her.
With astonishingly good aim, Cora turns and tosses the bagel at him. And the six-foot-four pro hockey player with bulging biceps winces as he rubs his shoulder.
I shoot him a look and he shrugs defensively. “Bagels are stale.”
“Maybe you do have your panties in a bunch. Lay off the girl,” I say casually, in what’s become my continuous effort to get him off her back.
“Dude, I can’t with her lately. She’s testing me.”
“She’s also past the age of being your responsibility.”
Jace runs a frustrated hand through his hair, and I know exactly what he’s feeling. His next words confirm it. “She’ll always be my responsibility.”
I want to explain the logistics of how wrong he is. But when my twin sister Nicole comes to mind, my twenty-seven-year-old adult sister, who I will never stop looking out for, I bite my tongue.
But not for reasons that we both are protective over Cora—who lost a mother at a young age and needed to be looked after like no one else given her traumatic loss. Nicole’s situation was different. Nicole unfortunately, inherited our mother’s addiction gene. So there’s no way I’d ever tell another brother that he’s being too protective of his sister.
I’d give my life for mine. Heck, probably for both of them.
“Ready to head for practice?” he asks, eager to get his gear on and hit the ice.
“Yep.”





2
[image: image-placeholder]


Jace:   Be home by sundown.

Cora:  Why? Are we suddenly holding sabbath?

Jace:   No reason to be out later.

Cora:  I’ll find one.


“Where’s your school spirit?” my friend Ava asks when she finds me stretching in the aerobics room in the Fitzgerald Gymnasium on campus. I’m not in uniform but I’m wearing leggings and a tank top and it will have to do.
I hate all sporting activities—unlike my brother, who’s built for sports, waking up at the crack of dawn every morning and running. Why would anyone ever willingly run?
“I was too busy studying for my real classes,” I say but it’s not true. I left my gym bag by the door when I raced out this morning, feeling like a fool for trying something different. I push the artificial color strands behind my ear, self-consciously. 
“It’d be a shame to lose that straight A average because you were too prissy to wear your uniform today,” she points out.
“I left it at home with my reason for caring.”
She leans in. “Is it the end of the month again?”
“The fuck is up with people?” I mutter as I stretch. 
“Seriously you’re usually the first in uniform, ten minutes early to class. What’s going on?”
“Jace pissed me off today.”
Ava tosses her duffle bag down and sits beside me. She pulls her bleach-blonde hair up in a ponytail and stretches her freakishly long legs out in front of her. “What else is new?”
“I hate how he treats me like a child. Especially when—” 
“When what?”
I sigh, knowing there’s no sense in hiding this little fact from the few friends I have. “When Nicholas is around.”
“Ugh, you know you’re the only girl I know who hangs around hot hockey players all day and is constantly miserable.”
“One of them is my brother and the other…might as well be.” I try not to sound melancholic when I admit this.
“Well, you’re in your last year of school, you’ve got an awesome ride, and you’re killing it at your internship at Tales for Tots, which is basically your dream job.”
She’s right. I’ve been interning since the summer at Tales for Tots which is a mental health center where children in foster homes come for counseling where needed. Not your everyday dream job, I know, but my major is adolescent therapy, and talking to these children every day and feeling like I’m a part of what’s healing them and making them feel normal has been good for me. As an intern, I don’t do much. I talk casually to kids in between their therapy sessions, play with little kids as they wait to be picked up, and occasionally do some light paperwork. It’s not paid, of course, but it’s a big step in my long-term career goals.
My mentor, Julia, has mentioned my sitting in on some sessions in the coming weeks, but just for observation, but there’s a lot that goes into something like that apparently, including confidentiality, so I’m not holding my breath.
“So, what’s with the streak, anyway?”
I shrug. “Trying something new. Maybe I wanted to piss off Jace.”
“Just ignore him. I bet once you turn the big two-o, he’ll back off. Then you can take that ridiculous color off your hair to prove a point.”
“Don’t count on it. If he treats me like an eight-year-old now, he won’t suddenly realize I’m old enough to drink and have babies.”
“Hope you don’t plan on that in one night.” Ava winces.
“Who’s having babies?” Angel asks, jogging up to us in her perfect, toned, gorgeous body. Her dark blonde hair in a tight ponytail and her smile as bright as ever.
“No one,” I answer promptly. I generally avoid talking about my brother with Angel since the two of them have been having a war for years and it’s inexplicable. My luck, she’ll use whatever I say against him on their next brawl. She’s clever and sassy like that.
The two should just fuck and get it over with.
I smirk to myself as I picture Jace and Nicholas hearing my foul mouth. Then shiver at the thought. Angel could do way better. 
“Yeah,” Ava chimes in, ever in tune with my abruptness. “Cause Cora couldn’t get a guy past Jace or his other half if her life depended on it.”
It is gut-twistingly true. If Jace is distracted or otherwise unavailable, Nick is there to pick up the slack. It never fails when it comes to the subject of keeping me in a bubble—out of trouble, home by curfew, and as far away from anything with a penis as possible.
My existence isn’t embarrassing enough that my crush of almost ten years is my part-time babysitter.
Angel nods with an understanding smirk. She scans me head to toe and I remember why she’s here. She’s the new gymnastics and yoga teacher at North Buffalo State. 
And I’m unprepared for her class. 
I look up at her. She’s the first person all day I give a smile to. It’s a sheepish smile, but it works. She smirks back at me and holds out a hand for me to stand.
I feel bad for Angel. Last year, at only twenty-four, she had an accident on the ice and hasn’t gone back on since. She was an amazing figure skater with a part-time job as an ice girl cheerleader for the Buffalo Blades. Until she had a bad fall during a figure skating competition that ended it all for her. 
No one knows if the ice burns on her calves healed, since she wears leg warmers all year round now.
With her ‘never look back’ attitude in full gear, she’s here in the gym with a permanent smile on her face, working toward what she calls her ‘new dream’.
“Where’s the uniform, Cora?” she asks in spite of our little exchange.
“It needs to be washed.” My response is dry and unconvincing. I wouldn’t believe me. 
She nods then leans in. “Do you need a medical excuse today?”
I grunt. “I don’t have my period. Okay?”
She jerks. “You do now. Sit on the bench.” She lowers her voice. “You can’t work out in that, and I don’t want you getting an incomplete for today’s class.” 
No uniform is an automatic incomplete for class so I know she’s helping me out with the ‘medical excuse’.
“Sorry, Angel.”
“All good. Hey, I’m not a stickler like my dad. The grump would use any excuse to bark at his team.”
Did I mention Angel’s dad, who’s hot as hell for an older man, is head coach for the Buffalo Blades? Single too. Angel’s mother is still around; sweet as honey, but according to Jace and Nick; Coach Collins and his ex-wife clashed like wild wolves when they were together. 
She’s had a rough year, but I’ve somewhat envied Angel for having two amazing parents—and no interfering older brother. 
“Thanks. I’ll have it for next class.”
She winks. “Thanks, kid. Don’t make me look bad around here, alright.”
Kid? I frown and shake my head as I take a seat on the bench.
Do I have it written on my face?
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I put the car in park and take a deep breath, calming myself down before I blow a fucking fuse. 
My sister Nicole has seen my temper lost more than either of us can count and is likely expecting one today.
But I’m different now. I have to be. For her. 
Don't want to set a bad example, do we Nick?
Nicole is being released from rehab today. A place I was forced to send her months ago when she finally hit rock bottom in her addiction and my interventions and trying to care for her myself weren’t enough. I knew it was time—and probably overdue—when she willingly agreed while crying in my arms that night I found her on the floor in her apartment.
In my opinion, ninety days wasn’t enough. Or maybe, for her, it was too long.
Hell if I know what to expect from my twin these days. She could be a whole new person or she could be as big a cynic as me that this shit even works for people.
My chest aches. God, I hope she’s alright. 
I hope she doesn’t hate me.
I watch the revolving doors from the inside of my car. I would have parked and gone inside if I thought I had a shot in hell of not being recognized. But neither Nicky nor I need that kind of spotlight right now. I can see the headline now; 
NHL Buffalo Blades Center Picks Up Twin from Rehab.
It’s her long dark hair I notice first when she emerges from the side door. Then her long legs that were a dead giveaway that I am looking at my twin. She’s not as tall as me but noticeably taller than most of her friends. 
I zero in on her eyes.
Is she okay?
She spots the big black jeep in the circular driveway.
Like me, she takes a deep breath before taking long strides toward the passenger side with her duffle bag.
That’s all you need at this place. An average size duffle bag. No overstuffed suitcases with various outfits and shoes. No accessories. In fact, I remember being sent home with half the stuff I dropped her off with.
She flips her hair behind her shoulder and tosses her bag in the back seat before jumping in. “Thanks for the help, douche.” 
“You got this, Nicky.”
“Yeah, I don’t go by that anymore.” She buckles her seatbelt.
“Oh sorry, Nicole,” I stretch out.
“No. It’s BadassBabe83.”
I crack a laugh. “Can I call you BB-8 for short?” I joke, since Nicole’s the only other Star Wars junkie I know.
Perhaps that’s the wrong word to use right now.
“No. That’s taken.” She moves her seat all the way back and settles in comfortably. Once we leave the hospital grounds and get on the highway, she lowers her window and closes her eyes, breathing in the fall air.
I turn back to the road with a grin. 
She’s going to be fine.
“Have you thought about what you want to do?”
“Not now, Nick. I literally just got in the car.”
“You knew you were leaving for two weeks now, you haven’t thought about what you’re going to do?”
“Not all of us have an athletic talent people pay a lot of money for,” she says bitterly. But my sister has always been the only one cheering me on our whole life. Through injuries, through despair. We take turns being the “older” sibling for each other.
I don’t mention her bartending as an option. That’s not exactly a skill I want her going back to right now. I wrack my brain thinking of anything else Nicole might be good at. In college, she studied photography but it isn’t the kind of thing that I could throw her back into. 
“We’ll figure something out, Nicky.” My tone is casual, the way it has to be with her. But I hope she hears the promise.
On the drive home, I sneak glances at her every chance I get and hope she doesn’t notice. There’s no denying she seems calmer, more at peace, and ready for help.
My sister is a phenomenal liar. But she’s also a fighter and I see that commitment brewing in her.
I convince myself I’m not imagining it. That I do in fact see that she’s ready for this.  That she’ll make the right decisions if opportunities present themselves. That she’ll stay away from toxic friends. And if not for herself, that she’ll realize she’s all I have in this world and will do it for me.
I just hope I’m enough.
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We pull up to my driveway twenty minutes later. I jump out of the car and come around to open her door, but she’s already stepped out and lunging herself at me. I catch her without missing a beat.
“Nicky,” I whisper into her hair. 
She tries to hold back but I feel the slight tremble and sob she releases, and I pull her tighter. “I’m so happy to see you.”
The physical affection she’s showing is new for her, but not surprising. I was told by her therapist to expect mixed emotions for a few days, maybe weeks.
“I’m good. I’m good.” She pulls back and wipes her eyes, avoiding mine and eyeing the perimeters of my house instead. “Jeez, a three-car garage? What on earth for? You’ll never drive anything but this stupid old Jeep.”
“Let’s go inside.” I bought this house three years ago. Nicky’s only been away for a few months. I don’t bother telling her she’s been here but was likely too high or wasted to notice anything.
I lead her through the double door entrance. My dog Max jumps at her immediately and she laughs, bending to scratch him in all his favorite places.
“Can I make you something to eat?” I offer, heading toward the fridge.
“No, I’m not hungry. I need to call my friends.”
I turn and glare at her. 
“Not those friends. My old friends. The ones…I guess the ones I’ve let down, who think I’ve dropped off the face of the earth.”
“I have your room all ready upstairs. You’re staying with me for a while.”
I wait for her to argue. To tell me she can take care of herself and that I need to stop treating her like a child. 
I’m mentally prepared for a fight. 
To my surprise, she doesn’t argue. She shrugs and settles into my couch like it's home. “It’s just as well. I’m pretty sure my landlord changed the locks and donated all my stuff to Goodwill.”
I cross my arms in front of me and lean against the wall, debating on telling her this. But I can’t have her thinking she’s lost everything. “Nicole, I’ve been paying your rent and utility bills. All your stuff is intact. I promise.”
“My plants?”
“Dead.”
“My cat?”
“You don’t have a cat.”
“Bubbles is gone too?” She feigns a sob and I can’t help but chuckle, moving to sit next to her. Max jumps between us and rests his head on my lap. 
“Glad you still have your sense of humor.”
There is a glimmer in her eyes, and I can’t tell if it’s gratefulness…or just exhaustion. 
But it’s gone before I can figure it out. “Thanks Nick. Forgot you’re loaded. You didn’t have to do that.”
“I’m not mom. Not trying to teach you a lesson on life the hard way by letting you lose the little you have left.”
She shudders and her eyes turn dark. “You hear from her?”
“No. And we’re not going to.” I go to the kitchen counter and pull the drawer, retrieving Nicky’s cell phone. “I’m monitoring this.”  I hold it up for her, keeping my tone sharp. “Don’t think of it as an invasion of privacy, think of it as someone looking out for you.” I take in a breath, ready for this to get difficult. 
Her eyes go wide. “I get my phone back? Yeah—I’m good with whatever, dude.”
“It’s a new number…one that she doesn’t have.” I say, referring to our mother.
She nods. “Okay.”
“You have my number in here. Coach Collins, in case you can’t reach me, and a few other people I trust.”
I see her skimming through the contacts. 
“I deleted anyone I didn’t know Nic.”
She nods again. I see her taking it all in. Like I’ve just given her a new identity and she needs to get used to it.
I change the subject. “I’m heading to Jace’s to drive him to practice. His car is in the shop.”
She scoffs. “Like he can’t just use his spare Maserati?”
I roll my eyes. “We’re not cliche like that. Besides they don’t make too many of the model he’s got. I’m surprised he’s let it out of sight.”
“Hmm...” She eyes me. “He’s the one with the kid sister who’s got a crush on you, right?”
“Cora? That was like seven years ago and she’s grown up.”
A lot. 
I clear my throat. 
“Maybe I can hang out with her? She seems like the type who wouldn’t judge.”
She’s right about that. Cora would never judge Nicole. She’d likely find every which way to keep Nicole distracted and then sit and plot ways of pissing the two of us off.
It seems innocent enough, but for some reason, I don’t agree to it. The idea of Nicole with Cora is unsettling. Not that my sister would ever poison the young and innocent mind of someone who is like my kid sister, but for some reason, Nicole's like the bad influence friend I didn’t want around my kid. 
I don’t deny that it’s an odd thought to have and feel a little guilty over it. “Maybe lay low from Jace’s kid sister.” I avoid calling her by name. It’s the little reminder I find quite helpful lately. 
She frowns and I can tell I’ve offended her.
“For now.”
It occurs to me on the drive over that I wonder if Cora’s pink streak is still intact or if Jace had made her get rid of it. 
Oddly, I realize that I hope not. 
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“Eighteen… nineteen… twenty. And release.” 
 Jesus Christ. Ten wasn't enough? 
“My limbs are starting to feel like they’ve been put on a torture stretcher.”
“That’s a bit dark. Even for you,” Ava mumbles.
“What’s her issue today?” I like Angel but she’s hell-bent on bending us through hell today. 
It’s Friday and as promised, I’m in class properly dressed and ready to break a sweat. It doesn’t take very long. The workout lasts nearly the full hour and I’m in desperate need of a shower.
“Thank God this is my last class today,” I breathe out.
“Got plans tonight?”
I shoot her a pointed look. “You know I don’t.”
“Come on, you guys can do better…stretch those muscles like it’s the key to the end of the semester,” Angel calls. I glance over at her and see her stretching her limbs to the point where it can’t be normal.
There’s nothing but more groaning around me and I’m positive I’ve pulled something. 
Ava scoots closer to me. “Okay, so there’s another class after this and I’m thinking of hanging around a bit to see if I can talk to this guy Ian. He and his friend Eric, who’s also in this next class, are in a band. The other two band members graduated last year. Anyway, he said we should come see them. They’re playing tonight,” she whispers.
Angel glances over at us but ignores the chatter. 
Ava lowers her voice. “Stick around, I’ll introduce you.”
“One more and we’re done,” Angel announces from the front of the gym.
I release and move to the bench to catch my breath. “I think I’m skipping the shower and just going home.”
“If I had your size shower, I would too,” Ava says. “Oh, here he comes. Act cool.”
“Speak for yourself,” I mutter.
“Oh hey, Ian,” She brushes her blonde ponytail to the side. 
I scope the guy out as he makes his way over to us. He’s okay, at best. He has a punk look to him that’s apparently my friend’s style. I suppose I can see the charm. 
“Hey Ava, you comin’ tonight?”
She feigns a confused look. “Oh right your band is playing tonight, right? Where is it again?”
“Broken Glass. We’re the last act. So probably around eleven.”
“Broken Glass?” I ask, having no doubt that my expression reads like he’d just said the cemetery instead of a nightclub. Not just any nightclub; college kids don’t hang there—grad kids maybe—but from what I hear, it’s a loud, heavy metal, reject band city that play for free kind of place. And it almost always ends up trashed. Since it’s been raided like seventeen times in the last two years, anyone under twenty-one doesn’t dream of going.
But it sounds a lot like my friend here thinks we are.
“That’s a great gig,” I lie, pulling Ava lightly on the arm. 
Ian’s head turns and scans me in my shorts and t-shirt before saying, “You should both come.” 
“We’re not twenty-one,” I say, also serving the purpose of reminding a certain blonde who won’t stop smiling like a fool.
“Yeah, my friend Eric and I recently turned.” He nods over to a guy with light brown hair and bright blue eyes walking over to us. “He’s our drummer.”
Eric’s eyes land on me and stay on me as his friend introduces us. I’m not denying he’s good looking. No comparison to a certain hockey player I’ve been crushing on, but at least I had a shot with this one.
“I know a guy who’ll hook you up with fake ID's tonight so you can come. He does them in his van.”
I break my gaze with drummer-boy with a light shake and turn to Ian. “Fake ID’s? Um… I—” 
“Can you give us a sec?” Ava pulls me to the side. “Cora. This is your senior year,” she hisses. “If you want to keep pretending you’re in an all-girls boarding school, you go right ahead, but I like this guy and I want to have a good time.”
“I’m not. But you don’t even know him or the people who will be at this place. I’m all for a good time out, but not BrokenGlass. Also fake ID’s? Do you know if I’m caught with one, Jace will murder me. Not to mention he’s a high profile athlete and this could be a field day for the media.”
“You’re so dramatic. Look babe, you don’t have to come with me, but I totally noticed the way the hot drummer was checking you out.” She clears her throat. “Let’s just say he’s the perfect candidate to give up your v-card, if you know what I mean.”
My stomach twists. One of the things I regretfully told my bestie earlier this year was that I want to lose my virginity before I graduate. Part of my “things to do before true-adulthood”. 
What she doesn’t know is that I don’t think the perfect candidate is someone I’ll find on campus.
To be clear, I didn’t flat out set a goal to have sex, just that I want to explore new things. Do all the things that college kids do before they have to be all grown up. Sure, my brother plays a sport he loves for a living, but I watched him have to give up a lot of the “fun” things in life because he had to come home and adult. Take care of his kid sister, make healthy meals and whatnot. He almost never drinks and is completely uptight sometimes. 
The last three years, I’ve been living his solid lifestyle instead of being a carefree college girl.
I’ve turned down frat parties, clubbing, smoking, drinking, all to avoid disappointing a brother who gave all that stuff up so I could have a role model—someone I can count on.
But to Ava’s point, I don’t see the harm in a little fun… and maybe crossing off some of the things I plan to do this year.
I release a breath.
“True, I’m probably the only dry one left on campus. But it doesn’t mean I want to lose it to some guy in the bathroom of a nightclub.”
She puts her arm around my shoulder and walks us back to the guys, whispering in my ear. “Then you can use the back of my car.”
“Alright, we’re in,” Ava calls out. “So what’s the number for the guy with the hookup?”
“Cora doesn’t need a fake,” a strong female voice comes from behind. “Thanks for the offer though.” Angel puts her arm around me. 
“Angel,” I start, forgetting she’s still in the room and wondering how much she’s heard.
She smirks. “Because she’s coming with me.”
“What?”
“A friend of mine is security at Glass. I’ll swing by and see my favorite students rock out. That is if you can still walk after today’s work out.” She raises a perfect brow at the guy who suddenly doesn’t look so confident compared to the adult in the room.
“We’re up for a challenge.” Ian shrugs and then turns back to Ava and me. “See you ladies tonight.” 
Ava hugs me. “Yes. I’m so excited. I’m going to hop in the shower. Pick you up at eight.”
“Angel, what was that about?” I ask when my friend leaves.
She runs her finger through the pink in my hair. “This is cute. You trying to prove something to your brother?”
I push her hand aside. “This has nothing to do with him. Or anyone else. This is just me changing things up.”
She shrugs. “No judgement here. But hey, I was going to go tonight anyway, why don’t you and Ava tag along? Then you don’t need to waste your money on fake ID’s. The bouncer already knows me. You can tell your brother you’re with me.”
I raise my brow. 
“Yeah okay. Bad idea. Tell him you’re studying late with Ava.”
I scrunch my nose, feeling a little relieved Angel will be there. “I should be fine. The guys have a game. They’ll be on the ice all night anyway.”
Angel frowns briefly before pushing on a smile. “Even better.”
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I step into the house and toss my gym bag to the side, shaking my head at myself. Of course my first instinct would be to follow the rules. I’m a senior in college, cute guys ask us to come see them play at a nightclub and I basically say I’m not allowed?                                                                                                                                                         
Thank goodness Ava talked some sense into me. Otherwise tonight would be another lonely night watching television or worse…watching my brother play hockey…again.
I estimate Jace will be home after midnight, which is typical for a Friday night game. I plan to be home way before then. 
My nerves shoot up when I hear the guys in the kitchen. And I’m not sure I’m ready to lie. I take a deep breath before entering and give myself a peptalk.
Yes I'm doing this. And yes, I’m going to drink. Hell, I might even have more than one. 
God knows I spent way too many college parties being the designated driver because Jace would flip if he caught me drinking. 
And then he’d tell Nicholas, who’d take his turn lecturing me until he was blue in the face.
And that was no exaggeration. Nick has a temper that my brother at his angriest couldn’t compare to. It’s no wonder he’s team captain. No one dares cross that guy.
I stop in my tracks in the hall when I hear him in the kitchen with Jace.
“So she’ll be staying with me for a few weeks. I want to keep an eye on her. Tonight, she’s having her friend stay over. They’ve been chatting like the babysitters club all afternoon.” I see him shake his head from where I stand.
“Hey man, you’re welcome here anytime,” my brother offers.
My chest clenches. Who is he talking about? A new girlfriend he’s having live with him now? Nick’s girlfriends never bothered me much. They were too quick to disappear after a few dates. Sure, I used to be a little jealous when I was in high school, when my crush on him was on steroids. 
But at the end of the day, he always ended up telling me how it ended. And it was always the same eyerolling response. “She went crazy. She wanted too much. She wanted to drive my car.  Her kid sister is weird.” He had looked over at me and winked as he said that last one.
After that, I told him to get a therapist—and try and decode what all these breakups have in common. He had nudged my chin and said ‘thanks doc,’ before dropping the subject of therapy altogether. 
As much as I loved hearing the breakup part of the story, it always made me wonder what they had that I didn’t.
Older.
More experienced. 
It’s weird crushing on a guy and seeing him with groupies season after season. They’ve been in the NHL for six years and players are known to have girls on each arm. 
Some might stick around long-term.
Not for Jace though. He never stuck with anyone mostly because he felt an obligation to give me all his attention.
Damn fool deserves it if he’s going to raise me like a nun.
But what’s Nick’s excuse? He doesn’t have one. Except he claims his short temperament plays a factor. 
He doesn’t scare me though. 
I grin as I enter the kitchen and pull open the fridge for a mini Gatorade. “Finally settle down, Nick?”
His grin back is a slow one, almost deliberate. “I’ve always been pretty settled, Cora.” He waits a minute, eyeing me, or toying with me before responding. “I’m talking about my sister.”
Oh.
My eyes widen. “Oh. She’s—I’m sorry, how is she?” I ask, feeling stupid.
He shrugs. “She’s...well. I’m keeping an eye on her but tonight she basically kicked me out. Technically, I can go to her apartment but you’ve got the full fridge.” He winks again. 
I hate it when he does that for me—to me.
“Cor, you coming to the game tonight? We’re playing Wranglers again,” Jace says. I can see the adrenaline already building in my bulky brother.
I look at Nick, who’s jaw locks at the mention of the other team. He had a heated brawl on the ice two weeks ago. Nick won but the guy was asking for it. Everyone knows Nick’s temper gets wild to no limit during games. 
“No,” I respond with zero hesitation, taking a swig of my lemon water, still sweaty from the work out. “I’ve got studying.”
I feel Nick’s eyes on me but do my best to ignore it. He’s scanning me with scrutiny, and I instantly regret not showering before I left campus. “Ava and I are going to Tower Diner then back to her place to study.” I am wildly impressed at the fluidity in my voice.
“Study?” Jace raises a brow.
“Or watch a movie.” I nod. 
Nailed it.
“Or put the game on if we’re in for a good laugh,” I add with a chuckle. 
Jace points a finger at me. “You be quiet. We’re going to win this time.”
“Is Dad going?” I ask, forgetting I have one more obstacle tonight. This is my brother’s house, but Dad tends to come over unannounced—unless he has a date, which is rare.
“Said he is, after work. You know what, I should give him a call, be right back.” He grabs his cell phone and disappears to the living room.
Nick glares at me with a scowl and I feel hot under it. I swallow down the liquid and head down the hall. “Well, good luck tonight.”
“Cora.” His voice when he says my name is both friendly and sharp. It sends a shiver up my spine. 
“I need to hit the shower.” I reach for my bag by the entry and turn with a sudden halt when Nick slips in front of me, barricading the stairs.
My eyes are wide and my confidence fades with every beat that passes.
Nick’s features suddenly aren’t as coy as they were a few minutes ago when he thought I might have been showing my jealousy card. He’s watching me like he can see everything going on in my head and I feel smaller—much smaller—than I actually am against him.
I step back but he catches my arm. It’s not rough or demanding, it's brotherly actually, and I wish it was the other way around.
“Where is it that you’re going?”
No way. 
I have this lying thing down pat. I’m unreadable. Years of experience telling everyone I'm fine after my mother’s death.
He gnaws at the bottom of his lip and narrows his gaze. 
I wipe my forehead self-consciously, then tilt my head and blink. Unaffected. 
He steps toward me, his large frame meant to intimidate. “What are you studying?”
“You didn’t get an answer to your first question and you’re asking another?” 
His lips twitch at the side. “Wouldn’t you rather be out with friends, having a good time…than…studying?”
“What’s your idea of a good time?” I cock my head at him.
“What’s yours?” he asks. 
“Astrophysics.”
I expect him to chuckle at that. But he hardens. “What are you doing tonight, Cora?”
I roll my eyes. “Talking about boys.”
“You’re not fifteen.”
So you’ve noticed. “You’re right. Talking about dick. Better?”
“Cora.”
“I really need to hop in the shower. Angel was in one of her moods today.” I wipe at my sweaty neck and his eyes trail down to my throat and he backs up a foot, as if something caught him off guard.
Jace scoffs as he walks past us, completely oblivious to the throw down here. “When isn’t she?”
Nick continues to glare at me, waiting for me to speak.
I don’t. 
Instead, I stare back. I likely resemble a deer in headlights right now but I don’t try to hide it. Silently, I’m asking what the guy in the driver's seat is going to do. Will he run me over or let me cross?
I blink and find my tongue—or rather my teeth, because I bite back. And if you knew my relationship with my brother, when I bite back—I bite hard.
“Shouldn't you be babysitting someone who actually needs it? Like your own sister?”
He blinks and nods before backing up, giving me enough room to shift past him. My heart sinks as I start up the steps because I know that was low.
The lowest.
“Cora,” he calls calmly, and I turn. 
“If you need a ride back…or anything. Call.”
I turn back without acknowledgment and slam my door.
You’re just full of ways to prove you’re not a child today, aren’t you, Cor?
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I try on four dresses over the course of one hour and hate each one.                                 
Too cute.
Too floral.
Too bright.
I officially hate everything in my closet.
Maybe no skirt. Finally, I remember something I received two years ago from an old friend and spend fifteen minutes digging it out of my closet. A pair of black leather pants. Back then, I laughed because I’d never be caught dead in tight leather pants. Or black anything.
I hate black. Always have.
It’s a depressing color. 
Until I try on the pants and check myself out. Who could be depressed wearing something like this? They seem to transform me into Jessica Rabbit. I feel taller, sexier…confident. 
“This is more like it, Cora,” I mutter to the mirror.
For the top, I find a front zip leather crop vest that I previously wore over a white button-down.  It’s low cut and has a V-shape opening on the sides.
Perfect. 
I add volume to my hair and touch up my lips with a berry-colored stick.
“Look at you,” Ava says when she picks me up. Angel opts to drive herself so we don’t stop to pick her up and agree to meet her at a side entrance.
I raise a brow at my best friend and throw on my jacket. “Whatever you do, don’t leave me tonight.”
“You’re in all-black. If I lose you, it’s your own damn fault.”
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It’s dark and loud. I haven’t seen Ava in over an hour. Angel has been stuck to my hip since we got here, and I’m two beers in when she gets a call she needs to take outside.                                                                                  
“No ordering drinks without me. I’ll be right back.” Angel winks and steps out through the side door, where we’ve been lingering.
Alone, I do another search from where I’m standing for Ava. I don’t see her, but I do see Eric and two guys who look around our age. I assume they’re the other band members.
Ian isn’t with them.
At least that gives me a clue as to who she’s with. And at least it’s someone from school.
A member of Eric’s band catches me eyeing them and smiles. I slide back down from my tip toes and turn before pretty boy gets the wrong idea.
But it’s too late, Eric sees me too and nods to his friend. They all walk over.
“Hey, you’re Ava’s friend, right?”
“Yeah, have you seen her?”
“Ian took her backstage to show her around and meet some other bands.”
I raise a brow and he chuckles. “Don’t worry, Ian is harmless and very respectful. We all are.”
Angel rushes back in. “Cora, I’m so sorry, I need to run. The babysitter called again complaining about Rory. Dad’s at the game so I need to go. Can I give you a lift home?”
Rory is Angel’s baby sister—half-sister, I should say. She’s the result of Coach’s short-lived relationship a few years back. I’ve met his little girl, who’s cute as a button, but scares off nannies like she’s the Bride of Chucky.
Sneaking a glance at my new friend, I smile at Angel. “You should go. I think I’m going to stay.”
“Yeah, okay.” She looks at Eric. “Make sure she gets home safe or you’re failing my class.”
He gives her a single nod. “You have my word.”
She shakes her head. “I’ll call you in an hour to check on you.”
“Don’t worry about me. Go.”
Despite my reassurance, she looks worried but scurries off.
Meanwhile, I try to remember that I’m here with my friend Ava. Angel has always been kind, but she’s not bestie material. She would be if she didn’t seem so protective of me. I should have known her reason for coming tonight was to watch me. She barely acknowledged her friend and stuck to my hip all night and maintained my alcohol consumption.
“Can you take me to Ava?” I ask Eric.
“Sure thing. We need to change for our lineup soon anyway. Follow me.”
I follow him and his friends through the crowd and backstage. There is a long hall lined with dressing rooms, which we walk past. At the end of the hall, there is a large open space with tree lights as the main source of lighting. An ice sculpture with drinks lined underneath, tables with costumes, band equipment, and makeup. It’s not as busy as the dance floor but it’s quite crowded. I move aside as someone with a clipboard and a headpiece zooms past us.
“This gig is no joke to you guys, is it?”
Eric shrugs shyly. “It’s kind of a big deal. We’re not being paid or anything, but hoping someone important notices.”
“That’s…really cool.” Though I wouldn’t hold my breath. 
I find Ava sitting atop a table and nursing a drink. Her face lights up when she sees me. “Where have you been? I’ve been texting you.”
“I don’t have service here.”
Ava shakes her head. “Her brother is Jace Knight of the Buffalo Blades. You’d think he’d get her a phone that works.”
Two guys laugh but Eric doesn’t. “Your brother is Jace Knight?” 
“Yeah. I just call him Jace.”
“You into hockey?”
“I don’t even skate. Angel gave me lessons two years ago but it didn’t turn out great.”
“I think your beer is empty. Want another?”
“I’m all beer’ed out honestly. Anything more interesting back here?”
“Yeah.” He reaches for a drink under the ice sculpture.  “This stuff is really good. It’s like their signature here.”
I bring the cherry-colored drink to my lips. “Mmm, sweet. I like it.”
“Careful. You can’t taste the alcohol but trust me, it’s there.”
I nod. 
“Oh, we’re up in five. It gets messy out there so I’d hang back and watch from the screen if I were you.” Ian says. He leans in to give Ava a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you in a bit.”
I finish the first cup within minutes. I was thirsty. The second, I take my time and watch the band from backstage. By the third song, Ava and I start rocking out to the point where my head starts spinning. 
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Despite my head barely being in the game tonight, we won against the Wranglers. I should be excited but instead, something’s off. I wonder if it’s my sister and how she’s doing. But I know it’s not Nicole.                                                 
It’s the conversation with Cora I’d been replaying in my head since this afternoon.
The fuck got into me? I was so convinced that Cora was lying. It was textbook to what I’d picked up from Nicole over the years. The answers came flying out of her mouth—prepared, confident.
Also, a Cora favorite is to stick her tongue out at Jace for third-degree questions. But today, she casually answered them all without a hint of sassiness.
A giant red flag for me.
But I was wrong apparently.
And I upset her.
Cora may not realize it, but I’m always on her side. I’ve convinced Jace to back up off her when he was acting more like a father than her big brother. 
He’s supposed to be the fun one.
Cora needs that.
The girl is screaming for someone to be on her side. I try to but the protectiveness in me wins every time.  
What the hell did you think she was going to do?
I finally stepped away when the sweat beads on her throat had me suffocating for air. I shamefully admit it’s not my first time noticing something in Cora I damn well shouldn’t, but it needs to stop. 
“Hey Coach, you alright?” I ask, toweling my hair after my shower. He’s on his phone and seems to have been distracted since first intermission. 
“Yeah. Yeah, I’m alright. Rory’s sitter quit this evening. Angel came over. Said she calmed her down and got her to bed.” He sighs and I feel for him. Rory hasn’t been easy since that girl learned to talk.
Or rather, bite. She’s a snippy little one. But I like her. I’ve learned you just need to have the right touch with someone as strong willed as this his five-year-old.
“I can’t keep pulling Angel out of her life to watch her while I’m here.”
“So start bringing her here. We’ll hang out with her,” Jace offers.
“He’s talking about Rory, not Angel.”
“I know,” Jace snaps.
Some of the guys on the team chuckle. 
Coach usually gives Jace shit about messing with his older daughter but today he’s not in the mood.
“Alright ladies. Good game tonight. Practice Monday.”
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We get to Jace’s just after midnight. It’s quiet and Cora’s backpack and favorite pair of boots are in the hall so I know she’s home.                                                                                                                              
We’re about as quiet as two hockey players after a long aggressive game can be. Jace shushes me when I’m pretty sure he’s the one causing all the noise.
“It’s been a long night. Go to sleep. I’ll crash on the couch if that’s okay.”
“You sure? I’ve got a spare bedroom upstairs.”
“Is there a fridge there?”
“I see your point. Night.” He heads upstairs and I hope he checks on Cora but he walks past her room.
It’s fine. She’s fine. 
She probably hates me and thinks I’m scum for accusing her of lying earlier, but at least she’s safe.
I’m not good at apologies, but I’ll make some form of one tomorrow.
It’ll be fine. My dimples usually do the apologizing for me.
I settle into the sofa with a pillow and an oversized throw blanket and begin to doze off. Knowing it shouldn’t be too hard considering the night I’ve had.
I don’t know how much time passes or if I slept at all when my eyes shoot open from a sound at the door. 
Who the fuck? 
For a second, I think it might be Jace’s dad, but he had no reason coming back here after we dropped him off at his place halfway across town.
I hear the lock fumbling again. Someone is trying to break in. Well, this fucker picked the wrong house to pick on tonight. 
I yank the door open, ready to knock this guy’s teeth out. Finding no one at immediate eye level, I pause until my head dips down to a much smaller frame than I imagine for a burglar.
“Cora?” I hiss. My eyes scan her thoroughly, questioning if I’m dreaming. She’s in some ridiculous and way too sexy dominatrix outfit. “What are you doing? What are you wearing?”
She looks up at me with haziness and confusion in her eyes. “Hmm…? Oh…right.” She pushes against my bare chest to get past me into the house. Her eyes are half open and I know the signs. She’s piss drunk.
I grab onto her when she bumps into her own boots in front of the stairs. “Ow.”
Christ.
“I’m fine—I’m fine,” she mumbles as I hold her upright.
“You’re not fine. Where were you?”
In that fucking outfit.
“This is the up staircase, right?” She squints at the bottom step, waving a hand as if she can feel for it.
“Okay, come on.” I put her arm around my shoulder, attempting to help her up the stairs, but her legs are like fluid. I swoop her into my arms and carry her up quietly, feeling the leather against my bare skin. 
It’s lucky that Jace’s door is at the end of the hall. Not that anything can wake this guy. 
Pushing her door open gently, I set her down on her feet.
She grins sleepily. “You’re so strong.”
I shake my head and sit her on the bed, kneeling in front of her. “Cora, who were you with? How did you get home?”
“I was with Ava.” She laughs. “We were studying.” She laughs harder and I’m getting angrier by the second.
I grab the back of her ankle and pull it up to my knee, taking a moment to dissect the contraption. Finding the end of the strap, I pull on it until it loosens from around her skin. I avoid the urge to run my thumb across the indent it made against her skin. 
I take considerably less time with the other shoe and toss the damn things aside.
She groans. “I feel sick.”
“Cora…Cora…” Her eyes are shut and her head finds the pillow.
“Cora you ca—you can’t sleep in that. Cora, you need to get undressed."
She doesn’t respond and it’s like dead weight trying to lift her. Because I know if Jace finds her in this outfit in the morning, he’ll kill her.
There’s no doubt in my mind. That man will kill someone for his sister. 
I release a breath.
She’s my best friend’s sister. That’s all. I’m simply going to help her get undressed. 
Cora is in and out of sleep as I unzip the leather corset she has on and pull it gently down her arms. Relieved when I find a black bra underneath.
Not that the flimsy thing leaves anything to the imagination. It’s lace and does little to cover from the nipple down. I look up to find her awake and eyeing me dreamily with a small grin like there’s a secret only she knows. 
“What are you smiling at?”
“I’m having another one of my fantasies where you’re undressing me.”
My eyes hold hers for a beat and then I blink.
Fuck.
I rub my chin, debating if I should continue or if this is about as far as a guy can go before his mind starts to go places it shouldn’t.
When she seems to snuggle back into her pillow, I know there is no shot of getting her to undress herself after I leave.
Cursing again, I pull on the zipper of her pants and hook my fingers into her skin to try and drag the demon pants off her.
“Lift,” I say, and she does slightly, letting me scoop them off from her behind. Black lace panties start to come down with it and I focus on a spot on the carpet as I separate the undergarment and pull them back up. Ignoring the impossibly smooth round shape I graze when I do.
Clearing my throat and standing, I pull the tight leather off her legs with one quick draw.
Enough is enough.
I make it the top of my to-do list to burn the fucking outfit as I toss it aside.
“You’re not wearing that again.”
I scramble through her dresser, searching for her pajamas. The best thing I find that has full coverage are flannel Christmas ones. I yank them out of the drawer and sit on the edge of her bed. She wakes slightly and I ignore what might be going on in her head. I just need to focus on getting her dressed.
“I don’t like those,” she whines.
“They’re now officially my favorite thing you own. Lift.” She does, and I slide them up her legs. 
“They’re not big-girl pj’s. I’m a big girl now.”
Hardly.
I pull her up, leaning her upper body against me for support as I slide the tank over her head. 
“Why are you drunk?” I hiss at her, knowing she’s likely to answer me truthfully now than tomorrow.
“Buzz off. I’m exploring all the things I’ve never done.”  She waves me off and lies back down.
“Yeah, what’s next sky diving?” I mock as I shove her in bed before her overprotective brother finds out she’s been drinking.
“Have sex.” She yawns and curls up into her blanket.
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My head feels like a pound of bricks. I barely lift it off my pillow. My breasts are sore, and I remember the tight vest I forced over these girls last night. I put my hand over them, surprised I still have my bra on when I managed to remove everything else. 
I groan. “These pajamas...” At some point last night, I remember thinking I’d rather be in anything than that ridiculous outfit, so it’s no surprise that I found this set acceptable.
I fall back in bed and close my eyes. Nick’s face appears. That’s not new. But it’s something that rarely happens anymore. 
“Cora." Jace knocks on my door harder than needed. “You want breakfast?”
I hear Nick mumble something about it being Saturday and to let me sleep.
I’m usually an early bird like Jace so I don’t blame him for waking me. But I can’t bring myself to move. I feel nauseous, my brain hurts, my eyes hurt. And I have no idea how or when I got home.
Aspirin. I need aspirin. That’s worth getting up for. Damnit, I wish I kept some in my bathroom here.
What feels like an hour later, I manage to make it down the stairs. I’m moving slowly and I stop in the hallway to gather up the energy to zoom into the kitchen, get what I need and get out.
That’s what sober Cora would do.
Jace is talking up a storm about last night’s game. Nick is eerily quiet. My brother doesn’t notice me tiptoeing in. But Nick does. 
He sits on the bar chair along the island. His usual spot. He doesn’t look at me the way he usually does—small smile, a wink of some sort, or a remark about all the fun I missed at the game. 
I don’t know why I notice, but he doesn’t do any of those things. There’s a bottle of aspirin next to his coffee mug.
I want to reach for it but I know that’ll only make them both question what’s wrong with me. 
I can live without it until they leave. 
My head is spinning and I feel like I’m crawling to the cupboard. My hand reaches up for a mug and I notice it shaking. I’m in so much pain I can’t see straight. 
“Frankly, I’m over Garret acting like he owns the ice. It’s his second year, get over it man,” Jace continues.
I reach for the pot, trying to keep my hand still so I don’t lose hold of the piping-hot glass bowl. A body brushes against mine and takes the handle from me. With his other hand on my shoulder, he pours carefully.
I freeze and put my hand over my mouth, feeling sick.
“Hey Jace, you got a baseball hat or a beanie I can borrow today? I can’t go out in public like this,” Nick says. His voice low, thank goodness. I can’t handle anything remotely loud right now.
“Since when? Alright, let me see what I have upstairs.” When he’s gone, Nick slides the coffee mug away from me and pushes a glass of water toward me instead. He opens the bottle of aspirin and takes out three.
I feel the intensity of his glare, but I can’t look at him. Opening my mouth, I slip them all in and he lifts the glass up for me. I take a deep breath to ease my nausea and take a few sips.
“All of it.”
I feel ill and he’s too close. “I need some space.” 
He backs up a foot. “And here I thought we were in a good place.” He jokes but there’s no humor in his voice. 
He’s angry.
I finish the water and set it down, pulling the coffee mug toward me. “I need milk,” I whisper.
“Try it black,” he says.
I moan, feeling nauseous. Maybe milk isn’t a good idea after all. I finally look up at him. His eyes are penetrating. I’m too weak to ask him how he knows I’m hung over. But there’s no doubt he knows.
“Nicholas,” I start, even though I have no idea what I’m going to say.
“Got it.” Jace comes back into the kitchen. “Cora, want to come to breakfast with us? A bunch of us are going to Michaels’ Diner.”
“No thanks.” I manage to say without groaning.
“You should come.”
I wince and glare at Nick. “I’m not very hungry.”
“I’m going to text the others, get a headcount so we can call ahead.”
“I’ll be out in a minute,” Nick says, his eyes still on mine like he’s waiting for some sort of an explanation.
“I’m sorry for what I said about Nicole. I was…that was low. Really low. And I’m—”
“I’m over it,” he says without a beat.
It throws me off, but I continue. If he’s over it, he wouldn’t be so abrupt with me. “It was wrong and I was…defensive. I thought…”
“Your lie was solid?”
My mouth opens but I don’t say anything. I’ve had enough of his interrogation this morning. I push past him. “I don’t owe you anything.”
I’m halfway down the hall when his hand touches my forearm. “Come with us and I won’t ask questions.” His voice is gentler but there is a warning undertone.
I don’t turn around. But decide that if he’s giving me an out here, I’m taking it. “I’ll get dressed.”
“Take your time.”
A few minutes later, I come back down in gray sweatpants and a matching hoodie. I’ve applied tinted moisturizer, grabbed a pair of shades and lifted the hood over my head, making a mental note to call Ava at some point and ask how the hell I got home last night.
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At the diner, Nick squeezes next to me in the booth by the window, making me even more uncomfortable, if possible. Across from us is Cain Jackson, the right or maybe left defenseman, I can’t remember at the moment. Next to him is Roger, the goalie. His complicated long last name escapes me. Jace is at the end of the booth, asking the pretty waitress for the specials—when we all know he always gets the same thing.
I refuse a menu and just order toast with butter. 
“No protein, Cor? Maybe an egg?” my brother asks.
I swallow and turn away, facing the window. Nick leans forward handing off his menu to Jace. “She’ll have some of mine.”
I want to sink my head into my hands. Or hide deeper within my hoodie.
“Anything else here?” I hear the waitress ask.
Beside me, Nick says, “Yes. Two Bloody Marys over here. One non-alcoholic.”
I frown up at him but he ignores me. His jaw tightening, like he’s holding back.
I bet he’s regretting his promise not to ask any questions.
Regardless, I start to plan out a story in my head. Ava and I were studying and decided to watch a movie. Her brother offered us a beer, I may have had two. The end.
I think back to the time by the stairs where he confronted me and wonder if I stand a chance lying to him again.
I scoff to myself. 
“What’s going on in your head?”
My eyes side glance at him like the nuisance that he is. “I’m just wondering when you’re going to ask me why I’m hungover,” I mutter quietly.
“Don’t bother,” he mutters back, his eyes anywhere but me. “I’m not asking.”
“Good. It’s none of your business.” 
The waitress drops off our drinks and he passes me one of the Bloodys.
“This actually looks very refreshing.” I take a sip knowing he basically just ordered me spicy tomato juice.
I cough at the first sip. “I think this is yours.”
“Nope. That one’s yours. It’s the ultimate cure. If you don’t believe me, you can call my sister. She’s the one who didn’t get piss drunk last night and yet somehow, I’m supposed to be paying more attention to her.”
I clench my teeth. “I said I was sorry.”
“And I said I’m over it.” His tone is biting and I can tell he’s angry. I don’t want to ask why. 
I don’t care.
“Why are you helping me? Am I supposed to owe you now?” 
He turns to me for the first time since we’ve left the house. His eyes pierce into me. “What kind of man do you think I am? The kind that shows a girl compassion because he wants something in return?”
“I'm hardly a girl anymore.”
“You keep saying that,” he mutters and spreads butter onto my toast.
“When did I say that?”
“Forget it. Drink your Bloody. It’ll help.”
I struggle to swallow down the strong, spicy alcoholic beverage and take a few bites of my toast. My leg is jumpy, and I know my restlessness is bothering Nick as my thigh rubs against his.
He releases an exasperated breath and puts a firm hand on my upper thigh. His voice is low and gruff as he leans in to whisper in my ear. “You need to relax.”
A puff of air escapes me. “Okay, say you were to ask me a question about last night, what would it be?”
“Only one thing?”
“Yes.”
He stares at me, deciding. “I won’t be able to. If I get an answer to one, I’ll just need to know more.”
“Why?”
“Because I care about you, Cora.” There’s a flash of regret in his eyes after he says it and he lifts his hand off my leg. Like he just accidentally lowered bait into the water and fears a fish too small will latch on.
That’s all I am in his eyes.
A small helpless fish.
I roll my eyes. “Don’t worry—I won’t overthink it.”
He scans the other guys at the table. Finding them in an animated playback over last night’s game, he turns sharply to me. “What’s gotten into you?”
“Buzz off.” 
He pushes my drink toward me with a slight smirk. “Drink up. Maybe it’ll help with your attitude.”
My face twists. “Ugh, I never want to drink again.”
He chuckles. “Oh you will. And I’ll remind you that you said this.”
I know he means it in humor, and Nick has been around for half my life so there’s no reason he wouldn’t always be. But why does that statement give me a bubbly feeling? 
It’s probably because I stupidly take it like a subtle promise that he’ll always be around and that’s not healthy.
Because even if he is, he’s not going to be around for me. He and Jace are BFFs for life. 
That statement had nothing to do with me.
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She’s so goddamn cute I think I’m going to be sick.                      
Cute. Cute is a good word. Cora is cute.
She’s not hot.
She didn’t look like a fucking sex goddess last night when I caught her in that dominatrix outfit.
I don’t see myself peeling the skintight pants off her perfect, smooth, toned legs every time I close my eyes. For God's sake she doesn’t even remember it happening, so it never happened, Nicholas.
She’s my best friend’s sister. She’s not unbreakable. 
She’s a virgin. And for me—she’s off-limits.
I don’t cross lines. I don’t betray my friends. And I don’t take advantage of innocent girls.
But dammit, some other fucker is going to. Some dick she’s going to fall for is going to ruin her. And I’m going to go to jail for killing him.
That’s my future. And I don’t deny it.
I’d kill for this girl.
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It’s Monday and there’s a game tonight. Jace tells me Nicole is coming so I agree to go so I can see her. 
“We’ve got the executive suite for special guests tonight. I’ll give you and Dad passes,” Jace promises before he leaves.
I do love it when the team is able to get a private guest room. The executive suite is the best. The owners usually reserve for their own party or rent it out for up to ten thousand dollars a game. Naturally, when it goes to the team and the Coach for guests, I happily attend. 
There’s food, drinks, and you can roam as you please. Bathrooms are exquisitely clean and you’re guaranteed not to get caught in a random fight in the crowd in the middle of the game.
Ava usually comes with me but I’ve been ignoring her calls all weekend. When I asked her how I got home Friday night, she told me she had no idea. Just that she wanted to stay and barely remembers how she got home.
Way to stick together, Ava, I’d told her before practically hanging up. 
“It’s cold in here.” I shiver, wrapping my arms around myself when Dad and I are escorted into the suite just before the game was set to start. 
“Yeah, you could say it’s like an ice box in here…” he says. 
I glare up at him with my best dead eyes and he shrugs. “I thought it was funny,” he mutters.
“I did too, Mr. Knight,” Nicole greets us and walks over with open arms.
Dad gives a wide smile back and bends to hug her. “Nicole. So good to see you.” He scans her in that awkward analyzing way that makes me highly uncomfortable, but Nicole doesn’t flinch. “You look…well.”
Oof.
She presses her lips together and nods. “I am very well. How are you?” She turns to me. “Hi sweetie,” she shrieks and I lean in for a tight hug.
“I’ve missed you the most,” she whispers.
Instantly, I feel guilty again for what I said to her brother the other day.
“Oh sandwiches,” Dad says before running off to the other side of the room.
“I’m sorry,” I say.
She waves a hand. “Oh please. I’m so used to people being awkward with me this past week.” She bounces like a giddy, carefree child and pulls me to two black leather chairs in the front of the room, directly facing the rink. “I’ve saved us seats.” 
“Nice. I’m just going to grab a soda.”
Nicole holds up her hands. “Oh don’t do that on my account, feel free to have a drink. It’s not weird for me.”
“N-no, I, well I don’t drink. I’m not twenty-one.”
Nicole blinks, then snaps. “Right. Right of course. That’s—you’re right. Really, like never?”
I laugh. “Well...” I bite my lip. I don’t lie that I secretly crave girl talk. Real, grown-up girl talk, with someone who knows the things that I don’t. Who I can share things with, and ask questions. But given Nicole’s condition, I don’t know if she’s the right person for the job.
Noticing my dilemma, she reaches over and puts a hand on mine. “Babe, you can tell me anything. I don’t judge and I say it exactly how it is. Please. It would mean the world if there was someone…that can still trust me.”
I release a breath and my eyes water.
“Oh dear.”
“Can I just start by apologizing for something stupid I said to your brother last Friday?” My voice stirs, but I sound hopeful.
Nicole rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “He probably deserved it. What’d he do?”
I tell her the quick version of my heated conversation with Nick by the stairs when he confronted me and how I said something stupid out of defense. But to my surprise, Nicole was practically in giggles. 
“Where were you going?” she asks in a hushed voice. Clearly having zero interest in how I offended her.
“Have you heard of Broken Glass?”
Her eyes widen. “Yeah. I’ve more than heard of it.”
When Dad comes to sit next to us with his plate of food, Nicole doesn’t miss a beat and shifts gears. She rakes her fingers through the pink streak of my hair. “You have to give me the name of this shade. It’s stunning.” She winks at me and turns as we all settle to watch the puck drop.
And at that moment, I find myself wondering why I have friends like Ava. 
After the game, Nicole and I stand to make rounds in the room as Coach Collins, Jace, Nick, a few other players and special guests start rolling into the room for a small after-party.
We slowly make our way to the winning team, but I pull Nicole aside before I lose her in the growing crowd. “Can we hang out soon? Just the two of us? I need grown-up girl stuff.”
I catch Nick glance over with a scowl. Probably still mad over what I said about her and is considering me a huge hypocrite right now.
“I know. I’m always here for you, babe.” She holds up her phone. “My brother already programmed your phone number in here for me as someone he trusts around me, so I’ll text you.” She starts punching into her phone. “I would have given it to you earlier, but I didn’t want to miss seeing my brother’s nose get bashed in."
I hear Coach Collins chuckle and the two of us look up at the slightly older, suited man coming toward us.
I’ve always liked him. Royce Collins is sharp, quick-witted and hard on his team. Angel is a lot like him. Nicole and I always get a good laugh off his howling at the guys when we used to come to watch practice. He’s in a suit, as usual tonight, which makes him that much more handsome. If possible, the guy fights off more female attention than the players.
After a civil separation with Angel’s mom, Coach Collins didn’t remarry. His little girl is the product of a short-lived relationship before the baby mama took off, having not had any intention of being a mother.
“Lovely seeing you ladies here. Hi Nicky.”
When she doesn’t respond immediately, I look at her. She’s looking up at him, her lips slightly parted—but then she blinks. “Coach Collins. You lead a good game,” Nicole says, her tone impressively sophisticated, for someone who couldn’t find her voice a second ago.
“Sorry, I’m returning your brother in one piece.”
“I’m sure you’ll make it up to me next time.” She winks and he chuckles tossing her a wink back. 
“See you around.” 
We make another effort to stroll over to the guys to congratulate them but Angel suddenly moves in front of me.  
“Cora! Oh my God, hun, I’m so sorry I ran out on you Friday night.”
My eyes widen. Angel’s voice tends to carry. She used to be a cheerleader, after all.
“Rory’s babysitter called and I had to get home. She quit by the way. Another one bites the dust, I guess…” she trails off when she notices my subtle head shake as heads start to turn around us.
“What? I hope everything worked out okay after I left the club. I couldn’t reach you.”
The deliberate throat clearing behind her makes Angel jump and flip around. “Jace. Jesus, what the hell?”
My brother’s jaw and neck are tight. His arms are crossed in front of him and he glowers between us.
My heart thumps in my chest. I want to ignore it but I know he’s going to be disappointed and there’s nothing I can do.
His eyes sweep past me and he steps up to Angel. “Can you repeat that?” She doesn’t move but her head dips back slightly.
“Excuse you—I wasn’t talking to...oh.” She winces and bites her lip. 
Nick draws closer, like he’s ready to intervene but doesn’t just yet.
Angel’s eyes dip down to me for reassurance. “Um…”
“I’m asking you, Angel. Where is it that you took Cora Friday night?”
“I…” I’ve never seen Angel cave from a throwdown with Jace before and it makes my stomach turn.
“Jace stop—” I start.
He points a finger at me. “You be quiet. Clearly, I can’t trust anything you say.”
My chest heats until it starts to burn at his words.
He turns back to Angel. “I asked you a question,” he barks, and a good portion of the room turns to us. I know it’s only a matter of time before the entire room grows still.
I can’t watch this. 
“Drop it, Jace. Ava and I went out Friday night and ran into Angel. That’s all.”
He glares at me. “Where?”
I don’t answer. Not right away. Nicole is at my side and moves to stand in front of me.  “Back off. She doesn’t have to answer you. You’re not her father.”
Jace jerks back and licks his lips. He glances back at Dad who’s talking to Coach Collins in the back of the room. “Fine. Then let’s have him ask the questions.”
I know my brother is bluffing. He’s not the type to rat me out. We never did that.
Unfortunately, Angel doesn’t know this unspoken rule we both had. She grabs his arm and her voice is low when she answers. “Glass. We were at Broken Glass.”
Jace turns menacingly at me and Nick steps closer. “Jace, not now.”
“How the hell did you get in there?”
I cross my arms in front of me, refusing to answer—getting an approving nod from Nicole.  
Angel is apparently slightly weaker than us. “I got her in. I know the bouncer and—”
“Of course you do,” Jace bites.
“What’s that supposed to mean? I overheard her plans to go during class and stepped in. I went to protect her. You’re fucking welcome.”
“Oh I should be thanking you?” Jace shoots back.
I’ve heard enough. 
“I don’t need protecting!” I turn to Angel. “Not from you—not from anyone.” I feel like I’m suffocating as I push past the crowd, looking for the red exit doors, needing to get as far away from everyone as possible.
“Cora,” Jace calls. His voice is softer. He’s still mad but I know he hates it when I’m upset. 
My brother will battle anyone who gets in his way on the ice. He’d start a full-on screaming match with a beautiful figure skater just to get to the bottom of what happened to me. But when I’m upset, the guy crumbles like a dried-up leaf.
I’m his only weakness.
Humiliated, I race across the parking lot, drying my tears against the wind. Knowing that I was fooling myself to think I could try and be normal. Do what girls my age do. Make plans with the girls, go someplace that your parents wouldn’t approve of, get stupid drunk and not remember how you got home. It’s the stories I hear from everyone else, but never get to do.
But now that I have, I’m not sure what’s so great about it. I spent practically the entire weekend recovering from a hangover. I made an innocent woman—who’s also grading me at the end of the semester—lie for me. I was humiliated in front of a large group of people and now…
My brother is disappointed in me.
This slows me down. My heart aches because I know how hard he tries to keep me safe and lying to him just so I can feel normal, feels wrong. 
“Cora, stop.” 
It’s not Jace’s breathless voice that I hear behind me. And I’m relieved. But not enough when I realize whose voice it is.
Nicholas.
I stop and sigh. This is just what I need. “Of course, I’m sobbing like a child.” I turn to face him. Tears streaming down my face like I just fell in the playground and kids laughed at me. 
He catches up and stops a few feet from me, his expression full of concern. 
“But it’s not because my brother yelled at me. It’s because I can’t do anything without people acting like the world is going to fall apart around me.”
He releases a breath and takes slow steps toward me.
“Sometimes I can’t help feeling like they’re right. Because look at me. I’m not as tall as Angel, or as sharp as Nicole. I’m Jace’s kid sister. Poor girl who lost her mother before her eleventh birthday.”
He takes another step. “Nobody thinks that, Cora.”
I wait for him to tell me what he thinks of me. I sniffle as the wind blows against my face and I wrap my jacket tighter around me. “Why are you out here?”
“Because you can’t—” 
“I will,” I answer, not waiting for whatever he thinks I can’t do. “Or maybe I won’t. Maybe I need to be a twenty-year-old girl who makes mistakes. Who learns from them. Maybe I need to have regrets.”
“Why do you want those things? Why can’t you let us be here to keep you safe?”
I shake my head. “You don’t get it.” Another tear falls and I swipe at it. But instead of giving up, I think of another way to get through to him. “Maybe I need to jump off a fucking plane just to feel free for one minute…without someone laying down a mattress for me to fall on.”
His jaw locks. “Some aren’t as lucky as you to have people care so much to lay that mattress.”
“Maybe they’re just trusted to lay their own,” I point out. I could do this all day. I’ve had many unspoken arguments with Jace in my head over why he needs to back off but held back over my own guilt. He’s done so much for me.
“No one trusts me,” I whisper. “Not Jace, not Angel...not you.”
He glares at me. “You’re right Cora. I don’t trust you.”
I swallow and my head dips to the side. “It’s a good thing I’m not holding my breath for it then,” I say sharply, even though it stings.
He stays quiet so I ask, “Why?”
“Because of things you said when you stumbled home late Friday night.”
I blink away the moisture in my eyes. “What?”
“Who do you think got you upstairs when you could barely stand on two feet and…” he pauses, his eyes skimming down my frame, “out of your clothes?”
“Y-you undressed me?”
“It didn’t feel right not telling you.”
I shake my head. “Oh God.” I cover my face. “What did I say?”
“You told me to buzz off.”
I release a breath and he closes the small distance between us, taking my hand and leading me back to the front of the parking lot. “Let’s get out of here. It’s cold.”

With the heat on in his car, we drive. No destination. He’s just driving. He’s passing all the exits and I’m not sure when he plans to turn back. 
“You should have invited Ava tonight. You two are close, right?”
“I don’t know. I guess.”
He watches the road. 
“She kind of left me there to fend for myself. I’d never do that to her.”
He doesn’t respond right away, and I wonder if he heard me. “Just so I’m clear, you want the mattress from people like Ava, but not your family?”
My eyes flip to him and I consider it for a minute. “I know it doesn’t make sense.”
“It doesn’t Cora. Because it sounds like you want your friends to look out for you and your family to feed you to the wild.”
I cringe internally when his hard tone hits me like a ton of bricks. “I’m sorry. I know you didn’t have the same kind of…attention problem I have.”
“No, I didn’t. But you don’t have to apologize. You didn’t exactly get a decent hand dealt either.”
Nick swipes his phone and I see the text from Nicole that makes him chuckle.

Nicole: It’s cool, I’ll just catch a ride somewhere from someone.

I like their relationship. They’ve had it rough but they always look out for each other. They’re equally respectful of each other. Jace and I will never be that.
Nick stops to get us coffee and a couple of donuts for the drive back, which ends up being nearly an hour.  
“Did I say anything else?” I ask finally, referring to my drunken—and apparently naked state Friday night.
“How did you get home if not with Ava?”
“I don’t remember,” I answer honestly. 
His jaw hardens. And he chews his donut. “You said you hate the Christmas flannel pajamas when I pulled them on you.”
I nod. So far, so good. I want to ask him more but I get a sense it’ll cost me. “I suppose it’s an eye for an eye here?”
He nods and I concede.
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Bacon and the scent of freshly brewed coffee wake me the next morning. I’m not a runner—but today, I feel the need to. I dress accordingly, in leggings and a sweatshirt and race down, stopping in the kitchen to grab a water bottle from the fridge. 
Jace is plating breakfast for two. He looks up, his tone extra chirpy. “Perfect timing. Eggs are up.”
“I’m not hungry.”
He sets down the towel and releases a loud breath that only aggravates me more. “Cora. Please sit with me. Look, I’m sorry about last night—I was just caught off guard. You never lie to me.”
“Does Dad know?”
He looks away without bothering to answer.
“Thanks.” I slam the fridge and kick open the back door starting my run.
“If it makes you feel any better, he only blames me,” I hear him call behind me.
Of course.
Why would anyone ever blame poor Cora for anything?
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It’s been four days and I’m still mortified when I walk into the gym Friday afternoon. But Angel seems to be the more apologetic one today for ratting me out in the first place—and for not telling me the only reason she went was to look after me.                                                                                                                                                   
I’ve now had time to cool off and regardless of her reasoning, I thank Angel for coming with me. And profusely apologize for the way my brother treated her. 
I almost wish it was my father. He’d have some self-control in public and wouldn’t yell at an innocent young woman—who’s likely already suffering inside.
I change into my North BU logo gym shorts and matching fitted t-shirt. I walk back out into the gym tying up my hair and ready to burn off excess energy.
Ava nudges me just as warm-up starts.
“Hey, you haven’t returned my calls all week. Are you seriously upset with me because I left you with Angel on the floor? How was I supposed to know she’d leave? Also, you seemed to do just fine.”
“Sorry I’ve been avoiding you,” I lie. I’m still annoyed but Nick was right; Ava trusts me and knew I’d be alright on my own.
Either that, or she couldn’t give two shits what happened to me out there. I decide there needs to be some serious trust-building on my end because I don’t know who’s with me or against me at this point.
“But we’re good. Someone made me realize that you’re basically the only one who isn’t treating me like I need to be sheltered so, I guess—thank you.” There could have been a lot more gratitude in my tone, but I’m just not there yet.
Ava frowns but drops it for the moment. “Can I give you a ride home after class?”
I sigh. “Jace texted and said he’s picking me up today.” 
“He’s got his car back?”
I shrug. “Not sure. I didn’t ask. Actually, I didn’t even respond so wonder if he’s coming at all.” Ava seems lost and I realize she has no idea what happened Monday night. And I’m not sure I want to fill her in. 

We’re doing a final lap around the gym when Angel calls the end of class and a quick reminder that the next class will be in the bike room.
More cardio. Fabulous.
I freeze when I see Jace standing by the double doors, watching awkwardly as the class spreads out into the locker rooms. His baseball hat is on, but it’s only a matter of time before he’s recognized around here.
He’s focused on Angel as she makes notes on her clipboard. 
“Is this your way of keeping an eye on me everywhere I go now?” I ask when I reach him. It’s one of the few times this week I’ve acknowledged my brother. At the house, I’ve been blowing right past him anytime he’s tried to talk to me.
He sighs and glances past me. “I’m here to apologize to Angel.” His eyes drop back down to me. “Would that help?” 
My shoulders sag. My brother is good at acting like he has the upper hand, but I know my cold shoulder is hurting him. I’m about to respond when I hear Angel call out from the other side of the gym.
“You can’t be in my class if you’re not in my class, Knight.”
Angel’s tone makes me smile. It reminds me of the times I used to come watch practice and the ice girl and rookie would be ragging on each other at every turn. She was still in college then, younger than I am now, but somehow seemed so much older and braver comparatively. 
I turn back to my brother and instead of responding to Angel, he’s focused on me. “Well? Will it help?” 
I cross my arms. “If she accepts your apology…maybe a little.”
“I’ll take it,” he mutters as he walks past me. He removes his jacket and tosses it on a bench, waltzing in with his arms stretched out. “I guess I’m in your class today.” 
The corner of Angel's lip turns up, but I can tell she’s not easily impressed. “This should be fun.”
I turn to step outside, needing air after our workout, and crash into someone racing into class.
“Cora. You alright?”
I look up at Eric and don’t know whether to smile back or be as angry at him as I am at Ava. “Aren’t you in Angel’s class now?” I brush past him to walk toward the exit and hear him following behind me.
“I am…but I’m glad I caught you. Do you have a minute?”
“Not really.” I step outside and lean against one of the white columns of the main entrance, relieved for the cool air. I was starting to suffocate in there. 
“I was hoping we could talk—it was kind of hard to after the show and—”
I rub my forehead. “What happened? I don’t remember much after you guys went on stage.” I’m almost afraid to admit it but I need to know.
He hesitates for a moment. “I think you had a few too many of those colorful drinks. Ava couldn’t drive back either so she had to wait for Ian. Anyway, I got your address from Ava and put you in an Uber.”
I groan and rub my temples. “Thank you.”
Eric takes a step closer. “I take it you don’t drink much?”
I shake my head. “No. Not really.”
“Well, we don’t have to drink…but I’d like to hang out again.”
I brush a hand across my face and look at him. “You would?”
“Maybe I can give you a call this weekend?” He pulls his cell phone from his back pocket. 
“Oh…” I hardly have a moment to process that he’s asking for my phone number when a car door slams. 
My lips part and I don’t know if the swirl in my stomach at the sight of him is excitement, panic or anger.
“Is that Nicholas Kane?”
My jaw tightens as I access the hockey player coming up the steps right now. He’s not here to apologize to Angel, which means, he’s spying on me.
I decide it’s anger that bubbles in me.
“Nick Kane. Wow. Hi, I’m a big fan.” Eric slips his phone into his other hand and extends it to Nick.
Nick merely glances at his fan before turning a hard glare at me. “Hope I’m not interrupting.”
I shoot a scowl right back. “Actually, I was just about to give Eric my phone number.” I don’t bother looking at Eric as I say this, my eyes are glued to Nick’s.
“Were you?”
When I don’t respond, he turns to Eric as if he’s guilty of something.
Eric drops his hand and takes a step back. “Um…yeah, you know what, maybe we can catch up another time, Cora. I should get to class anyway.”
I see the corner of Nick's mouth turn up as Eric pivots and runs back into the building. I huff and shake my head. I’m not disappointed that he no longer wants my number. I’m disappointed that he let one look from another guy scare him off.
This isn’t the first time Nick’s intimidated a guy asking me out, but he’s usually funnier about it, playful for my benefit—or for Jace’s. But right now, the heat of his glare is anything but.
“What are you doing here?”
“Jace said he was coming by, so thought I’d tag along and stop and see our old coach. Any idea where he is?”
“Why would I know where your old coach is?”
“I meant your brother.”
I point inside the school. “He got sucked into Angel’s class.”
Nick laughs and scratches his chin. “That’s…suspicious.”
I frown. “What’s suspicious is how you think you have some claim to me because you saw me half naked.”
“A little more than half, but we won’t get into that. I don’t think I have some claim to you, Cora. I was testing him and he failed.”
“Testing him?”
“Yeah. He backed down at the first sign of pressure.”
“Oh, are you vetting my boyfriends now?” 
“You really thinking of going out with that guy?”
I cross my arms in front of me. “Why not? I spent half the evening with him last Friday.” I might be exaggerating, but he doesn’t have to know that.
His jaw locks and he moves in. His fingertips land on my abdomen and firmly press me against the wall. With his other hand, he reaches and twists the pink streak of my hair between his fingers and settles it behind my ear, leaning in slightly. “And yet he wasn’t the one who took your clothes off.”
He pulls back to hold my gaze for a fraction of a second. I wait for that flash of regret in his features, but it doesn’t come.
Turning, he races down the steps. “You need a ride home since Jace is clearly going to be a while?”
I swallow, peeling myself off the wall and struggling to find my voice. “No.” 
He doesn’t bother convincing me. He’s in his car and gone—like he couldn’t get away from me fast enough.
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What the fuck was that?                 
I violated a few traffic rules on the way home. Hell, I violated a hell of a lot more than that today.
I run a hand across my face. I can’t take that back. She’ll take it how she takes it and I can’t take it back. Worst of all, I can’t explain it.
And I’m going to have to. There’s no doubt that at some point I’m going to need to explain what the hell I thought I was doing back there with Cora. The way I touched her, the possessive tone in my voice. I acted like I own her. 
There’s no question. I didn’t like that kid talking to her. Hanging around her in a dark, loud nightclub, leaning in repeatedly to say things to her. His lips grazing her ear every time.
I didn’t like that one bit.
My mind trails back to what Cora said to me in her drunken state.
I’m exploring all the things I’ve never done...have sex.
Over my dead body.
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There are two things my agent Doug hates. The word no and dealing with my shit when I cross the line—on or off the ice. 
My temper has gotten me into more trouble than my sister probably would have in a lifetime had she not gone to rehab.
Maybe that was an exaggeration—she was headed toward a bad place.
But with Nicole out now, I need to watch my every move. It’s not like I tackled the guy Cora was talking to earlier—he’s hardly competition—but I can’t have this urge I’m starting to feel around her get the better of me.
My sister needs me right now. If I can control my actions and emotions, so can she.
Our parents messed us up in different ways. I get angry. I fight. I end up hurting people. 
Nicole hurts herself.
And if you ask me, I don’t think she spent nearly enough time in rehab. When they evaluated her and said she only needed three months, I wanted to push for six.
But I’m relieved as hell that she’s agreed to stay with me. 
Which likely means she doesn’t trust herself either. Theoretically, that should scare the crap out of me, but at the moment, I’m grateful for it. 
Because I don’t either. 

On Friday night in the locker room, I gear up for the game. Glad I chose a sport that allows fighting. Real fighting.
The kind of fight I want tonight though is against myself. But it would look mighty questionable if I went out there and beat myself up over a girl who’s…still a girl. Sure she’s almost twenty. Hell, she could be almost thirty and always be the little girl I watched my best friend raise while their dad worked two jobs and was too emotional to deal with a pre-teen. The girl we both strategically planned out how to have ‘the talk’ with when she was fifteen.
I wasn’t involved but I listened to Jace’s practice speech about seventeen times. 
And tell her about STD’s and birth control and… hell, can we just homeschool her and lock her in her room? I suggested.
Jace’s dad shook his head and left the room, happy that he didn’t need to be the one having that conversation. He’d intentionally started dating a woman around the time hoping she’d have some sort of talk with his daughter but Jace vetoed that idea. 
I agreed. 
It was embarrassing enough that Cora had no female adult to ask questions to, but the woman who for all intent and purposes replaced her mother in her parent’s bedroom? No fucking way.
Jace and I figured it out. We read books on how to approach it. Watched videos, downloaded a few middle school pamphlets. At one point, I’d considered asking Nicole for help, but decided she was in no shape to be giving advice.
All in all, Jace said it went well.
Now that I know our girl’s still a virgin, I’m relieved.
For now.
Being in on Cora’s little secret is making me edgy and temperamental more than my norm. It makes me think we screwed up that talk. It makes me think we need to give her a refresher that guys are assholes and she’ll only end up getting hurt.
It makes me want to shake some sense into her myself—leave Jace out of it.
Sure by the time I was her age, I’d slept with more than a dozen women—and yes they were younger than she is…but this is Cora.
She’s not ready.
“Kane, you ready?” 
No.
Fully geared, I stand and head out of the locker room. “Yeah.”
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“How’d it go with Angel?”
Jace shrugs. “The workout I can handle. The twenty autographs after class were fine too. But man, that girl’s bite leaves a mark.”
I laugh as we change out of our gear.
“She’s up in the suite tonight with Coach and Rory,” Jace says. “Cora’s here too. I’m going to do everyone a favor and stay away from the afterparty.”
“Your sister still mad?” I wince and wait to see if Jace catches that I referred to her as his sister. As if I don’t know her like she is my own. I always called her by name. But I’m afraid her name will roll off my tongue with way too much pent-up frustration.
But Jace just shakes his head. “She made me believe that if I apologized to Angel, she’d talk to me, but I’m still getting the cold shoulder.”
“This might be bigger than just what happened last week, bro.”
Jace nods. “I think that’s what she’s trying to tell me.” He sighs. “You going up there?”
“To be honest, I want to go home and hang out with Nicole, but she told me just because she’s sober doesn’t mean I have to be and to hang out with my teammates tonight.”
“You’re team captain. You have to go. No one’s going to take these seriously if you don’t.”
“You’re going to let Cora hang out there alone?”
He shrugs and picks up his bag. “You’ll be there. Nothing can happen to her if she’s with you.”
I grimace as I picture myself peeling her tight pants off again. “Yeah.”

“Now it’s a party,” Cain shouts through the room.
I ignore him and search the room for Cora. I don’t see her and look for Angel instead. She’s taller and easier to spot. Maybe Cora is with her.
I find Angel with Rory. They’re sharing a brownie and laughing about something at a small round table near the desserts.
The little girl looks like a ladybug compared to the giant athletes in the room.
I walk over. “Hey, girls.”
Angel straightens in her seat. “Where’s your other half?”
I cock my head. “You didn’t see enough of him in your class today?” 
“Did he have to go home 'cause he’s still achy? That’s normal. A little ice and Epsom salt will help.” She presses her lips together.
Women are evil creatures.
I rub the top of Rory’s head. “You seen Cora?”
“She’s out on the balcony,” Angel offers with suspicion in her eyes, which I ignore.
“Thanks.” I turn and head directly in that direction. Imagining one of our rookies hitting on her.
I pause at the glass door. Well, he’s no rookie, but Garret Garrison isn’t any better. I push through the door, just in time to see Cora press a hand lightly against his chest in laughter. 
Beat it. I want to say. But I know it won’t go over well with either of them. So I put a bit more effort into it.
“Get knocked too many times tonight, Garrison? Or did you just forget that this one is off limits?”
He turns to me with a grin. “Relax man, Cora’s like family here. I just thought I’d join her since she seemed like she was waiting for someone.”
My eyes pin hers. “I bet she was.” Then they drop to the beer in her hands. “I’m here now so…you can go mingle with someone your own age.”
He shakes his head and makes his way back inside. “Get a grip dude.”
“What happened to never drinking again?” I ask when we’re alone.
She shrugs and dips her head back, taking a hefty swig. 
“Oh you a pro now?” I try not to laugh.
“There’s a lot of things I’m good at you might not realize.”
“Cora…” I warn.
“Nicholas.” Her eyes are tantalizing, and I can’t look away.
“What?”
She looks away nervously for a minute then back at me as if reassuring herself. “You want to tell me why you’re shooing away every guy that talks to me?”
“Because I know how they think and what they want.”
“Is it the same thing you want?”
My brow shoots up and I resent that I’m impressed with her forwardness. “From you?”
“Would that be so bad?”
“How much have you had to drink?” I ask, pivoting the conversation to where it needs to be.
She rolls her eyes and turns away, letting the cool wind blow against her. I’m tempted to come up behind her and wrap my arms around her slender frame.
Instead, I reach for the beer she’s holding, surprised to find the bottle mostly full and warm.
I give her a questioning look and she shrugs. “I don’t like beer.”
I glance inside and notice it’s mostly beer and hard liquor here. And there’s no way I’m giving her the other option.
“Come on.” I take her hand and lead her to the other side of the balcony, directly to an elevator that takes us down to the parking lot of the arena.
When we reach the lower level, I glance back at her, expecting to see an expression full of question, but there’s nothing. She’s just wrapped her fingers tightly around my hand and letting me take her away.
She trusts me.
Don’t fuck it up, Kane.
I pull the passenger door open to my Jeep and she hesitates. A flash of disappointment in her features. “Well this was fun. Getting home before ten on a Friday night.”
“Get in.” I don’t blame her for thinking I’m taking her home. It’s what I would do. But since I don’t exactly know where I’m taking her, I don’t correct her.

Fifteen minutes later, I pull into a dirt road parking lot. I grab my baseball hat and hoodie from the back seat and reach over her to push open the passenger door.  “We were never here. Get out.”
Slipping on my hat, I walk around to her, shutting the car door behind her. 
This isn’t how I want to be with Cora. In disguise, reminding her that I am a public figure and we can’t just be normal. But I don’t want any pictures. No proof of us together.
“Where are we?” She takes in the view of the lake, the pier, and our surroundings. I parked outside of the restaurant parking lot primarily for privacy, but also for the views from this side of the pier. 
I take her hand again. “Some place you don’t need Angel or some college kid to take you.”
We walk inside but in case I am recognized, I don’t hold her hand. I feel like a coward when I let go, but it will only turn heads and prompt unwanted photos.
I don’t want that for Cora.
I tip the hostess and ask for a private table by the corner windows overlooking the lake. It’s not a fancy place but chic enough and isolated in this part of town. That’s what I like about it.
I hand her the drink menu. “They have a lot more than beer. Tell me what looks good.”
She watches me with a smirk as she takes the menu. “I don’t know. I had something very sweet and apparently very strong last week. I don’t want that.”
“I’m sure whatever that was is not on the menu. What’s your favorite flavor?”
“Blueberry.”
“Tangy?”
“No.”
“Okay.” I scan the menu. “Sweet?”
“A little and maybe slightly bitter.”
I lower my menu to look at her. “That’s specific.” I pick up the food menu. “Have you eaten? You need to eat.”
“Dinner.”
“That was four hours ago. I’m ordering you something.”
The waitress comes by and I glance up. “We’ll have an order of the truffle fries. And two blueberry cosmos.” I offer a polite smile as I hand over the menus.
“Great choice. I’ll be back.”
I turn back to Cora, whose smile grows suspicious. 
I shrug and lean back in my chair. “What?”
“You’re going to have a Cosmo?”
I clear my throat. “That’s why I’m wearin’ the hoodie.” I wouldn’t tell her it’s because I don’t want her face on the internet as my fling of the week.
She nods. “That’s why.”
“What?”
“I wasn’t born yesterday.”
I tap on my glass of ice water, watching her.
She looks around. “You’re protecting me. Even when there’s no reason to.”
“I always have a reason to protect you.” And it’s the same one every time. She’s like a sister to me.
Except when my real sister springs into a room, my heart doesn’t light up. My lip doesn’t turn up because of a new cute thing she did with her hair. My insides don’t twist to the point of combustion because she’s talking to a guy. 
My reason to protect Cora from everything that surrounds her shifted at some point. Evolved. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but it’s not the same reason Jace protects her. 
In fact, I’m one hundred percent positive her brother wouldn’t approve of my reasons at all.
A few minutes later, Cora looks down at the blueish drink in front of her. “You know my dad lets me drink.”
I chuckle. “Giving you an occasional glass of wine over a holiday dinner doesn’t count.”
“I’m just saying…” she says, lifting the stick of blueberries, “it’s not like I’m trying anything new with you.” She pops one in her mouth and I’m relieved that it’s not a bigger garnish.
I blink. “Would it be so awful if you did?”
“I don’t know, would it?”
“Are we still talking about drinking?” It’s an honest question. Not meant in any other way than to keep up with wherever her mind goes when she talks to me.
She swallows. “What else would we be talking about?”
I stare at her, tapping my fingers against the table. I want to tell her I know she’s thinking about having sex. That she is actively in pursuit of it and that I don’t think this is the right time for her. But since the topic is on trying something new with me, I bite my tongue.
Instead, I lift my glass. “To an occasional cocktail. Without being judged.”
She holds up her glass and cocks her head. “And under the supervision of my brother’s best friend.”
“I’m your friend too, Cora.” But my voice isn’t soft when I say it. It’s sharp and edgy. Like I need her to trust that. “And I’m not supervising you. You didn’t want beer, so…here we are.”
“Oh please. You humor me because you know I used to have a crush on you.” She picks up a French fry. The way she eats it makes it look like it’s the most delicious thing on this planet.
I brush off her confession. “I was just the guy always around that wasn’t related to you.” 
Her big brown eyes look up at me, almost in hesitation. “No. That’s not why. When I was twelve, I broke my foot playing softball.”
I shake my head. I remember the fall. Felt it all over my body when she went down. We all did.
“Yeah. I nearly whacked a thirteen-year-old kid and her stupid coach for that.”
She laughs and coughs lightly. “Yes, but you were also a sophomore in college then. You and Jace had a game and I came to see you, with my cast, crutches, and all. I was so miserable and clumsy, struggling in my seat. I wasn’t far behind the penalty box, which is like home to you, right? Anyway, you noticed me and I think you had me moved to a private row up front.”
I nod slowly, remembering asking someone to have her moved up asap to get her more comfortable—and closer.
“Then a little while after I was moved…“ She bites her bottom lip and stirs the remains of her drink. “You threw a crumbled paper at me.”
I laugh. Not remembering what the hell I wrote. “What’d it say?”
She smiles at the memory and my heart melts. “Roses are red, violets are blue, cheer up kid, this next one’s for you.” She pauses, which makes me think there’s more.
“And?”
She presses her lips together. “Well, when you stepped back, you winked at me. And…well, you don’t know what green eyes, a deep dimple combined with a flirty wink does to a twelve-year-old girl.” She blushes and it makes me smile. 
“Does it do anything to almost twenty-year-old girls?” I attempt to recreate whatever it was that melted her heart.
“Yeah, it makes us roll our eyes.”
I frown. “Oh.”
She grins. “Keep practicing.” She takes another sip of her drink. “This is so good. Can I have another?”
“I may be the team captain, but Jace is bigger than me and won’t hesitate to put me through a wall.”
“Hmm…probably for the best. That’s how I got into trouble in the first place. Last week, that drink tasted way too good and I just didn’t know how to stop.”
I swallow and look away when I imagine that I’d be in a similar predicament if I ever dared to kiss her.

Back in my car, I force myself to think about anything but Cora’s lips. Which have been my main focal point for the past hour, I’m sure of it. “You gotta give Jace a break, Cor.”
“He humiliated me—and Angel. She was just trying to help.” She looks out the window and I’m relieved that I broke whatever sexual tension we had going on at the restaurant.
“He hates it when you’re mad at him.”
“Fine, I’ll throw him a bone tomorrow.”
“Thata girl.”
“I’ll at least wait until he makes me another gourmet breakfast.”
“He’s been cooking? I’m coming over tomorrow.”
“Bring Nicole with you. I haven’t had a chance to really catch up.”
I like that Nicole is so welcome in their lives. They haven’t been judging her for what she’s been through. Nicole and I were used to being judged by everyone for our mothers’ issues. Heck I’d borrowed enough of Jace’s clothing when mine were getting too small and my mother spent all her money on everything but the family. 
I walk Cora to the door because it feels right. It’s dark, late and Jace is likely passed out. I want to feel like I covered for him tonight with his sister, as he’s come to expect me to. But I can’t help but feel like our evening went an entirely different direction than me just ‘looking out for her’.
She unlocks the door and turns back to me. “Thank you. I’m not sure why you took me out, but this was nice.” 
“You’re welcome.” I realize I’m standing much closer than I should be, so I circle my arm around her to push the door open. But before I can, she grips my shoulder, pushes up on her toes and presses her lips to mine.
Cora’s lips are on mine.
I can’t move. 
I can’t move—but I can taste. And I can feel. Her lips taste even better than I imagined. They’re so damn soft and I fight the painful temptation to explore her mouth just as she opens. There’s a low grunt that escapes me as I tear her off me and take a solid step back. I swallow hard but don’t want to wipe my mouth. 
My eyes are fixated on the glistening of her lips and I blink away. I should say something, but nothing is making sense in my head. 
“I—I’m sorry, I misunderstood.” Her eyes are hopeful, like she’s waiting on me to make a move or tell her she didn’t misunderstand. That my mind has been glued to those lips all night and she merely did the one thing I’d never let myself do.
Because I’m a coward. 
“Don’t do that again, Cora.”
Her lips part and her eyes flood. I force myself to focus on the front door. “Get inside.”
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Stupid. So stupid. 
I lie in bed staring up at my ceiling in the dark. I won’t be sleeping much tonight. I feel like such a fool. 
I hear it all the time. She made the first move. Girls hesitate. Women go after what they want. 
I always thought guys liked that sort of thing. Confidence. Boldness.
I swipe at another tear…I guess not all guys.
I shake my head for the tenth time since I raced up here. It can’t just be me. There was something there. We were flirting. I’m not imagining it; his eyes dropped to my lips on more than one occasion tonight. 
God, how am I ever going to live this down?

By two a.m., my mind starts to wander. I think about Angel. Her soft, beautiful features; unscathed, unflinching while my brother stood there shouting at her, berating her. 
She didn’t race out of the room like a scorned child.
She shouted back, she defended herself—and me. And when he came to see her a few days later, she…smiled. Sure it was a slightly evil smile for the hell she was about to put him through, but she didn’t crumble or kick him out or hide away.
Angel wasn’t humiliated in the least.
This is also the same girl who took a hard fall, fracturing her arm and badly scraping nearly the entire side of her leg in front of thousands of viewers. 
There isn’t much anyone can do to upset her any more than she’s already suffered.
Other than the leg warmers Angel wears all year round now, she’s not ashamed of anything.
And if I’m being honest, neither am I.
I’m not ashamed of my feelings for Nick. I’m not ashamed that he found me in that leather outfit I wore last weekend. Or that he’d taken it off me.
I’m not ashamed that I kissed him. I wanted to. More than anything, I wanted to feel his lips on mine. I wanted to feel them kiss me back with everything he had. To admit he’s wanted to do that for so long.
His words sting, but I’ll survive. I’m not an idiot. There’s something between us and he can deny it all he wants. But my bet is he won’t last another week.
I splash cold water on my face and brush my teeth. I sniffle as I wipe my skin with a clean towel and take a good look in the mirror.
“It’s time to start living the life you want. Not the one they want,” I whisper to myself before turning down the light, disarming my alarm and going to sleep.
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It’s Saturday and I don’t bother going downstairs like Jace expects me to every morning. I shower and dry my hair. I naturally have wavy hair and go out of my way to straighten it like some goth all the time. I skip the straightener today and soften my hair with conditioner before taming with my curler and shine, making my hair look shorter but fuller and lay the hot pink strands carefully on one side.
Yanking open my closet, I pull out every outfit I haven’t worn in over a year or don’t intend to. Ava’s been telling me I’m due for a wardrobe update.
I don’t think I’ve ever had one. I’ve never had an older sister tell me things are out of fashion or that skinny jeans are the new bootcut. 
And apparently, boots with fur have been out for over four years?
I jog down the steps and find Jace in the kitchen. 
“Took you long enough. I’ll make a fresh pot.”
Smiling, I step up and wrap my arm around him. I feel him release tension as soon as I do and it makes me feel better somehow. It’s been a long time since I hugged him like this. And there’s a beat before his arms embrace me and his big hands dig into my hair.
“I love you,” he mumbles into the top of my head.
I pull back. “I know. I’m sorry I lied about Broken Glass.”
He releases a heavy breath. Like he’s been waiting for this. “Thank you, I know I can be—” 
“I actually don’t need your permission to go anywhere—but I realize it was uncool of me to lie.”
“Cora.”
I raise my brows. “Am I wrong?”
“Technically, no.”
I reach for my mug. 
“Cora, I worry about you. I need to know where you are and what you’re doing.”
“Without trying to stop me?”
His jaw tightens. “I can’t promise that. Cora. You’re all I’ve got. Please don’t—” 
“I’m not all you’ve got. You have your entire team. Your friends, a pro hockey career, your dream car. I don’t have a paying job now, but I don’t have to live here for long if you’re going to make me have to lie to you all the time.”
He huffs out a heavy breath. I can feel his wheels turning as I pour my coffee.
“Alright fine. If you want to go out, can you please tell me where you’re going? And maybe who you’re going with?”
I shrug. “Sure.” I turn, sipping my coffee.
“And who’s driving.”
I turn back. “Would you like their driving record too?”
He shakes his head, giving up on this conversation. “What’s with the trash bags upstairs?”
“Those are all donation.”
He glances up the stairs. “You have anything left?”
“Of course, silly. I’m wearing it. I need your credit card, by the way.”
He pulls out his wallet and hands me his card with a grin. “You remember this next time you think about moving out.”
“You love me too much to let it get that far. You’re stuck with me till I’m thirty.” I jump up to kiss him on the cheek. 
“I wouldn’t mind it,” he admits.
I roll my eyes. “Oh please. Just imagine all the things you’d have to listen to when I’m in my room with a guy.”
“Jesus Christ. Weren’t you leaving?”
I giggle and whip out my phone, texting Nicole, who’s likely also due for some new clothes.

Cora: Going shopping. Wanna come?

Nicole: Hell yeah. Give me ten.


“Sweet ride,” Nicole says, her hair blowing in the wind and she seems like she’s in heaven. It’s a little cold out but the sun is strong enough to warrant having the top down in my convertible. The one Jace bribed me with to move in with him. 
I smile, still a little unsure of things I can and can’t say to Nicole. What’s considered a sensitive topic? Do I know all the problems she had? Do I ask?
She watches me as I focus on the road and I realize that Nicole is the type of person to pick up on internal conflict.
“Thanks for letting me tag along.”
I shrug. “I have an ulterior motive.”
She nods. Unsurprised. “Is it to talk about my brother?”
I evade her presumptions. “I need big sister kind of help today. I need help with a new wardrobe. Just…nothing leather.”
She frowns and then her eyes are wide. “Wait. That leather outfit Nick tossed in our trash. Was that yours?”
I glance at her as a car passes and I zoom out of his way. “He took it?”
“He destroyed it, Cora. I had a few friends stay over that night and in the morning when I was walking them out, I saw Nick rustling with the garbage bags and toss pieces of what I immediately recognized as genuine leather into the trash.”
I laugh and have no idea why I find it hilarious. 
Stopping at a red light, I look at Nicole, who grins back mischievously. “We are so discussing what that was about.”
I sigh and tell her about the night I wore that outfit…how immensely drunk I was… how I woke up in pajamas I don’t remember putting on…and how this outfit mysteriously disappeared. 
She laughs. “Holy hell that outfit looked smoking hot. I would have killed to see you in that.”
Funny, I would have killed to see someone take it off me, but life is unfair that way.
We arrive at the mall and plan out where we’ll do most of our damage.
“So that’s it?” Nicole says as we scan through a few aisles of denim and t-shirts.
I glance at her. “What?”
“Nick tells you he undressed you and you just…” she shrugs, “look the other way?”
I focus on a pair of ripped jeans and hold them up. “I know I used to have a little crush on him but I’m over that.”
She jerks and cocks her head at me. “Wow. And here I thought we were friends.”
“Nicole.”
“Nope. Fine. Keep your secrets. I get it. I need to earn trust back from people I care about. It’s part of the process, I’m just going to be patient.” She sighs and frowns and I feel terrible.
“I kissed him last night.”
She chuckles and leaps for joy. “God you’re easy, tell me more.”
“You tricked me?”
“No. I’m teaching you to get what you want via manipulation. You wanted an older sister?” She holds her hands out. “There’s no one better.” She winks.
I run a hand across my face, feeling the pain and humiliation of last night again.
Nicole sits on the bench and her expression is timid. “I take it that it didn’t work out well?”
I shake my head.
“Yeah. Nick’s not easy. I know a ton of women who are less complicated in relationships.”
“It was stupid and he told me to never do that again.”
She doesn’t say it but her face scrunches and I know what she’s thinking. Ouch.
She watches me as I scope out more items. “I love the beach waves by the way. Such a great look for you.”
“Thanks. It’s actually really easy. I think I like these.” I hold up a romper and a few tops, then throw them over my arm. “Shall we move on?”
“Yes. I want to look at boots and then I have an idea and I hope you won’t mind.” 

A few hours later, we’re all shopped out. Nicole comes over to help me sort out what’s left in my closet. When we’re done, she sits on my bed.
“How you feelin’?” she asks after I’ve filled my closet up with all new clothing.
“Great. You?”
“Really. I know last night sucked. I’m sorry. I wish I could say something to make it better or that he’s given me any kind of clue but—”
“Nicole. I don’t want to think about it. There are plenty of fish. And I’m going to catch one.”
She nods slowly. “And then what?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m assuming you’re still—” 
“Yeah. The one and only.”
“You’re not the only…but yeah, it’s a little rare for someone your age to not have—”
“Thanks.”
“Well don’t do what I did.”
“What’s that?”
“Do it with some guy just for the sake of doing it. I don’t remember his last name and it wasn’t very memorable.”
“Were any of them?”
She considers it. “Not really. But that doesn’t mean it won’t be for you…I’m just…well, hard to please.”
I laugh. “You look like someone who’s hard to please in or out of the bedroom.”
She shrugs. “It’s probably why I’m meant to be single for life. There isn’t a man with enough…experience and skill to satisfy me.”
My lips part as I’m about to ask her to tell me more about what that means. But then we’re rudely interrupted.
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“Girls, dinner.” Jace calls obnoxiously from the kitchen. The guy needs to stop being such a dad. 
I’m aware that my sister has been with Cora all day and nervous as hell about what those two talked about at the mall.
I hear them make their way down and second guess letting Jace talk me into staying for dinner.
This is a bad idea. 
I need more than twenty-four hours to stay clear of Cora after what happened last night. But what was I to say when my best friend calls me over on a Saturday for dinner—especially when my sister is over. I brought Max with me, who also happens to be a fan of Jace’s cooking.
I expect Cora to linger, to be timid, to hesitate and avoid me, but she comes into the kitchen first. Her eyes level mine almost instantly without so much as a blink.
“Hi Nick. What a surprise.” There’s sarcasm in her remark and she turns from me. Her hair is different. It’s bouncier today, fuller, wild with natural-looking waves. Cora has always gone out of her way to straighten her wavy hair. But this—this look is dangerous. 
This is an “I’m letting go” look that looks way too fucking good on her.
Her lips have a shine to them. Her cheeks rosy and powdery. She’s not wearing eyeliner. Her smile is natural when she strolls up to Jace, handing him a credit card and kissing him on the cheek. 
“Thanks bro. It’s exactly what I needed.” 
He grins and hums in response. Clearly loving the affection from the one thing in this world he adores. “You smell pretty. I don’t like it.”
Cora rolls her eyes. 
Nicole is bent over greeting my Labrador. Max has come to like her—even though my sister was never into animals. “Hello, my furry friend. At least you noticed me walk into the room.”
She stands, giving me a pointed look and I blink, focusing on the left side of her head. “Really?”
“What? You don’t like it?”
Jace looks over to see what we’re talking about. “Look at that Cor, you’re an influencer,” he chimes, referring to the all-new yellow streak on the left side of Nicole’s dark hair. It’s bright and in equal thickness as Cora’s. 
Nicole shrugs. “I liked it on Cora so thought I’d try it.” 
I shake my head and smile back at her. “But yellow?”
“It’s not yellow, it’s Cosmic Sunshine.” Nicole corrects.
Cora scoots over to Max and scratches his neck. “Hey boy, miss me?” 
Man, is it me or does she sound like a dream?
Max licks her palm, nuzzling her and I’m forced to look away.
What’s different about you, Cora? 
It’s not the hair. It’s not the body-hugging jeans or the soft cashmere sweater she has on. Something is different and I decide it’s not the way she looks.
It’s an effortless way she moves around the room. An ease. An unmistakable confidence—I’m not certain I like it, but I can’t look away. Even if I have grown used to having to peel my eyes off her lately.
The doorbell rings.
“That’s Dad and his date. Cor, could you get that?”
Cora taps Max to follow her down the hall. She curbs him before opening the door, knowing Max is rough around new people.
“Hey sweety,” I hear Bruce greet his daughter. When Max starts barking at the blonde he’s with, I slide out of the bar stool and make my way down the hall. 
“Easy Max, she’s a friend.” Cora smiles up at the leggy stranger. “What’s your name again?”
“Cynthia.”
“Okay, Max, let’s take you outside to cool off,” she says.
I greet Mr. Knight and his date quickly and follow Cora outside. She’s on her knees on the side of the driveway, playing with Max. I catch up to them and bend to clip Max’s leash on.
“Thanks,” she says breathlessly.  
“I could leave him here with you if you need a reason to be out here.”
“My dad’s dates don’t bother me anymore.”
I’m the type to avoid an uncomfortable situation with a girl I’m not interested in, so I’m surprised when these words leave my lips as I stand and look down at her. “I meant if you didn’t want to be around me.”
She squints up at me as she runs her fingers through Max’s fur and I’m suddenly jealous of the mut.
“What part of my throwing myself at you last night gives you that impression?”
My eyes flare. Cora’s never been shy. But she’s never been this damn forward either. Not to mention, the fact that her raspy voice has developed with her, only makes her that much more…suggestive. “It was a misunderstanding, Cora. That’s all. Consider it forgotten.”
She scoffs and stands, then pats my chest lightly. “That’ll be easy. It wasn’t that memorable.”
She takes the leash from me. “Come on Max, let’s give it another try with Dorothy or Candice or whatever her name is.”
I shake my head and call back, “Cynthia.”

“Dinner’s almost ready,” Jace calls to everyone in the living room. 
Cora sets the table while I make a bowl for Max. I move to the far end of the table, where Nicole is sitting and pull up a chair next to her. Cynthia and Bruce are across each other on the table and Jace is at the head. Cora is forced to sit in the open seat next to me.
“Oh I should have brought wine, I notice there’s none at the table,” Cynthia notes, blindsiding us all.
Jace and Bruce exchange glances, and I look at Nicole. Knowing the lack of alcohol on the table is on her behalf.
But it’s Cora who doesn’t miss a beat. “Yeah. That’s because last week I proved to these two,” she points her thumbs to me and Jace, “that I can’t hold my liquor so there won’t be any of that around me for a while. Sorry Candice, that’s all me.”
“Cynthia,” Bruce corrects.
Cora doesn’t apologize and reaches for her glass of water. I don’t blame her. 
Jace releases a heavy breath and clears his throat, avoiding looking at me or my sister “Um, yeah. That’s—I mean, obviously.”
“Oh.” She looks at Cora in a way that annoys me. “Well...I suppose the rest of us, adults will suffer then,” Cynthia laughs unauthentically.
I can’t control the sharp turn of my head toward the condescending tone and immediately feel Nicole’s hand on mine. I don’t know how she knows I’m about to lose it, but she does. 
Here Cora was being the only adult in the room, taking the blame for something for the sake of a friend and this woman was calling her a child.
My teeth clench and I blow quietly into a fist before standing. “Excuse me, it looks like Max really does need that walk.” I feel like shit when I rip my dog away from his bowl and put his leash back on, but I need to get out of here before I flip over another table.
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I’ve put up a hell of a front all week, but my heart still aches when I hear Nicholas's words in my head. 
Don’t ever do that again. 
There are moments I want to cry for being so stupid. There are moments I want to cry for thinking I’m head over heels for a guy who doesn’t want me. 
That’s mostly at night.
Mornings, I’m usually full of fresh start vibes. Loving that I no longer feel the need to power iron my hair. Appreciating my new wardrobe, my internship, and the relationship I’m rebuilding with my brother. Having your crush turn you down flat shouldn’t be a reason to stop enjoying things you do have. Which thanks to my brother—is everything.
Last night we had a glass of wine over dinner and he told me some of the vicious things Angel has done to him over the years when I asked what all that’s been about. I hardly ever ask him about relationships, but I’m suddenly interested in why my brother is single. And how much of it has to do with me—or him.
He's worse than Nick on the dating spectrum. Nick’s girlfriends, I remember. Hard not to when you sit there and compare yourself to each one. 
I don’t have classes on Wednesdays. Usually, I’m at the center putting in my internship hours, but not today. Ava and I have big plans.
We’re finally taking the plunge. Literally.  We’re going skydiving.
After going back and forth with myself, I decide I’m not telling Jace—because he’ll just stop me. And it will only anger me because I really want to do this. I want to feel the freedom, the excitement, the adrenaline. From what I hear, it’s the next best thing next to sex. 
Ever since I put it in Ava’s head this summer, she’s been all about it.
My stomach churns as I head down the stairs with my backpack. Guilt is literally eating me alive right now for lying to Jace again.
I send Ava a text.

Cora: Leaving soon, just telling Jace I’m heading out.

There’s no response from her and I figure she’s standing in front of the mirror, practicing her mid-fall facial expression. 
When I get downstairs, I nearly stop in my tracks to find Nick sitting by the counter. He hasn’t been here since dinner this past Saturday. The one where he’d stormed off and didn’t come back until after dessert. I dig deep to find that courage to walk past him like I don’t notice him in the room. I seemed to have mastered it last week.
“You’re a little dressed down for work, aren’t you?” Jace notes.
Jace knows my schedule better than I do most days. Which is an inconvenience, to say the least. He’s like a walking calendar. My personal calendar.
“I’m not going in today. I’m working on a…project with Ava and we need to get it done. Today.”
“Oh cool, you need a ride?” 
“No. I’ll drive. We’re going to grab lunch at Western Inn.”
“Western Inn? By the airport?”
I wipe my forehead. I didn’t expect the third degree this morning so I didn’t plan this out. He’d been so chill since our fight that I thought we were past him basically tracking my every move.
I turn and open the fridge, packing an extra Gatorade into my backpack. “Yeah, Ava loves their grilled cheese.” 
Jesus, Cora. 
I feel Nick’s eyes on me but I ignore it. He’s suspicious again. He’s not stupid enough to call me out in front of Jace. 
Come to think of it, he’s never done that. So why am I so nervous?
Also, he’s probably going to be avoiding confronting you anytime soon, Cora.
I remind myself that it doesn’t matter. I’m an adult and can make my own decisions. I don’t need anyone’s permission. 
And I refuse to let anyone stop me today.
“Hey, when’s our next team meeting?” Jace asks Nick. Sure, he knows my schedule by heart, but his own? Not if his life depended on it.
Nick isn’t answering though. He’s distracted on his phone. Or likely checking the date.
It doesn’t matter. 
“Later,” I call back and flee.
In my car, I bolt out of the driveway and pull up directions for Hollyville airport. I settle into my seat, adrenaline already pulsing though me.
This is exactly what I need.
And I’m not getting it anywhere else.

Ava: Can we go next week?

Cora: No. Today!

Ava: I don’t know about this.

Cora: Seriously?

Why doesn’t this surprise me? 

Cora: Fine. You can come next time.

The weather is fitting today. It’s not too sunny. There’s a bit of a chill but it’s not freezing. And I’m not worried about the cold. I’m doing this—even if I’m doing it alone.
I park in a large lot next to a small building. At least it looks small compared to the aviation school next door. The small one is clearly labeled NYSky Fall. 
“Hi.” My voice is too perky to be convincing, so I clear my throat. “Hi,” I try again, greeting a uniformed team member. She has similar pink streaks in her hair, several in fact. I can’t tell if she’s sitting or standing or if she even knows I’ve entered the room and greeted her twice. “I made a reservation online for a—”
“Tandem jump?” 
“Yes.” 
“Fill this out, have a seat. Bring it back up with a photo ID.”
“Thanks.”
Paperwork is supposed to be the easy part about jumping off a plane, right? At least that’s what I thought before I look down at the death sentence in front of me.
Four pages? 

Assumption of Risk…obviously…initial.

Release from liability…fine…initial.

I will not sue…I mean, can I do that if I’m dead…and no one knows I’m here?

Initial.
Initial.
Initial.
Done.

Finished with signing away my life, I walk back up to the counter. “Here you go.”
“Thank you. You’re just going to follow the red arrow to the training room. There, they’ll teach you about harnessing, free falling, you’ll watch a short video and be on your way.”
“That’s it? Just…like that? Okay.” I release a heavy breath and follow the arrows.
Our instructor’s name is Trip. It seems appropriate. He’s not very tall, on the slim side, has dark jelled hairstyle and every time he says something, he claps his hands like he’s ready for the next big thing.
There is only one couple here and it’s not their first jump so they’re going together, not in a tandem.
The training actually turns out to be fun. And though it didn’t bother me when I walked in, I was hoping to see a lot more people here. The room seems colder and my nerves are turning on me. I wonder if I should come back another time—with Ava, but given I’m the only other person here besides the couple, it would be too awkward and embarrassing.
I jump when the doors from the front office burst through. “Hey. Look what the cat dragged in,” Trip calls to the person behind me. “We don’t have you on the schedule to fly today, do we?” 
“No, you don’t.”
I freeze at the voice behind me.
If it’s possible, my skin pales even more when I turn and find Nick marching through the open space of the training room. He’s glaring at me hard enough to make my body react in a strange way. 
I turn back around—as if there is a shot in hell of hiding from him now. I wrack my brain trying to figure out what tipped him off. And sigh internally when it comes to me. The night Jace yelled at me for sneaking off to the nightclub. I blurted my desire to jump off a plane just to feel free. 
And this morning, I mention the only diner nearby. Since I stupidly had nothing prepared.
“Trip.” He strolls in and they exchange some sort of a handshake.
“We’re just about to board, you joining us?”
My head snaps back. “Wait, he hasn’t done his pre-flight instruction.”
“Oh don’t worry, my buddy Nick here is certified,” Trip says, then claps his hands for the fifteenth time. “Okay, let’s get out there. Plane’s waiting.”
Pushing down the butterflies creeping into my stomach, I follow Trip and the others out. There’s no way I’m chickening out now—it would only prove that I’m not ready to take risks and be my own person.
When the others step out, Nick grabs my arm and twists me to face him. “Cora.” 
“How did you know I was here?” I hiss.
“Call it a hunch. Don’t you know you can’t get one over on me by now?” His voice is sharp.
I’m a breath away from him and can’t move. I can’t even say anything he’s so close. I swallow.
“Jace doesn’t know. But I’m not letting you on that plane without him knowing.”
I yank my arm away from him. “It’s too bad I’m over eighteen and he can’t tell me what to do. And if he tries, I’ll move out.” I cross my arms.
He frowns. “What do you mean?”
“Go ahead, call him. He’ll come over here. We’ll have an argument. I’m still going to get on that plane—and he’ll lose the one thing that he cares about more than hockey.”
His eyes narrow and study me, as if he has his own way of calling my bluff. I’d hate to hurt my brother, but I’m not so sure I am bluffing.
“Okay.” He cracks his knuckles and brushes past me into a large, open garage. I think this is what Trip referred to as the preboarding area. 
Nick reaches for the gear and starts to dissect it.
“What are you doing?”
“Checking your rig.” He spends a few minutes checking random compartments and then dresses himself. He gives me the helmet and goggles. “I’ll let you know when to put those on.”
“Isn’t that Trip’s job?”
He ignores me once again and starts toward the waiting plane. 
Trip waves at us. “There you are. Come on, we were about to take off.”
Nick scoffs. “Not with just those two you weren’t.”
“What can I say, it’s a Wednesday.” Trip scans Nick. “That’s the wrong gear. You’ve got a harness. You need a solo one.”
“I’m not going solo,” he calls back as he boards then turns to lift me onto the plane. “I’m taking her.” 
“What?” I shriek.
“Oh,” Trip calls as he boards. “Cool.” Trip takes my arms and pulls me flush against Nick. I feel his hard body behind me as we’re strapped together. I’m not cold anymore. I’m very warm. Hot in fact. Nervous. I feel those butterflies again and they’re out of control inside me. 
Trip moves to check on the couple.
I try to control my breathing. But it’s becoming harder the higher we go. I’m relieved to be facing away from him and try not to focus on my body’s reaction to being flush against him. Nick is quiet, surprisingly. Too quiet.
After a moment, I feel him slowly gather my hair into one fist and then his lips are against my exposed ear. “You sure about this?”
I don’t answer. I focus on the open door, watching and feeling us rise off the ground higher and higher. Wondering when we’ll stop going up and stay level. I’m aware of my breathing. I’m aware of his ever so steady breath behind me. I’m aware of my body as it sinks into him.
I nod and feel him release a breath. Then I shake my head. “Nick.” It’s all I can say. But I hope he understands it.
“Kane? You wanna go first?”
“No,” I shout.
Trip’s brows jump and he turns to the other couple. “Okay, you’re up.”
Nick moves us aside and rubs my arms behind me. My eyes are closed and I can almost see the way he’s looking down at me now. Like what the hell am I going to do with her?
“Cora.” His voice is soft as the stubble on his chin brushes my skin. “We’re going to jump next.”
I shake my head.
“Yes. The only way out is down and I’m coming with you. I won’t let go of you. I’ve done this many times.”
“Can’t I turn to face you?”
He chuckles. “It defeats the purpose of flying if your head is buried.”
“Nick.”
“Cora,” he whispers. He takes my chin and turns it up. “You’re going to love this. I wouldn’t let you do it if I didn’t think you were one hundred percent safe. Believe me, I triple-checked. If there’s one scratch on your pretty head, Jace will have mine.”
I swallow and his eyes dip to my throat. 
“You’re in good hands, Ms. Knight.” Trip assures after the couple has jumped and it’s our turn.
I dare to glance down and see small squares of land, water, mountains. When I hear how high up we are and how many seconds we’ll be free falling…I think it’s less than a minute but seems like an eternity to just…fall.
I whimper and turn my head. “Nick. I can’t.”
“Cora, listen to me.” His voice remains calm, but there’s a sense of urgency in it. “I’ve got you. We’re doing this together. We’re going to have an amazing fall.”
I turn back at the open door. “Wh—what am I supposed to do again?”
He wraps his arms around me, his lips are against my ear. “Open your eyes when I tell you to.” And with that, we’re falling through the clouds. My eyes are squeezed shut.
“Open your eyes, Cora,” he calls behind me as he spreads my arms open.
I open them slightly and then shut them again. My stomach leaps. “Oh my God. Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.” I shut my eyes again and flip my head back.
“Cora.”
I know we’re still nowhere near pulling on the parachute. 
He calls my name again, but I can’t respond. I’m panicking. I feel his fingers on my chin just before his warm lips press against mine. I finally open my eyes, but now his are closed. His hand slides up behind my ear and wraps the back of my head as he presses me harder against his lips. 
His lips. They move softly around my mouth, exploring me, tasting me. His other hand slides off from around my waist and I feel him pull on something behind him.  The parachute blows open above us and I glance at our surroundings. I see the trees, the water, the land.
And I’m flying above it all.
Nick's arms wrap around me again. I turn my head up and smile shyly at him. “Thank you.”
He holds me tighter and kisses the top of my head.
I don’t know what he’s thinking and I don’t care. 
For whatever reason, Nicholas Kane kissed me as we fell from the sky.
I’m not going to overthink it. 
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“Kane,” Coach calls when he sees me straggling halfway down the hall Saturday afternoon after a long practice. At least that’s what it feels like I’m doing because my head was clearly in the clouds during today’s practice and I’m pretty sure I missed the locker room doors about ten feet behind me.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
I turn, expecting Coach to rip me a new one for the “poor leadership” I’m showing and I suck in a breath. Ready to keep my fists in control and my head level. 
“Yeah.”
His usual hard features soften only slightly when he sees my face. “How’s Nicole?”
“What?” I’m genuinely confused until I realize where he thinks my distraction is coming from. 
Guilt consumes me even more than it has since I kissed my best friend's sister when we fell twelve thousand feet from the clouds.
“She’s doing well.”
Coach nods slowly as if he’s waiting for more. “If it gets…difficult again, just let me know. Being team captain is a lot and with Jace as your alternate, I’m sure he can step in when you need it.”
“Nicole is fine. I’ve just got other things on my mind.” I’m instantly defensive of my sister. I know Coach always had our best interest at heart, but I refuse to let either of us be a pity case. Those days are over.
I’ve done well enough for myself and so has she—she’s smart, strong and she’ll fight this to death.
“So tonight wasn’t about your sister?” His expression is hard again and I don’t mind it. I need it, in fact.
“No. My mind just flaked out today.” I don’t have an explanation to give. And Royce Collins will call bullshit when he sees it so I don’t give him any.
The truth is the only way with this man.
“Get your shit together by tomorrow. I want everyone here by seven.”
Fuck.
We don’t have a scheduled practice and now, because I’ve pissed him off—I have to tell my team that we do. And at the crack of dawn, no less.
In the locker room, I find Jace on the bench and curse my existence internally. Of course he’d be the only one left in here out of all my teammates. 
He’s not wearing a t-shirt and doesn’t even notice me come in. His jaw is hard. He’s tense and I feel it weighing on me. I feel it deep in my chest and I wonder if he knows about the kiss. 
Paranoia is not a good look on me.
Or if he found out that she snuck off to jump off a plane and lied again.  I saunter in—making a beeline toward my locker and toss a spare clean shirt at him. “Lookin’ for one of these?” I try to sound myself—but hell if I can tell what that is.
Jace blinks, finding me in the room. “What? Oh sorry.” He stares at the shirt and sets it down. “No, I’ve got one, thanks.” Despite what he tells me, he puts on the shirt absently and rubs his temples.
I put on my best captain voice and take two steps toward him. “What’s going on?” 
His eyes are tired and spaced. “Something’s off with Cora.”
I raise a brow and throw my practice jersey in the laundry bag. “She lie to you again?” I hate asking but I have to know if he has any clue about Wednesday. 
“She’s been spending a lot of time at her internship and I’m happy for her and all, but I feel like she went from fifteen to twenty-three in two days.” 
“She wasn’t fifteen two days ago,” I point out. Otherwise I’d have a much bigger problem on my hands.
He stands. “It’s everything. It’s the streak on her hair, drinking, lying, changing her entire wardrobe. Now she’s hanging out with Angel and Nicole.”
I shrug. “What’s wrong with that?” I can’t help being a little bit defensive. He and Angel might never get along, but she’s a great person and is totally trustworthy. And despite my reservations, Nicole and Cora’s friendship seems to be beneficial for both of them.
“I don’t think she was with Ava on Wednesday,” he blurts when I turn back to my locker.
I freeze, with my hand on the latch. “How’s that?”
“I overheard her on the phone with her later that day—I wasn’t eavesdropping or anything but it sounded like they hadn’t seen each other in a couple of days. Meanwhile she supposedly just had lunch with her.”
I clench my teeth. Maybe Cora needs to spend a little bit more time with Nicole to learn to cover her tracks… 
“And you haven’t asked her about it because?”
He looks at me like I’m from another planet. “Well because she said she was with Ava. If I ask her about it, then she’ll know I know she lied.”
I shake my head and throw on my hoodie.
“And then she’ll get defensive. And we’ll fight. Then I’ll be in a mood all week. And you’re going to have to deal with it.”
I nod. “Ah that’s right. The Cora withdrawals.” I made this up a few years ago when Jace and Cora really started fighting like brother and sister on a regular basis.
“More like the Cora Chronicles. It’s a new story with her each week.” He looks up at me. “You notice anything off with her?”
I shake my head. “Nothing outside of her usual,” I lie.  
He waits for me to say more and I don’t know why I feel the need to. Like I need him to believe it. “I think it’s all in your head, bro. Let it go and if it’s bothering you that much, talk to her.”
Jace stands and picks up his bag. “Yeah.” He starts for the door then turns. “Maybe before she heads out tonight, I’ll ask. If I get up enough courage.”
My ears catch him say when ‘she heads out tonight’ but I don’t comment. “Anyway, Cain and Roger are comin’ by around nine tonight if you want to shoot some pool and have a few beers? You can bring Max.”
My lips part but I don’t answer right away. It takes everything in me not to ask where on earth he’s letting her go on a Saturday night.
“Yeah, sounds good.”
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Nicholas: Hey.

Cora: Hi.

Nicholas: You better not be thinking about going back without me.

Cora: I wouldn’t dream of it. I mean Trip is cute, but I’d much rather be kissing you in the sky. 

I don’t write back. I want to tell her that it was a mistake. But it doesn’t feel right. That kiss was anything but a mistake and we both know it. We both felt it. 
I chalk it up to pure instinct—where I felt like I’d do just about anything to calm her down.
But I wanted to do more than calm her down with that kiss. I wanted her to feel good, free…to let go of her fear. I’ve been dying to have my lips on hers again since I pulled them off just a few days earlier.

Cora: Ooh did I go too far again? You gonna tell me to chill?

Nicholas: Bye Cora.

Cora: Night Romeo.
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The doorbell rings at my house and I’m too distracted to hear it. Cora’s coyness in her messages is getting to my head.
I’m downstairs in my gym when I vaguely hear Nicole answer the door. We live in a private gated community, so I assume it’s a neighbor until I hear what sounds like a heated argument.
I set down my bells and step out of the room.
“Nicole, who is it?”
My sister doesn’t answer. She turns on her heel and storms away from the door. “It’s for you.”
“Nickles…” the woman pleads from the door and I tighten all over. There’s only one person who calls her that.
I step to the front door and cross my arms, my eyes scanning her head to toe. She’s wearing a dark overcoat. Her bleached hair in untamed waves. And the look in her eyes is as hopeful as ever.
“Hi, Mom.” 
“Nicholas.” She steps up to the threshold and I don’t move. She steps back. “I would have thought you would have called your mother when your sister was back.”
“Why? You’re the reason she ended up there in the first place.”
“That’s not true. You put her in there without telling me.”
“Are you high?”
“Nicholas,” she snaps. 
“What do you want, mother?”
She takes a breath. “Well, your father seems to have cleaned out my account again and then he doesn’t answer when I call so—” 
“Wait here.” I march into my office and reach for my checkbook. 
My mother, Terry Kane, steps into the foyer. 
I hold up a check for the same amount I usually write her when she shows up. “I’m giving this to you on one condition.”
“It’s not for what you think it is. I just need to pay some bills—”
“I don’t care what you use it for. Stay away from Nicole. That’s my only condition. You come near her again and I’ll cut you off completely. Then you’ll actually have to get a job.”
“I do have a job. I’m workin’ at the—”
“Is she gone yet?” I hear Nicole yell from her room.
“I think that’s your cue, Mom.”
“I just want to know how she’s doing. Can you please tell me that? Is she okay?”
My face heats and she steps back as I advance on her. “Did you care how she was when you kept bringing her around your dealers?”
“Not this again. I didn’t leave her with them. I just didn’t have any money to assure them I’d pay my debt. I stepped away to get some cash…. She was fine.”
“She was sixteen,” I grit.
“I knew those guys. They were harmless.” 
I glare at her. Mom picked her up nearly two hours later while Nicole sat there frightened out of her mind. 
To this day, my sister tells me nothing happened. And as much as I want to believe her—a part of me wonders if she’s blocked it out or worse—remembers every agonizing moment. 
Where Terry went to get the money between those hours is something we never bothered to ask. Her debt should have never been our problem.
Last year, after I paid off Nicole’s debt to a horrendous group of people, we had a fight and I compared her to our mother. It was harsh and she didn’t take to that very well. It sent her into a deep depression and although she did cut the drugs, her drinking became heavier. That was when I asked Coach for some time so I could focus on getting Nicole the help she needed. 
“Your existence is anything but harmless.”
“When did you become so mean?”
“You have what you came for—please leave so I can go do some damage control.”
“Nic—”
“Max!” I call and my lab races to the door. He’s not a harmful dog but he can tell when someone is not a friend.
He growls at Terry and she steps back just enough for me to shut the door.
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I’m too worked up to go talk to Nicole—not even to tell her the evil witch is gone. Instead, I go back to the gym and start punching the bag until I start to feel the strain. I keep going way past my knuckles telling me it’s enough.
It’s not though.  I need to know that I’m not immune to pain after all these years. 
I didn’t mean for so much time to pass before Nicole finds me. I’m sitting on the floor with my back to the back wall. My hands hurt—a good kind of pain though. My head is down but my eyes lift to meet hers as she enters the room tentatively.
“I should have been the one to come find you,” I say, my voice strained.
She sits with her back to the wall beside me and takes my hand, holding it between her soft, uncalloused, delicate ones. “I’m sorry.”
“What the hell are you sorry for?” I brought her here to protect her. To see her recovery through while she got back on her feet. Meanwhile, I let her answer the door because I can’t seem to shake a certain nineteen-year-old out of my mind.
Not that I’ve ever had a similar issue with any other girl, but I know for a fact, there’s only one way to get a girl you can’t stop thinking about out of your system.
And that’s not an option—not Cora.
I screwed up tonight. Nicole could have a setback because of it. 
“I should have dealt with her myself,” she says, like the twisted, foolish-minded girl she is. “I know how you get.”
“How I get is not good for you, Nicole. I’m sorry.” I pull my hand out of hers and stretch my arm around her. 
She lays her head on my shoulder. “I’m going to have to talk to her eventually.”
“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”
“What’d she need it for this time?” Nicole asks, knowing our mother's MO when she stops by.
“I didn’t ask. It would imply that I give a shit.”
 “You do though,” she points out, not being wrong. She stands and I notice her tight jeans and glittery green blouse.
“You going somewhere?”
“I bought it when I was out with Cora last week. You like it?”
“No.” I like her better in sweats. “But I didn’t ask where you bought it.”
She sighs. “Yes. I’m going out tonight.”
I peel myself off the wall and stand. “You’re not ready to be going out.”
She bites her lip and I know she knows I’m right. “I think I am—and if not, I swear, I’ll call you to pick me up.”
“Nicole. You’re not seeing your old friends again.”
“Of course not. Trust me you’d approve of the group I’m going out with.” 
I glare at her and she rolls her eyes. “I’m going out with Cora.”
“Where?”
“A place Angel wants to take us to.”
There’s a low grunt from my throat and I’m not even sure what my issue is—I just don’t like it.
“She just knows a lot more people than Cora and I do. Well, I know a lot of people, but not the kind you want Cora around.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I narrow my eyes at her.
She pats my chest. “You’re a little protective of her, that’s all. Why, what did you think I was talking about?” She smirks and I have reason to believe she knows more than she says.
“Nothing, forget it.” I start to put on my gloves again, then remember I’m supposed to be at Jace’s tonight for pool and beer. It’s not good for me to be around people when I’m in this shape. But with Cora and Nicole out tonight—I’m going to need the distraction.
Jace hasn’t questioned why I haven’t been coming around the past week, but I’m sure he’s noticed I’m avoiding it. 
He doesn’t talk about Cora around the guys, so at least I won’t be forced to lie to him again.
“Who’s driving?”
“Angel.”
I like Angel. She’s trustworthy and she’s Coache's daughter. Because of her gymnastics, she keeps her body fit and doesn’t drink—so that’s good. I sigh. “Fine. But let me know where you are and keep in touch—I want to hear from you every hour or else.”
“Right…you’re going to call Angel.”
“No. I’m going to come get you.”
She rolls her eyes but grins as she jumps up to kiss my cheek. “Thank God for you, Nick.”
I don’t want to show her that I don’t trust her. Part of her therapy is to prove to her I do—but the fact of the matter is, I don’t.
Not yet.
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I come in through the backdoor into Jace’s kitchen—part of my efforts to avoid Cora at all costs. My luck—I’ll be zeroing in on her lips or chest, and someone will notice. Someone like Cora—who’s slowly realizing my weakness for her. 
And she’s using it well.
I shake my head. No, she’s not that shrewd. 
She’s vulnerable. She’s got sex on her mind for some freaking reason and knowing that is putting me in a state of permanent unease.
And given Terry’s surprise visit, I’m too outraged to be around her today. I’ll probably call her out on all her shit lately. And that’s not my place. 
I’m not her brother.
I’m not her boyfriend.
And by no means will I be anyone she experiments with.
Jace is setting up a table suitable for a super bowl party. Then again, four hockey players can devour all that in about an hour. I already hear the guys roaring in the living room. It sounds like they’re watching a game.
“I’m making a chili too.” 
“It’s a good thing I barely touched dinner tonight,” I say absently, eyeing the spread of wings, chips and salsa.
Jace drops a dish into the sink. “What happened?”
I shake my head. “Terry stopped by.” Jace knows all the unpretty details about my parents—mostly my mother, so I don’t try to hide this from him. It will also likely explain my mood for the rest of the night, so it serves as a warning too.
Jace stirs the chili. “How’s Nicole?” 
“I have no idea.”
“Really? I thought you had that twin radar going on.”
“Yeah well, it’s not picking anything up. All I know is that she’s going out with Angel tonight.”
Jace scoffs. “Yeah. And Cora.”
As if on cue, Cora comes down the stairs and straight into the living room, greeting members of my team I’ve yet to. “Hey guys.” She makes small conversation with them and I’m annoyed with every second that goes by. “Smells good in here,” she says when she finally makes it into the kitchen.
Jace scans her outfit meticulously. His scowl is firm, but he doesn’t say anything.
I don’t need to scan it. I memorized it the second she came into view just before I looked away.
“Where are you girls going again?” He tries to act cool but I know it’s eating him up inside.
“Buttercup.” 
Jace scratches his head and turns back to his chili. I know I should leave the room but I figure since this is where my sister is going, I should know.
Buttercup isn’t as bad as Broken Glass so Jace doesn’t freak. It’s a bar lounge with live bands and definitely more upscale than your standard college bar. 
“Yeah? Angel know the bouncer there too?”
She smirks and leans in to smell the chili. “Probably,” she teases her brother. “Relax. We’ll all be fine. None of us are drinking. We just want to go out and dance.”
“With who?” he snaps.
“With complete strangers, of course.” She slaps his back.
Jace scratches his chin. “You know what, we should come with you.”
“You have guests.” Cora turns, her eyes sweeping past me as if I’m not in the room. “Don’t make your friends have to hang out with your sister. I’m sure they’re not interested.”
“I’m interested,” Roger calls from the living room. I’m not so sure he’s joking but Cora laughs. She peeks into the living room and whispers something to the guys but I’m too distracted looking at her outfit from behind to hear.
The skintight black miniskirt has a gold zipper along the back. I instantly picture someone yanking on that zipper tonight while she’s dancing, and my blood boils at the vision alone.
Her royal blue long-sleeve blouse is off-shoulder and crops right above the skirt.
Her hair is down and wavy. Her cheeks have a rosy shimmer to them and her lips are glossed. Her brown eyes accentuated with dark blue and silver shadowing.
She looks older and it bothers me. She doesn’t look older than a typical twenty-year-old going out on a Saturday night, but she looks older than Cora. Who turns twenty next week and I know I’m in trouble if I don’t shake this obsession with her soon.
When the doorbell rings, Cora flips around, catching my eye. “That’s Angel. Jace, can you get that, while I put on my shoes?”
“No.”
She smirks at his tone. She doesn’t roll her eyes or grunt or sigh. She’s toying with him. 
“What time are you coming back?”
She shrugs. “Tomorrow?”
He glares at her. 
“Kidding. Jeez you’re easy.” She starts for the door. I have no idea what I’m doing, but I follow her. Before she can open the front door, I pull on her arm and pivot her toward the garage door, pushing it open and holding it out for her.
“Don’t forget your jacket. It’s nippy out tonight.”
Her brow is arched and she takes my hint and steps in. I follow and close the door behind us. I already know this is a bad idea considering my mood. 
She flips around and gives me a cocky grin. “Are we really in here for a jacket?”
“Yes. Why are you suddenly going out every weekend?”
“Because I can.”
“My sister is in no condition to be playing into your game or looking to hook up—so keep her out of it.” I’m basically rambling at this point. This has little to nothing to do with Nicole, but I can’t exactly articulate what’s going on in my head.
“Nicole is safe with me.” Cora’s tone is sharp and I have a feeling I offended her.
“So you’re just going out to…dance?” I step closer.
She looks up at me without stepping back. “I’m still a girl who wants to have fun.”
“What’s your idea of fun?”
“Why don’t you just come out and say what you brought me out here to say, Nick,” she chides. 
“You thinking of hooking up with some guy? You think that’s going to make you all grown up?”
Her pupils flare and her chest hikes with frustration. “I’m not looking for a hook up—” she takes a deep breath, and closes her eyes briefly as if reminding herself to stay calm, “but if I happen to find a guy on the dance floor who doesn’t gross me out, I’ll—”
“Is that where your standards are, Cora? Someone who doesn’t gross you out?”
She turns her head aside and I step forward. “Do yourself a favor and raise them just a tad.”
Her smirk is back before she looks up at me. “Maybe you should come with and beat them off with your stick."
I press her against the wall. “I don’t need a stick to convince someone to keep their hands off you.”
She grins and I know I pushed too far. “Then it’s a good thing you’re not coming.”
“Cora. Be careful tonight.”
She swallows and her façade fades for a second as she looks at my lips. “If you’re so worried, maybe you should make sure you’re the only one I’m thinking about tonight.”
“I’m not kissing you again, Cora. That was a mistake.” Her eyes bounce up to mine.  “You want to be a grown-up, then act like one and stop coming on to me. I’m not interested.” 
Cora sucks in a breath. Her eyes flood and I feel like shit. 
“Okay. Cool.” She pushes off the wall and reaches into her purse, blinking the tears away before they fall. “Yeah, then I won’t be needing these tonight.” She takes my hand and pushes something into it.
I look down, finding a pair of black lace panties. My eyes snap back to hers as she straightens. “You’re bluffing.” 
Her gaze drops before she pushes past me. “Excuse me.” She reaches for a long wool coat off the rack.
I grab her hand and twist her around. “Cora, tell me this is one of your sick jokes.” My voice is gravel. If she’s full of it, I’m angry she has the nerve to toy with me. If she’s serious—and she better not be fucking serious—then I’ve got a much bigger problem.
Because my anger is red hot and Cora cannot under any circumstances be on the other end of that.
Her eyes are wide. She loosens one of her hands from my grip and reaches behind her, pressing a button. The garage door opens and headlights beam into the dark space.
I release as she pushes past me and grabs her coat from the hanger. 
“There you are,” Nicole says as she steps down from the front entrance. 
“Sorry, couldn’t find my coat,” Cora says too fluidly.
My sister squints at me and I know she’s suspicious. “Right. Okay. Hop in.”
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Nicole seems quiet on the drive over and I wish Angel and I could telepathically communicate.  
Was this a bad idea? I’d ask Angel right now if I could. 
In all fairness, it wasn’t mine. Nicole started a group text with Angel and me a few days ago saying she needs to get out and specifically, to spend time with us. 
Immediately, Angel, knowing Nicole’s situation—like everyone else in this town—offers coffee or dinner. Nicole insists on doing all the normal things that women in their early twenties do—and it doesn’t involve coffee on a Saturday night.
On Friday, I talked to Angel briefly before class and she said if we don’t do this—she’ll just call someone else.
For lack of a better term, we’re babysitting tonight.
Neither one of us is drinking at this upscale lounge, which doesn’t even card unless you’re ordering one, but the music is impressive and the crowd is warm.
We order a few virgin drinks and scope out the scene. Angel recognizes some people and takes off for a bit. I’m only four years younger than Angel, but envy her. She’s so confident. She’s not happy—that much I can tell, but her smile is always so genuine. Unlike Nicole and me, Angel is a people person, she loves the camera, and before her accident, she loved the spotlight. 
“You doing okay?” I ask Nicole, who’s gripping my hand harder than necessary, and I don’t think she realizes it.
“I’m great,” she replies instantly, plastering a smile on her pretty face. “This…” she holds up her fizzy, non-alcoholic drink, “is really satisfying.”
I laugh at the effort and hold up my own. “And refreshing.”
When Angel returns, she insists we join her and some friends she found on the dance floor, and I drag Nicole over with me. I am by no means a dancer of any kind—not like Angel, but I’m not nearly as awkward on the dance floor as Nicole.
After barely two songs, Nicole leans in, “This is fun, but I need some water to cool off.” She turns toward the bar and I grab her arm instinctively. 
“Oh, I’ll get you one.” 
Nicole stops and turns to me. “Right. Okay thanks, Cor.”
My heart clenches and I feel horrible. This isn’t going to be an awkward friendship at all. I get us both a soda with lime and hand one off to her just as my purse starts to vibrate. I pull my phone out and read a message from Ava.

Ava: Where are you? Wanna come hang with me and the guys from the band again? 

Cora: Thanks, no. I’m at Buttercup.

I don’t hear back from Ava for a few minutes and figure she’s either upset with me for not inviting her or is busy sucking face with a certain lead singer.
A few minutes later, my phone vibrates again.

Ava: Sounds good, we’re coming over. 

What? I look back at my message knowing full well that at no point did I invite her to join me here.

Cora: I’m with Angel and Nicole. It’s girl’s night. So leave the guys wherever you are and come.

Ava: Nicole Kane? You brought HER to a bar?

Heat boils in my chest and I want to text back it’s none of your business, but Ava has already been sensitive to my avoidance. Not to mention, if she’s coming here, I’m going to need a favor. One I know Ava will be ‘no questions asked’ about.

Cora: I have a strange favor.

Ava: Listening.

Cora: Can you bring me a pair of panties?

Ava: Why? Are yours already wet? (wink emoji)

I stand corrected.

Cora: I’ve made the mistake of going commando.

Ava: Been there. See you soon.

About an hour later, I return from the bathroom and find Nicole staring at a space in the back of the lounge. 
“Are you okay?”
She’s sweaty and flushed, but we left the dancefloor a while ago and the temperature in here is normal. She’s holding a full glass with clear liquid I don’t remember getting and I take it from her shaky hand, giving it a sip. The alcohol content is strong.
“Nicole,” I whisper.
“I—um—” she stares at the drink now in my hand and shakes her head. “I probably shouldn’t be here.” 
Angel reaches us. “Okay, I just had valet bring my car around. You ready?” 
Nicole looks at me, her eyes glassy. “I didn’t have any, I swear.”
I nod. “I believe you.” I set the drink at the bar and look at Angel. “Yes. I think we’re both ready.”
“I’m so sorry you guys, I’m just not ready for this.”
“No apologies necessary,” Angel waves off, her large ocean-blue eyes filled with concern. “I’m pretty tired myself. Let’s go.”
I nod and take Nicole’s hand, heading for the exit.
“Where are you going?” I hear Ava’s voice and turn. Sure enough, finding her with both Ian and Eric.
I shake my head. “Ava, I forgot you were coming. I’m so sorry, but I—” 
Nicole pulls her hand from mine. “Was just walking me out and then she’ll be right back,” she assures my friend and glares at me. “You’re not leaving on my account, Cora.”
“Nicole, I’m leaving with you.”
“I’ll be fine. Angel is taking me home and she’ll stay with me for a bit. I don’t want to tell Nick what happened. But you are staying.” She takes my hand and pleads. “You never get to do this. Please have fun. Have a real drink and I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”
I look back at Ava, who I know will write me off if I blow her off again.
“Promise we’ll talk tomorrow?”
She hugs me and leaves with Angel. Ava reaches for me and pulls my hand, simultaneously slipping silk fabric into my hand.
“Thank you.”
Ava looks back at the exit. “Is she alright?”
“Of course she is.” I scrunch up the panties in my hand and glance over to the ladies room. The line is a mile long. I slip the pair into my purse and decide to try again in a bit.
I’m not much in a dancing mood but I do indulge in a drink with Ava, Ian, and Eric—glancing at the ladies room line every few minutes as I grow increasingly uncomfortable with Eric so close to me all night and brushing against my hips every chance he could.
When I’ve had just about enough, I excuse myself and decide to wait out the line by the brick wall along the back and decide to check on Nicole. It’s been nearly an hour since she left. I swipe when I see a message from my brother.

Jace: You want to tell me why Angel and Nicole got back and you’re still not home?

Cora: Ava just got here and I didn’t want to leave her. Nicole insisted I stay.

Jace: Well I’m insisting you come home.

Cora: Fine. After I pee. Been waiting in line.

Jace: You’re better off just doing it here. You’re only fifteen minutes away.

Cora: If you and your car want to take that risk…

Jace: I’m sending you an Uber. Be outside in six minutes. 

I huff out a breath and shove my phone away. He’s not being fair. I should have known Jace only let me go because of Angel and Nicole. The line in front of me moves and I stay still, leaning against the wall, feeling like a fool for believing he’s finally trusting me. 
“Hey,” Eric comes up to me, eying the women I just let cut in front of me. “You okay?”
I nod without engaging. 
“Listen, I’m sorry about last week outside the gym. I just thought it’d be best if we talked another time. Your brother’s teammates are pretty protective of you, huh?”
“My brother—or his teammates, have no say in who I talk to,” I snap. The comment isn’t necessary, but I’m feeling defensive right now.
“Okay. Want to dance?”
I release a breath. “I don’t think so. I’ve been trying to go to the ladies’ room and now—” 
I look up and freeze. 
Nicholas Kane just walked into Buttercup. His eyes are dark and they’re searching. His jaw is set tight and I fear for anyone who gets in his way.
Is he looking for Nicole? No. Jace confirmed she’s home.
He’s looking for me.
Something between anger, frustration, and humiliation bubbles in my chest. Instantly, I’m reduced to an adolescent whose parents are yanking her away from the party she wasn’t allowed to go to in the first place. 
I’m lightheaded when I turn to the band member whose name escapes me at the moment. He’s still talking, but I don’t hear any of it. My peripheral sees a pathway open for Nick as he walks toward me. I’m not even sure he’s spotted me yet. But if he’s going to yank me out of here, I’m going to give him a good reason for it.
“Kiss me.”
Eric blinks, as if he’s not sure he heard me right.
“Now,” I say.
His eyes dip to my mouth. And then his lip turns up. “With pleasure.” His lips press onto mine and I’m holding my breath. My head spins and it has nothing to do with the one drink I had for the evening. 
It’s Nicholas. 
What he does to me. He makes me crazy. He makes me do stupid, ridiculous things. I don’t want this. I don’t want another man’s lips on mine after tasting Nick’s.  I don’t want to open for him so when he forces me to, I push back lightly against his chest. “Girl’s got to breathe,” I say breathlessly.
My eyes shift away instantly, searching for Nick, I don’t see his face anywhere. All I see is his tall frame walking past the crowd in the other direction and out the door.
I have a feeling I just made a grave mistake. 
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I blow between my palms and rub my hands together before sliding them in my pockets.                                                    
It’s colder than usual tonight.
This whole evening’s been one cold bitch. 
It’s not every day your deadbeat mother comes to see you and nearly breaks everything you worked hard to fix. I replay what went down at my house an hour ago when Nicole ran into the house, throwing herself into my arms.

“You were right,” she sobs. “I’m not ready.”
I shoot a terrified look to Angel, who walks in behind her and I pull my sister back by her shoulders, looking at her face. “What happened?”
Nicole shakes her head. “I don’t know. I was fine, I didn’t even want a drink. I wanted to have a good time, but all I could do is see her here. I wanted to get her out of my mind. So when Cora stepped away, I asked Angel to get the car because I didn’t feel well…”
“I’m sorry I left you alone.” Angel shakes her head in shame.
“It’s not your fault.” My sister looks up at me. “I ordered a vodka on the rocks, hoping to down it before either of them got back.”
“She didn’t,” Angel says. “Not even a drop.”
Nicole races off to her room and Angel asks me if she can stay for a bit.
“Of course, thank you. Is Cora home?”
“No. Her friends showed up and Nicole didn’t want to ruin her night. But don’t worry, I know the guys she’s with, they’re in my class.”
I blink. “What do you mean? She didn’t come back with you?”
Angel’s eyes widen. “Well, no but—” 
“I’ll be back. I’ll lock the door behind me. Would you mind staying until I get back before leaving?”
“Of course, I might spend the night. I want to make sure she’s okay.”
“You truly are an Angel.”

I run my hands through my hair and jump into my Jeep, shaking off the vision of Cora’s lips on that loser kid.
I shouldn’t be angry. I shouldn’t feel anything.
She did it because she knew I was there. She did it because I said I wouldn’t kiss her again. 
She’s just a kid who’s hurt and acting out.
I know it and I’m still being a possessive prick about it. But I’m not wrong when I call her a child. That was a high school move, if I ever saw one. And I’m going to make her regret it.
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At some point, I dropped the pair of underwear Ava lent me but I’m not turning back for it.  On the ride home in my Uber, I text Ava that I had to run out and I owe her silk panties to replace the ones I lost.

Ava: Saw you making out with Eric. Something he said?

Cora: No. Just need to get home.

Ava: Ugh, tell Grandpa to chill. It’s Saturday night. Call me later.

I step into the house and expect to be reamed out by my brother, who’s likely planted himself on the bottom steps staring at the front door.
Instead, I find my brother—and two teammates passed out in the living room and breathe a sigh of relief.
I gasp when the door behind me opens. I don’t feel out of the woods anymore when Nicholas welcomes himself in.
“What are you doing here?” I ask, still catching my breath.
Nick glances at the guys sleeping on the floor and the couch. “I followed your driver here and now I’m making sure you get upstairs safe.”
I nod toward the living room. “I already have an older brother.”
Nick glances at the guys sprawled out on the couch and floor. Jace’s phone app tracing my ride back home, still running.
“I’m good. What could possibly happen to me here? With my brother right there?”
“Jace is a heavy sleeper and the others—they’ve been drinking Cora and you’re…” he scans my outfit.
“I’m what? Welcoming?”
“Go upstairs, Cora.”
“I’m what? Lonely? Horny?”
“It’s not you I’m worried about,” he grits. “I would just feel better if I knew you were upstairs.”
“Fine.” I give up and take my coat off, stepping into the garage to hang it back up. It’s dark and cold in here so I make it quick before turning back. I stop short when I find Nicholas standing in front of the door, shutting it behind him.
His eyes blaze with heat so intense, I have to look away. I step around him, but he pins me to the door and leans down.
“I was going to say that you look and smell too good to resist.” 
My chest heaves as I breathe silently. “Would I be wrong to think that being pursued that way has been on your mind?” 
I swallow hard. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He leans into my neck. “What’s the matter?” he asks calmly. 
I don’t respond and turn my head, stretching the neck he’s prowling. He moves up to my ear. “Here in adulthood, we call it dishing it when you can’t take it.”
Oh. That. Does it.
I smirk and turn back to face him. “At what point will you be giving me something I can take?” I raise my brow. “Did I miss it?”
“Cora.”
“And no. I wasn’t bluffing.”
His face flattens and his body tenses against mine. “If you’re not wearing anything under there, Cora so help me...”
“Of course I am,” I say, my voice a little shaky, and turn to push the door open.
Nick grips my hips, stopping me from behind and I freeze, my body practically pressed against the door. Once I’m still, his hands glide up my body and under my arms, lifting them above my head. He doesn’t have to tell me to hold them there once he releases.
Somehow that message is clear.  
He keeps one hand on the side of my waist while the other drops to the zipper along the back of my skirt and my breathing accelerates.
I don’t know what I’m afraid of.
I’m not even sure I am afraid. I know he thinks I should be. 
He starts to pull on the zipper slightly, and I need to say something to cover up my nerves. “Making this a habit now, are we?”
“Shut up.”
He only unzips less than a quarter of the way down before his hand finds my bare skin. Finding me indeed panty-less, he freezes and releases a heavy breath to the back of my neck, making me shiver. 
I yelp as a slap grazes my ass. I tense and there’s a beat before another, harder smack comes.
He wants the upper hand.
He’s trying to scare me. To make me think I’m not ready for this.
And I don’t know if I am. But what I do know, is I’ll die before I let him win this game.
“Maybe we should take this upstairs,” I say with a hint of amusement.
With a grunt, he flips me around and I’m barely able to catch my breath before his fingers dip under my skirt and instantly find my wet core. I gasp as he watches my face react to his fingers inside me. I bite my lip to keep from whimpering. 
“I’m not going to fuck you.”
My breath is heavy but I manage to respond. “Just warming me up for someone who will?”
His fingers push in and out of me, rubbing against my clit so intently, it’s unbearable, it’s immense. It’s the best thing I’ve ever felt in my entire life as my orgasm starts to come in strong heated waves, and I come apart his arms, trembling, using his shoulder to muffle my cries.
He leans into my ear. “I’d like to see you try.”
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I’m not proud of what happened in that garage. I don’t know what the fuck came over me. I don’t think it was sexy or hot in any way. 
It was sick.
And I think I need help.
I skip practice and use my sister as an excuse. Which makes me even bigger scum.
No one would ever believe that I’m sick, so I really didn’t have much choice. But it works. When I mention Nicole—no one questions it. No one gives me the guilt about abandoning my team before a big game.
Unbeknownst to him, Jace is also making me feel like complete shit. I haven’t been over—for obvious reasons, so he’s offered to bring over dinner for Nicole and me almost every night.
And I accept. Because his cooking is better than anything I could offer her.
I’m not a total liar. Nicole does need attention these days and I’ve already told her that when I do have travel games, she’s coming with me. To which she then muses sleepovers with Cora instead—since her brother will also be out of town and I realize that I’m winning on both ends with that one.

It's Saturday night, exactly one week later and I’m in my gym on the twentieth rep on my chest press—still unable to get Cora’s pre-orgasm face out of my mind. I swear it was the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.
And I don’t know how I’ll ever be okay with anyone else seeing that but me.
It wasn’t fair. Claiming her like she belonged to me and no one else—psychotic, in fact. 
Her going out commando wasn’t what set me off—that part I’m convinced was for my benefit. 
It was the kiss. 
And whether she planned it or not—another guy put his lips on her while she pre-orchestrated easy access. 
I felt it. 
It was powerful and intense and it would have had no fucking mercy if I reached them. My temper is one vicious son of a bitch and I had to get the hell out of that bar before I bashed an innocent kid’s head with his own drum set. 
“Hey.” Nicole walks in again and I make a mental note to add a do not disturb sign on that door.
I pull myself off the machine and wipe my forehead. “Hey. You alright?” I check her eyes and features—the usual. 
“Actually, I’m worried about you. You barely left the house except for jogs at weird hours of the night and you’re in here more often than not.” She sits on a bounce ball. “Is it mom?”
“No.”
“Is it Cora?” she asks without hesitation.
“It’s mom,” I lie.
She gasps and her eyes widen. “So it is Cora.” She bounces over to me. “What’s going on? Do you like her?”
“Back off,” I snap, moving to another machine.
Impervious to my tone, she sits on the mat next to me and crosses her legs. I sigh. “What?” 
“Oh nothing. I’m just relieved that I’m not the reason you’ve been on house arrest all week.”
I look down at her and give her a sheepish look. “I told everyone you are,” I admit and drop onto the mat next to her.
“I know. And you’ll owe me one day for that.” She scoots over until her shoulder hits mine. “Tell me what’s going on. I want all the meat.”
I laugh at her. “You mean all the juice?”
“See, I don’t even know what it’s called anymore because no one tells me anything. They think their problems are going to send me back to my dealer.”
I glare at her.
She reaches out and shakes me. “Pleeeaaseee.” 
“Okay, okay just stop.” I sigh. “There’s something going on with Cora and I don’t know how to deal with it.”
“First of all, nothing’s going on with Cora. You’re what’s going on. You’re attracted to her.”
I start to protest but she interjects. “And that’s okay, Nick.”
“No, it’s not.” I look at her and she knows why.
“I don’t think you’ll scare her away with your little tempers.”
“They’re not little and you know it.”
“You’d never hurt her. Just like you never hurt me.”
“Not physically, no. But I’m aggressive, Nicole. I get angry faster—and for a lot less than most. Cora—she’s…”
“A delicate flower?” she laughs. 
“No. Maybe. She’s just Cora. She’s like my little sister. Maybe I’ve always seen her as that, but I’m not sure anymore.”
“Was it the leather outfit?” she asks with no shame. 
I want to say it was. At least then I would sound like a guy that’s only human. But I know that’s not true. “I don’t think so.” My voice is raspy when I admit it.
“Well, I’d love to sit and chat, but I’m going out.”
“Where?”
“It’s Cora’s birthday. Jace is throwing a party for her at Bridges.”
I frown. A sports bar? That can’t be right. “Bridges?”
“Yeah. Jace said she didn’t want anything fancy and just to hang out with close friends, have wings, soda and lots of laughs. She only invited like three people she knows so Jace invited the team.” Her eyes wander when she says the team, like she’s wondering if someone specific will be there.
I take out my phone and sure enough, there were messages and voicemails from Jace I’ve been avoiding. I release a heavy breath. “I should call him back.”
“Can you do me a favor?” she bites her lip.
“What?”
“Jace told me that Cora requested no alcohol at the party, I think she’s worried I might…slip again. Can you please tell him to not do that on my account? I never told Cora about mom coming by so she probably thinks I couldn’t handle being around bottles.” 
I stand and put my arm around my sister. “You sure?”
“Yeah. I’m good. Also, you have an entire wine cellar that I haven’t touched, mind you.”
“Good point.”
“Okay.” She stands. “You’re coming right?”
I look up and scrunch my face. It’s Cora’s twentieth. I wouldn’t miss it. Even if she hates me and never wants to see my violating face and hands again.  “I think I have to.”
Even if she slaps me across the face.
And I really—really hope she does. 
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I get to our favorite bar and greet the owner first who’s at the door being his usual jolly self. I like the guy but there’s only so much jolliness a grump like me can take. He also talks way more than Coach Collins—the only other grump I know—can take.
“Hey Pat. Nice setup you got here.”
“Hey anything for our girl, eh?”
“Yeah.” I walk past him before we get caught up in a meaningless conversation about tap beer or floorboards.
Jace releases a breath when I approach him and a few of our teammates. “I was about to send a search party out for you. You missed two practices.”
“Sorry, man. I’ve—” 
“I needed him, sorry guys. It’s been a rough week for me.”
I look down at my sister and she winks. Guilt eats at me and I stretch an arm around her, appreciating her help. But I can’t let her do that. I’m about to tell them I’m the one who’s been feeling out of it, but Coach Collins walks up to us.
“We have to throw a party for you to show up, Kane?” His large frame is like a shadow among us. Royce Collins, ex-hockey player dominates the room with his presence. 
“I’m sorry,” Nicole offers, her dark eyes wide when he approaches. So…we’re not the only ones afraid of him. 
He winks at Nicole and touches her arm lightly. “I’m just kidding. Anything for you.”
I roll my eyes when my sister blushes. It looks so real, but I know she’s mastered the innocent coy persona she puts on for literally any man. It’s how she got away with so much for so long.
“I don’t suppose you brought Rory here?” she asks hopefully. 
“Unfortunately, yes. She’s over by the jukebox with Angel. Still can’t get a sitter for the little weasel.”
Nicole beams. “She’s a girl after my own heart.” She starts to walk in that direction then stops and spins back, looking at Coach like she’s got an obligation. “Is it okay if I hang with her for a bit?”
His brows crease subtly and he breathes, “Of course, Nicky.” 
Nicole smiles shyly and Coach watches her hesitantly as she walks off.
“You alright Coach? Rory is totally safe with her,” I assure.
His eyes snap back to mine. “Yeah.” He nods at the other guys and walks off. I watch him as he approaches Cora and her dad by the far end of the bar, along the booths. She greets him happily and they make small conversation before her eyes find mine.
Her hair is in the loose waves style I’ve come to like. Her glossy lips and rosy cheeks add just the right amount of color to her olive skin. She’s in a green wrap dress and heels. I can’t remember the last time I saw her in a dress. She looks elegant—but still Cora.
I put my hands in my pockets and approach her. She smiles as soon as I do and relief washes over me. 
“We’re going to go grab some food by the bar.” Cora’s dad nods at me and walks off with Coach.
Cora doesn’t say anything to them; her eyes are squarely on me. “You scared them away.”
“As long as I didn’t scare you away.” I lean in tentatively and kiss her cheek. “Happy birthday.”
“Thank you.” She blushes.
“I don’t deserve the looks you give me, Cor.”
She’s about to say something sassy, I can feel it. I’m already grinning in response. But then Jace interrupts us. He’s handing Cora a beer. “I know it’s not your twenty-first, but thought I’d offer you one anyway.”
Cora dips her eyes to the cold beverage. “I’m good thanks.”
Jace looks to me and I shake my head. “No thanks.”
“I’ll have it.” I look down at the little voice and chuckle. Rory Collins tugs on Jace’s leg and his brows jump as he smiles down at her. 
“Oh will you now?”
“Ew, that stuff is disgusting.” Nicole skips over. “Hunny if you want to drink like a big girl, you need something cherry red with an umbrella in it.” She holds out her hand. “Come on I’ll teach you how to sweet talk a bartender.” She winks back at us and picks up Rory to sit on a bar stool.
My eyes shoot to Coach. No one trusts my sister these days and I hope she’s not overstepping. But the glimmer in his eyes is anything but anxiousness. Surprisingly, he looks annoyingly smitten.
Jace shrugs and walks away to mingle with the crowd. The DJ starts shortly after and I pull Cora into a booth. “I can probably see if the bartender can make us a blueberry Cosmo.”
“You’d have one right now?”
I scope out the crowd. And shake my head. “No.”
She laughs. “Then no for me too.”
“I have something for you.”
“You do?”
“I got it a few weeks ago.” I pull the small box out of my pocket and put it in hers.
She pulls on the white ribbon and opens it. “Oh.” 
“You don’t have to wear it. In fact, it’s probably better that you don’t. I just wanted you to have it.”
She pulls on the stone. “It’s beautiful. What is it?”
“It’s a red tiger’s eye stone. It means a lot of things and they seem to remind me of you. Strength, self-confidence, empowerment. I got it from my first jump years ago. I want you to have it.”
She looks up at me tentatively, “But—I wouldn’t have gone through with it if you weren’t there.”
I touch her hands and press her fingers around the stone, into her palm. “This is for when I’m not there to fall with you.”
She considers it for a moment, then wraps her arms around my neck and whispers, “Thank you.”

An hour later, I’m still not feeling right about how I handled Cora last week and need to apologize. But I don’t want to ruin the mood of her party. So I avoid her the rest of the night.
The other half of my mind and tension is on my sister. Nicole seems fine chatting with Rory and Coach Collins. I was expecting him to ream me out for missing two practices but I can tell he’s concerned for Nicole. He was always sensitive to her situation. Especially less than half a year ago when things got bad.
I hear yelling and turn. Expecting to find drunk hockey players going at it. Instead, I find Jace, and he’s yelling at Cora.
Again.
My blood boils and I step closer.
“No way. Over my dead body,” he barks.
“Excuse me?” 
“What’s going on?” I ask her friend Ava.
“I should have just waited. I’m so stupid, I bought her a skydiving gift certificate. We were supposed to go a few weeks ago but I chickened out so I thought we’d go. Jace saw it and basically shut it down.” She shakes her head. “And now they’re at it again.”
“It’s too big of a risk. It’s not worth it for a minute and a half of thrill.”
“Um, yes, it is,” she bites back.
“No, it isn’t. And you’re not doing it.”
“Joke’s on you because I already did,” she shouts.
“What?” It’s a low hiss and I step forward instinctively, but Nicole grabs my arm subtly.
The room goes silent as Cora cocks her head at her brother and crosses her arms. I swear she looks sexier right now than the night I peeled leather off her skin. “I didn’t need your permission. I wanted to so I did.”
Jace glares at her. “I don’t believe you.”
“Cora? You went that day?” Ava presses, obviously having no clue of our little adventure together. 
Interesting.
Jace glances at Ava, then back at his kid sister. “You went alone?”
Cora doesn’t say anything. 
I push my sister’s hand down and step forward. “No. I was with her.”
He turns his glare on me and I’m relieved it’s off her. “You took her to one of your jumps?”
Cora steps between us. “He didn’t take me. I went by myself. Again, not your business.”
“Not this again.” Jace sighs.
I’m tempted to move Cora aside, but it doesn’t feel right touching her—not right now. So I step around her. “Jace, cut it out man. It’s a party.”
“You took my sister sky diving? She’s just a kid.”
“No she’s not. And she did just fine.”
Jace is about to blow a fuse—and I’m ready for it. Until Bruce steps between us. “Alright son, that’s enough. This isn’t the time or place.”
He throws his arms in the air. “Fine. You handle this. Just like you’ve—” 
Cain cuts off the comment. “Jay, man, calm down. She was with Nick. If anything that should make you feel better. Also, I took my nephew when he was fifteen. It’s completely sa—” 
“Back off. She wasn’t safe. She could have been killed.”
Jace turns to me. “I think you should leave.”
“Yeah,” I agree with a single nod and turn to Cora. “Happy birthday, Cora.”
But she doesn’t hear me. She’s staring at her brother—too angry and shocked to speak. 
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“Nick.” I push the door to the back alley of the bar and race out, calling after him. 
“Go back inside.” He keeps walking.
I gasp as the brittle cold hits me and I realize I ran out without my jacket. I consider going back for it but don’t want to lose him.
“Nick, wait.” It doesn’t take long for the air to hit my lungs and my voice shakes from the cold.
Nick turns and rushes over, wrapping his jacket around me and pulling me to the wall where there is no wind. He’s breathing heavily and shields me with his body. It’s dark and I have no idea what he’s thinking, but I’m warm now.
“I’m sorry,” I say, knowing somehow this was my fault.
He pulls me into his arms and holds me. “You have nothing to apologize for Cora. I know I shouldn’t have interfered, but I hate it when he yells at you.”
I look up at him and he searches my eyes. “I’m sorry for last week—in the garage, I completely lost myself and there’s no excuse.”
“It’s my fault, I—"
“Don’t ever let anyone make you believe it’s your fault they hurt you, Cora.”
“Nicholas. You didn’t hurt me,” I insist, in wholehearted honesty. What happened in the garage was a mind-blowing moment I never want to forget. But I don’t need to tell him that. I don’t need to tell him that orgasm was the best I could have ever given myself. That his touch makes my entire body hum and heat. That no one will ever compare to his touch. No one. 
“But I will,” he rasps.
I stare at his lips and shake my head.
“I don’t know what this is between us or why it’s happening or how long it’s been happening, but I can’t…let it.”
“Nick.”
“I’m not good for you, Cora.”
“Why not? You’re not that much older than me and—” 
“It’s not that. It’s—you know me Cor. I’m trouble—both on and off the ice. I’ve already wanted to smash a guy’s head in on two occasions and that’s not normal.”
I chuckle and he sighs in frustration, pushing his hair back.
“You’d never hurt me.”
“You’re right. I’ll never hurt you. Which is why this needs to end.”
I know he can see the hurt in my eyes and I don’t try to hide it.
“Fine. But tell me why you did what you did last week. Why you had to know if I was bluffing. Why you needed to touch me. To feel how wet I was for you. Why?”
He stiffens and looks away. “Because I know you’re thinking about having sex, Cora. And when you basically told me you’re going out there without your underwear, I panicked. Then I saw you kissing that guy and I pictured horrible things. I needed to leave before I got arrested for doing something… really bad to him.” I can tell he’s sugarcoating the violent things in his mind, but it’s not my main focus right now. 
“How do you know?”
“You told me when you were drunk.”
Ooof.  “Yeah. Well, it shouldn’t be a secret. I’m like the last of my—” 
“It’s special, Cora. You’re special and you need to be careful.”
I feel another chill, but it’s not from the cold. I’m hurt and angry that he can just ignore the undeniable chemistry between us. I should feel used for what he did last week but I don’t. 
I know from Nicole that their mother paid them a visit and they were both out of sorts. And even though I feel like shit for pushing his limits last week, I’m not telling him I know about Terry. I’m not giving him that out. 
I want him and I’m not going to let his fears over his temper stop what could be the best thing we both ever had.
“I think it was really unfair of you to touch me the way you did without kissing me. It’s a little disrespectful.” 
“Cora.”
“I think you at least owe me that.”
“Jesus Cor. You haven’t been listening.”
“No, I hear you loud and clear. You want me to sleep with someone else—”
“I never said that.”
“But you’re okay with seeing me with someone else, knowing what I’m looking for? Knowing it can be any day now?”
He scowls. “No.”
“And yet you’re going to let it happen anyway.” 
He swallows and steps back. “Yes.”
I push off the wall and stand on my toes as I whisper against his ear. “I’d like to see you try.”
I give him back his jacket and rejoin my party but not before I catch a smirk from his lips.
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“There she is,” I hear Coach Collins call and everyone starts singing. A chocolate cake is brought out in front of me and I put on a smile—a blatant fake one. 
And out of all the people in my life, only Jace will know it’s fake. 
And right now, I’m glad for it.
I spend the rest of the evening with Angel and Ava. At one point, I did make conversation with Jace’s teammates about my skydiving experience—which stops abruptly when Jace comes over to us.
The guys quickly engage in hockey-related shit-talk and Jace takes the opportunity to lean in to me and whisper. “I’ll apologize to him in the morning. Cain was right; I’m just glad he was there.”
I deadpan him. “Thanks for the party, Jace.” I turn to walk away and then swing back. “Oh and thanks for finding a way to ruin it too.”
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“So you want to tell me about it?” Jace asks lightheartedly when I’m making my coffee in the morning.
I look up at him and answer flatly. “It was amazing.” 
He takes a minute to make his own and then joins me by the kitchen island. “When will you stop keeping things from me?”
“When you start treating me like an adult. Or when I move out—whichever comes first.”
He sighs, digressing. “Need a ride to work today?”
“I have a car.”
He shrugs. “Maybe I want to spend time with you before I lose you to the rest of the world and you end up hating me.”
I raise a brow.
“Cause it’ll happen. I’m going to go too far with you one day and you’ll hate me forever.”
“Thanks for the heads up.”
“Nick told me that like a year ago. I laughed in his face when he said it. He’s always looked out for you, I know you’re safe when he’s around.”
“You should tell him that.”
He lowers his head and shakes it. “I tried. He didn’t answer. I’m surprised he didn’t punch me in the face last night.”
“He wouldn’t do that to you.”
“I’ve seen him lose control, kid. Nothing would surprise me.”
I wait for it to deter me.
It doesn’t. 
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Saying I haven’t been able to get Cora out of my mind for the past two weeks would be an understatement. Especially since that girl is always on my mind. I think about her when Jace and I have travel games. I think about her when we stay out too late celebrating a win. Hell, I even chose where I live based on the two of us just wanting to keep her safe and under our watch through her college years. 
But my thoughts were never this insufferable. It also doesn’t help that I know she’s here tonight. Cora and Nicole are up in the Platinum Suite—along with Garret, who’s suspended for two games. I’m picturing him suited with a crisp white shirt chatting up my girl, like I found him doing last time out on the terrace.
I imagine her laughing at something unintelligent he says, her soft delicate hand pressing against his chest. It lingers there for a moment. Enough for him to think it’s an invitation. 
Fuck. I need to get up there.
We’re halfway through third and someone bumps me. I don’t even see who it is and I’m ready to throw down my gloves and beat him to a pulp.
It’ll be easy too.
Just have to picture Garret’s face as he smooth talks my girl up in the suite while I’m down here actually earning my paycheck. 
Number seventeen of the Panthers glides past me with a smirk, waiting for me. This fucker’s been itchin’ to fight me all night, I can feel it. I can tell by the challenging sneer.
Hockey fights are normal, and expected. But it also doesn’t have to be me tonight—not with Nicole watching. She knows it’s part of the game, but it’s a strong possibility violence is still a trigger for her. I scoff and nod over Roger and Derik as backup to finish the job for me.

“What’s going on Kane, don’t want to break a nail?” Roger mocks in the locker room after the game.
“You seemed to do just fine, Sanders,” Coach hollers when he enters the room.
That fight should have been mine. Everyone in the room knows it—even Coach. Roger’s the only one to call me out on it. And I know why. My jaw tightens. I don’t like being handed a pass because of my sister. I swipe a hand across my face.
I need to figure this shit out with Nicole. 
I’m out of the shower and wrap a towel around my waist stepping out into the locker room. It’s been a long game. Or not long enough.
On the one hand, I can’t wait to get upstairs to pull Garret off Cora. On the other, I know I should probably take my time to get my shit together and get my mind off the girl.
I spent days brooding on what she said to me the night of her party. When I flat out told her this isn’t going to happen. And though I never suggested it, I was inadvertently telling her that she needs to move on. That she should find someone else to be the one. 
“Hey,” I nod at Jace, who’s alone when I step into the locker room to get dressed. We haven’t hung out much after what went down at Bridges two weeks ago, other than a few beers after a late practice one night with the team.
He looks up and his brows shoot up. “Hey, good game.”
“I was distracted.”
“Yeah,” he agrees. 
I’m relieved he’s not giving me an out for my sister the way Coach clearly is. I swear that guy’s soft spot for my sister might be in my favor but I don’t like it.
I just hope I never have to remind him of that.
“We good?” he asks.
I shrug and throw my shirt on. “Yeah, we’re good.” I’m still ticked off for how he treated Cora at her own party, but it’s not supposed to be my business.
He stands. “I’m sorry I asked you to leave. I overreacted.”
“Water under the bridge,” I say, throwing my shit into the hamper. Not bothering to tell him that’s not what I’m pissed about. 
Jace doesn’t buy it but waves a hand and lets it go. “We should probably not be standing here half naked talking about our relationship.” 
I laugh—surprising myself. “You should be so lucky,” I joke back. “Besides, I know a good number of girls that might claw my eyes out if rumors were to start about me and Buffalo’s most eligible bachelor.” 
Social media posts and blog headlines often peg me or Richard Ramano, quarterback on the Buffalo Dixon's as most eligible bachelor's—but I am by no means eligible. 
Not like Jace, who wouldn’t know it if it hit him in his pretty face—or ever admit it.
“Yeah right. I don’t need that kind of attention right now. Not until I find someone I can commit to. Set an example for Cora.”
“You want her to settle down?” I ask, clearly not taking my own advice of moving on.
“I want her to settle period. She’s all over the place.”
“Right, and when you were twenty, you weren’t?”
“I wasn’t. I had a kid to look out for.”
“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you were straight and centered either. You were all over the place. You thought about giving up hockey. You thought about doing a nine to five because you thought she needed stability. You haven’t dated for longer than five minutes because you didn’t want Cora to feel like you weren’t paying attention to her.”
Jace shakes his head as if this is all coming out of left field, and I don’t blame him. I never told him how I felt about the choices he made or the ones he struggled with.
But he doesn’t disagree, so I go on.
“Cora’s doing just fine. She’s finally starting to find out who she wants to be and you’re keeping her sheltered from living.”
After a quiet moment, Jace nods and stands. “Like you haven’t been there all along doing the same thing.” He picks up his duffle bag and walks out.
Alone in the locker room, I shake my head, thinking that once again, my best friend completely misses my point. It’s not until I’m anxiously throwing my shit on so I can get upstairs to get Cora away from anything with a penis—that I realize he’s fucking right.
I’ve been so convinced that her naivety will lead her to make mistakes she can never take back—including me—that I’m practically throwing her into the arms of someone who could disrespect and mistreat her.
And then I’m going to get arrested for beating the guy senseless.
Yeah. This isn’t going anywhere good.
I run my hands through my hair and frustratingly tug it at the roots. Knowing that what we both want will have consequences…
But it’s better than the alternative.
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“If you’re looking for the ice girls, you’re in the wrong room,” Angel quips at Jace when we get to the suite—a little late to the party, but at least we showed. 
“Shouldn’t the ice queen be in there with them?” He rubs his chin.
“And miss another battle of the Knights between you and Cora? Not a chance.”
Ouch.
I shake my head. Nothing is off-limits when it comes to these two.
“You two ever give it a rest?” I ask both of them.
“He started it.”
Jace pops a peanut and smirks at Angel before turning to me. “You stickin’ around?”
“For a bit. Is Cora still here?” I peek around then level my gaze with my best friend. 
There’s a beat before he answers. “She’s here.” He nods to the end of the hall where Cora stands with two of our players I’m not sure I can trust. I nearly missed her behind their broad frames.
I turn back to Jace, who’s dead-focused on his sister. “Mind if I step in?” I’m not even sure what it is I’m asking him. Or what my intention is.
“Better you than them, I guess.” He turns his attention to something else and I b-line toward the trio.
It’s a short walk, but my mind is out of control. Every step is a new stabbing image of another man touching her. And it doesn’t feel good. Not for her—and certainly not for me. 
There isn’t a single soul worthy enough to do it.
I likely fall in the category of least worthy—but at least I know it. At least I’m not going to pretend she’s the lucky one. I’m not going to take every stroke of my fingers against her skin for granted. 
I’ll do it right.
And mostly importantly—I’m not going to promise her forever.
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Apparently, I don’t need to say anything for Garret and Roger to step away the second I approach them. Somehow—at some point over the last few weeks, I’ve made it undeniably clear that she’s mine.
And I don’t mind it one bit.
“Good talkin’ to you Cora,” Garret says, then points his thumb back at me. “Don’t let this guy talk you into anything you don’t want to do.”
My ears burn. What the hell?
Cora laughs. “Yeah right. He’s the one who tried to talk me out of it. If he didn’t show, I was just going to do it myself. I don’t need a man for it.”
“What are you guys talking about?” I finally bark.
Garret shrugs, a small smirk across his face. “Sky diving. What did you think we were talking about?”
I swallow hard and glare at the asshole, who Roger smartly pulls away in the other direction.
I take a breath and look down at Cora’s grinning eyes. She’s enjoying this way too much.
“Alright,” I say. 
“Alright, what?”
I don’t bother with the explicit explanation. I take a step toward her and hold my finger up. “But there will be rules.”
She grins wickedly and I want to kiss her to oblivion just to wipe it off her face. “I’ve been breaking rules lately.”
I raise a warning brow. “If we’re doing this, you’re going to keep these.”
Her eyes widen as if she’s just realizing what I’m saying. “Listening.”
"Rule number one; Jace doesn't know. Rule two; if I make you uncomfortable or hurt in any way at any point, you tell me. You need to be honest with me.”
“There’s one more. And it’s the most important one, Cora.” 
She bites her lip and I need to look away. It’s this last one that I need to make abundantly clear. And I find myself hoping it’s not a deal breaker. 
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My heart is beating and even though my mouth is slightly open, I can’t seem to take a single breath. So far, his “ground rules” seem acceptable, but I don’t know what’s coming and I am foolishly nervous and intrigued at the same time.                                                        
He swallows. His jaw hardens and he keeps his voice sharp. “Nothing about us is permanent. I want to do this. I want y—to be your first because I want it done right.”
My brows twitch and I hope it’s unnoticeable.  
“No other reason,” he adds.
I wait to feel okay with this. With the last one—but what did I expect? It’s not like I imagined my first to be my last. Or that Nick and I would ever be “together forever”, but I can’t help that it hurts that technically…my first is already breaking up with me.
I can’t help but admit to myself that instead of “being the one who does it right” he would have told me he can’t stand the idea of me with anyone else. Or that he can’t deny the attraction between us. 
My body’s awareness of him waits for the words I think I see in his eyes—something dirty, like he’s the only one who can make me come the way I did weeks ago in my garage. And that there’s so much more he wants to do to me. That he wants to be the first and only to ever taste me. I want to see the heat in his eyes intensify when he pictures it. 
But he doesn’t. 
And I come back to life and nod once. “I agree to all.”
“Good. Any rules for me?”
I press my lips together. Casting a glance away. “Just one.”
Don't hurt me. 
But not getting hurt is not a rule I need to set for him. It’s for myself. 
“Yes,” I finally answer. “I want things to be equal. I don’t want this to be ‘lessons on lovemaking’. I want you to be with me how you would any other girl.”
He shakes his head. “No way.”
“So I have to follow your rules but you get to veto mine?”
“I will never treat you like every other girl.”
I assess him. “Hmm…and all it took was a little jealousy?”       
His neck twists slightly to glance around us and he steps forward, leaning in just enough to ensure I’m the only one who hears what he’s about to say. “I’m not jealous, Cora. I’m territorial. Neither of which is good for you.”
When he steps back, I see the conflict. A mixture of possession, regret…and a little bit of warmth. 
From the corner of my eye, I see my brother approach us. “I'll get back to you on the equal part,” he murmurs before turning to his best friend.
“Hey,” I greet Jace. “Nice game. Also nice of you to finally say hello to your sister.”
He puts an arm around me. “Looks like you had enough hockey players surrounding you.” He glances back at Garret and Roger, then turns to Nick. “Thanks for scaring them off.”
If only he knew Garret and Roger were talking to me about their senior year of college and all the trouble they got into and Nick pushed them away so he could seduce me with his stupid rules.
“Yeah, thanks, Nick. I was in grave danger with those two guys who’ve been your friends and teammates for five years,” I say with a slight shake of my head. 
“Anytime, doll.” He winks at me. “I’m going to go make sure they don’t move in on Angel or Nicole.” He leaves and I already miss him, but thankful for the breathing room.
“You alright there? Got a little…” I thumb the corner of his bruised lip.
He wipes at it and chuckles. “Yeah, we all took a few for Nick tonight.”
“What was that about?”
“I think he’s taking it easy on the fighting for Nicky’s sake. He kept looking up at the window—clearly distracted by whatever was happening up in here.”
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I don’t go to the next two games. Not because the team doesn’t have the suite reserved for guests but I’ve been working long hours at the center, and need to rest my brain. I’m learning a lot there and I do love it, but it’s definitely been taking a toll on my brain. It’s also made me realize how lucky I’ve been to have had my dad and brother looking out for me when so many of these young children and adolescents don’t.                                                                                                                                                             
And even though they might not know it, they’re desperate for it.
The stories I hear are beyond traumatic. 
The biggest theme being parents abandoning or abusing their children—or widowed parents who can’t cope enough to raise a child on their own.
Each story making me appreciate my father every day for his strength. Certain times avoidance yes, but Jace and I could always count on him when we really needed him. 
There are days I want to call him to tell him how much I love and appreciate everything he’s done for Jace and me. But knowing my dad, he’d call my brother asap and tell him this new internship is bad for me and making me emotional. Which will result in the two of them making me find a new line of work.
But they’d be wrong. This is perfect for me.
I’ve been going after classes most days, but on Thursday, I decide to skip Ancient History and go to work. I doubt one absence would affect my A average in that class. Besides, it’s a boring class and my mind will likely wander to reasons why Nick hasn’t contacted me since last week’s game. 
He hasn’t come by, called, or even texted and I hate that I’m afraid he might be having second thoughts. That kind of self-doubt and negativity is something I’ve been working on overcoming and if I can’t handle a little distance now, I sure as hell will fall a freaking part when the time comes for him to call us quits. 
“Hi Julia,” I greet my mentor.
“Hey, Cora. I wasn’t expecting you until later.”
“I know. I’m feeling it today, so I wanted to stop by early and see if I can help with anything. Is that okay?”
“It’s not like we have you on payroll. Come on in. I’m actually headed to file some paperwork on Bradley Thomson. We need to find him a new counselor. He keeps being referred to someone else.”
I frown. “That’s strange. What’s the issue?”
“There are just some people who don’t want to be helped. They don’t feel comfortable in places like these. It’s intimidating and they feel like we’re setting a trap for them to say something we’ll use against them. Or use it to keep them from going home.”
My heart hurts. “That’s terrible. Mind if I sit with him and maybe try to…I don’t know…talk to him?”
She hesitates.  “Not…unsupervised.” She looks down at his file. “But I suppose if you were in the waiting room, you could just sit there with him and…” she shrugs, “if you happen to say something and he engages…” She hands me his file. “He’s not violent at all—at least not yet. Everything you need to know is in here.”
“I’m sure it’s not everything,” I mutter quietly, taking it from her.
When I was on the other side…not that long ago…there was so much my counselors didn’t know about me and kept getting wrong.
“Good luck. I’ll go have him wait in the waiting room and keep it clear.” She winks and smiles.
A few minutes later, I walk into the room that Bradley waits in. He’s scribbling on a piece of paper. He’s sixteen, which is older than most kids that I’m technically allowed to work with. He has slightly long untamed hair. He glances up just barely when I come in, but I’m not tentative about it.”
“Hey,” I nod like I’m cool as I take a seat.
He sighs and doesn’t greet me back.
Okay that’s cool.
“What’s your name?” I ask, hoping it’s casual.
“Just open up the file and read line one,” he says dryly.
I frown. The hell? “What file?”
He glances over and sees me empty handed. Then goes back to his doodles. “I’m not an idiot.” 
Okay, he’s figured me out. 
I’m not surprised—nor am I disappointed, because of course he’s not an idiot. An adult walks into the room—regardless of what room it is—and immediately focuses on you? Yeah, they’re here for you.
I still have a lot to learn. 
“What, they won’t give you a tablet?” I ask, watching him doddle on the small piece of paper.
“I didn’t ask for one.”
“Oh,” I say as I stand and touch random objects around the room. Sitting and staring makes people uncomfortable. “Well, then there goes getting what you want…like ever.”
He doesn’t say anything.
“Am I in the right room?” I ask, having no idea where I’m going with it.
He looks around. “Who you looking for?”
“Someone to talk to.”
“Wrong room.”
I scrunch my face like I would at my brother. “I never said they had to talk back.”
He shrugs. “Go for it. But I’m just waiting for my ride, so if I walk out in ten minutes—don’t be offended.”
I can no longer tell if he’s onto me. But if he is and is just playing along, I can’t help but be a little proud. And I don’t even know the kid.
“Gotchya. Also if you walk out in seven and just wait for your ride outside, I still won’t be offended.”
He frowns and finally looks at me. “You’re weird. You new?”
“Oh I don’t work here. Well, technically I do. But not officially. I’m still in school.”
He laughs. “They sent a student.”
“Student with straight A’s mind you. Okay fine, I might need to repeat gym in the summer but it’s the last class on a Friday—you try getting motivated enough to run two miles around the football stadium.”
Another chuckle. Before he clears his throat and goes back to his drawing.
“You an artist or something?”
“I thought you were doing the talking.”
“Well, I need something to get me going, you know. Like I can’t just start talking. Someone has to say the right thing, something I can relate to you.” I point to myself. “I like to draw so if I’mma talk to a fellow artist, I want to know.”
“I wouldn’t call myself an artist.”
I nod at the paper. “Is that one ready for an audience?” I ask because I know when I draw, I don’t want a single soul looking at it until I’m done. 
He shrugs and stretches it out for me. “Wolverine. Nice,” I say and mean it, handing it back to him. “I like Storm. When I was little, I wanted to dye my hair white like hers. My mom wouldn’t let me so I…” I press my lips together and pause, waiting for any signal that he’s interested in this story. Needing him to be engaged even in the slightest.
My eyes flash in triumph when he gives me a short shrug and asks, “You what?”
“I put baby powder on my hair and blended it all in so it would give me that salt and pepper look she has.”
His eyes bulge and I hold up a hand and laugh. “I don’t recommend it. I coughed for weeks. I couldn’t get that newborn smell out for days, it was dreadful.”
He laughs. “What’d your mom say?”
My smile fades. “She said some things…I can’t remember, I’ll never forget the look on her face when she found me, you know after the initial shock. She looked proud. She knew what I wanted, and I figured out my own way to do it. Regardless of someone telling me I couldn’t.” I release a breath. “I mean, I think it was pride. I never had a chance to ask her years later before she died.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I was ten.” I’d never flat out tell a stranger, much less a patient something this personal, but this was no ordinary case. And if I didn’t follow my gut here, I’m in the wrong business.
I feel a pound of regret when he shuts down and turns his head into a highly unengaged position.
“I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t be telling you this. It’s just that sketch brought out the memory for me.” Like the inexperienced idiot that I am, I keep rambling. 
It didn’t work, Cora, just get up and get a professional asap, before he shuts down completely.
“Anyway, I’ll let you get back to it. I’mma go…sign up for my own therapy session.”
“I was thirteen,” he says as I touch the door handle.
My head snaps. I don’t do anything but blink. I don’t tell him I know. I don’t tell him that I understand why he doesn’t want to talk. I just stand there. 
“Mine was sick.”
“Car accident,” he offers.
I move back to the couch slowly. “It’s worse when it’s so sudden,” I say, not sure of how much I believe it. It’s just as bad to watch them suffer for months.
“Yeah, I didn’t appreciate that part.”
“I guess that would make it three years now, huh?” I ask, not hiding the fact that I read his file.
He nods. “I don’t always lose my shit like that you know?” his demeanor shifts to defensive, but my expression doesn’t change.
Bradley is being treated for a mild case of intermittent explosive disorder—sudden outbursts that can be aggressive and violent when serious. Bradley’s condition isn’t violent—at least not yet. But his file notes frequent temper tantrums and aggressive behavior such as pushing empty chairs. But he doesn’t hurt people. If anything, he tries to get away from them. It’s more common in young adults and his cause is likely environmental. 
I doubt Julia would let me work with her on this one. My internship would only let me work with children under ten.
“Okay,” I say, keeping my tone light with a hint of indifference. “I know it’s out of your control.”
“Sometimes I try to. Sometimes I don’t care enough to.”
“Well, it’s a good thing you’re here.” 
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It’s an early game Saturday and I can’t wait to get the hell out of here. I hit the shower as soon as I’m done with two out-of-the-blue interviews off the ice—basically attacked by media again. One of them mentioned my sister and I almost punched him in the face. Luckily a reporter—also an old flame— intervened immediately with a few of her own questions.                                                                                                      
The best part about tonight—Cora’s here. After she skipped our last few games, I thought she was keeping her distance so she can think this thing between us through. And I want her to. I asked for a lot, and probably didn’t make it sound like it was going to be any fun—so I’m hoping tonight, I can prove it will be.
I’m the last one in the locker room when I hear a sultry female voice and my skin tingles.
“Hey twenty-seven.” 
I don’t mind interviews with her—the woman knows what she’s doing and gets to the point. Lori Conrad knows the kind of shit we want heard—so her questions are always on point. But I don’t exactly want her sneaking up on me alone in the locker room. I didn’t like it when we were hooking up. And I certainly don’t like it now.
At this point, I’m relieved I had a chance to put my shorts on before stepping back into the locker room. 
“How’d you get in here?” I approach her but only because she’s standing directly in front of my locker.
“One of these.” She holds up her reporter badge.
“You just missed the rest of the team, but I think they’re heading upstairs.”
She scans me with a grin. “I didn’t miss anyone.” 
That makes two of us.
“You already interviewed me.”
“Thought you’d like to know, you’re our feature cover for next month’s issue.”
“Can it wait until I get my shirt on?” I point to my locker.
She shifts slightly. “I’m not a photographer, but thought you’d give me a bigger interview for page three. They’re giving me the whole page, Kane.”
“No, they’re giving me the whole page. You just have to type it all.” I flash her a smile.
She laughs and pushes against my shoulder as I open my locker. “So what do you say, should we do this over drinks tonight? We can keep it real casual, I’m sure you want to get out of here.”
I’m aware of another body in the room and my eyes move to the door. Cora stands at the threshold, her lips parted. Her eyes shift from Lori to me and she takes a step back awkwardly, as if she’s walked in on a private moment. “Sorry I was looking…”
“Hey beautiful, come on in, I’ll only be a minute.” I turn back to other woman. “I’ve got other plans tonight, Lori, but happy to do a video conference or something in the next few days.” I watch her and wait for her leave. I’m standing close enough for her to read the disinterest on my face.
She pushes off the locker next to mine. “Right. Well, I’ll call you for that photoshoot and we’ll talk, okay?” When Lori scans Cora from head to toe on her way out, I realize my protectiveness may not be limited to men.
I smile at her and she bites her lip, stepping in tentatively. “I take it you had two surprise female visits today?”
Still shirtless, I close the distance between us and pull her inside, shutting the door behind her and pressing her against it. I imagine it was her I found standing here when I got out of the shower. Hell, whether I had my shorts on or not.
I wish I could press my lips against hers right now to wipe the insecurity off her face, but I know it’s not the way.
Not with Cora—not yet.
I take her hands as she stares at my chest—avoiding my eyes. “You okay?”
“I could have come back later,”
I raise her chin. “But I want you here now.”
“She’s more than just a reporter, isn’t she?” The strain in her voice guts me.
“I don’t know, I didn’t ask.”
“I mean, you’ve slept with her.”
I don’t answer, my eyes dipping to her lips, rubbing the palm of her hand.
She shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter. You probably don’t want to talk.” 
Reaching up, I brush her silky hair behind her ear. She’s feeling hurt and I know in my gut I can’t ignore it. And I’d be more than happy to jut my hips a little to give her all the reassurance she needs. But I respect Cora too much to start with that. “We could always talk. Tell me what’s on your mind.” 
She looks up, centering on my lips before her gaze slides up to meet mine, making it that much harder not to kiss her. Knowing I’m fucking hopeless now that I have her permission to be this close to her.
I take both her hands. “Cora, it’s important that you trust me. That you tell me what you’re thinking, especially if it has to do with me. I’m not sleeping with anyone while you and I are…doing what we’re doing.”
She releases a breath. “Okay. I don’t think I can do… “ she glances at the door, “all the things she’s done. I don’t…I’m not as…”
Alright. That’s it.
“Tell you what she didn’t do when I found her waiting for me.” I lean close so she feels the bulge in my thin shorts. A smile forms her lips and I breathe. But it’s short-lived and my chest tightens again at her hesitation.
“I want to make you feel the way you make me feel.” Her voice is small, but I love that she’s speaking her mind.
God, she’s beautiful. “How’s that?”
“Good,” she breathes. “So very good.”
I bend closer, loving the way her breath catches as my nose brushes against hers. Funny, because that made me feel so very good too. Touching her, watching her come, feeling her get wetter against my fingers. That night—as unplanned, unwarranted, un-fucking-invited as it was—it was hotter than anything I’ve ever experienced. 
But it can’t happen that way again. Cora deserves better. She deserves romance, someone who doesn’t finger-fuck her in a dark, cold garage. 
I bend my head in shame. 
“Nick?”
I lift my eyes to hers again. 
“I know I put off this tough exterior that I’m ready for anything and don’t need anyone to do it, but I just…I don’t know what to expect with you.”
Visions of Cora coming hard comes to mind, making me harder than either of us can handle right now.
Her chest rises and falls, her heart-stopping breasts straining the fabric of her top, making me ache to set them free. My voice dips to something huskier. “It’s not going be anything like that night—not again,” I promise. “I’ll never catch you by surprise. You’ll be ready for everything we do, and if you’re not—we won’t do it.”
I wrap an arm around her waist and pull her tight against me. My erection coming in contact with the soft curve of her belly is all the encouragement I need to bring my other hand to her breast, cupping her through the soft cotton of her shirt. I squeeze lightly, making her moan. It’s a soft, sweet sound I know I’ll never get tired of hearing.
“I lost control that night. Feeling you bare had me lose any sense I have left. But it won’t be like that again. I’ll never be rough with you.” I smile and run a thumb against her bottom lip. “I can’t promise that we’ll always use a bed, but I can guarantee I’ll keep you warm wherever we are."
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“Always?” I ask, the anxiety I’ve been feeling over being a one-time thing for him lifting.
“You didn’t think I’d be able to have you once and never want to touch you again?”
Is he forgetting I know his MO?
His fingers dip under my shirt and immediately push down my bra to wrap around a bare breast and I swear his cock swells as it pushes against my pelvis. His head is in my neck, his nose roaming as if I’m the most delectable scent he’s ever breathed.
He’s already driving me crazy and I’m ready to do it in the sweatiest, most unromantic place one could possibly lose their virginity—the locker room. My head is turned to the side as he kisses along my jaw and my breathing is heavy. I’m so desperate for more but don’t want this to be a one-way street. “Can we get back to rule four again?”
“Which one was that again?” he murmurs, losing himself in the kisses and licks he’s trailing that make me shiver.
“Keeping things equal. If you make me come…in whichever which way you do…I intend to return the favor.”
He pinches my nipple in response, making me moan again and then bites my bottom lip. “We’ll talk about it later.”
He doesn’t realize it, but Nick has given me enough confidence in the last five minutes to fight him on this. I’m not deterred by him shutting me down. I’m no longer afraid he’ll reject me. After all, he didn’t exactly say no just now.
I reach down and tug on the band of his jogger shorts and lick my lips. His eyes dip down and steps back just enough to look at my face. 
“Have you ever given head before?” He holds up a finger and I almost laugh. “If you say yes, we have a bigger problem than if you say no.”
I decide to have a little fun with him. “You know what, you’re right, we’ll talk about it later.”
He tightens his grip on me, playfully. “You’re fucking with me.”
My eyes dance. “Sweet little Cora?”
“Tell me you’re fucking with me,” he urges with a hint of amusement as he steps forward, pushing me back up against the wall.
I raise a brow. “How would you ever know…unless I…?”
He growls softly and I’m turned on by the sound. “You are fucking with me, you little minx.” He kisses me hard. “You’re going to pay for that.”
My eyes flare. “When?”
He laughs. “Come on,” he says, pulling my hand. “I’m going to change and then we’re going out.”
I frown. “Where?”
“On a date. Never let a man get in your pants without taking you out on the town first.”
I let him drag me across the locker room to a bench as he gets dressed. “It’s a really big town,” I pout.
A wide smile spreads his face as he puts on a clean shirt. “It is,” he agrees casually. “And you’re worth the wait.”
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We go to dinner, where Nick tries all the different cocky grins and winks to make me swoon again—and even though I know he’s just trying to make me laugh, I don’t have the heart to tell him it will never be what it was when I was thirteen.
We talk about my internship, Jace, Nicole. He tells me which teammates can be trusted around me—spoiler alert—none. He keeps mentioning that he’s the least of all I should trust. It’s not the first time he’s dropped hints about him not being worthy, but I know it’s just his way of trying to convince me that I’m special.
Which he hasn’t stopped doing since he found me standing at the doorframe of the locker room. He’d taken full control—leaving no room for doubt or anxiety and regardless of what we are—I’m grateful for it.
I’m still coming down from whatever happened between us after the reporter left and the door was shut. I’m starting to wonder if I’m just that easy to arouse or if he’s the reason my body reacts to every touch the way it does.
“Didn’t you just get off the ice?”
“Yeah, but that’s work. This is for fun.”
I stare at the frozen path of water in front of us. I know I’m looking at one of the smaller lakes in Hollyville but it looks tremendous to me.
“I don’t have skates.” 
He pops his trunk open. There are his skates, which he reaches and pulls like it’s second nature and a black box. He holds the trunk open and nods toward it. 
“Am I supposed to open that?”
“Yes, genius.”
I shake my head and pull open the box. I don’t know why I’m expecting a pair of shiny new white skates. What I find are used worn and eerily familiar ones.
“These are my old skates.”
He nods. 
“I tossed these in the trash.”
“You did. I dug 'em out.”
“Why?”
“Angel couldn’t keep you from falling on your ass, but I think I can.” Before I have a chance to think or respond, his strong hands are on my waist and he sits me on the edge of his open trunk, removing my boots and sliding on the skates I chucked when I was eighteen after Angel tried giving me lessons.
She was a great teacher and it was just for fun, but I kept falling and decided balancing on blades was not for me.
I step around in a circle, testing the vicious old things near the car while the pro next to me puts his on and walks me to the ice. 
“This is safe right?”
Nick eyes the permitter of the lake and squints. “For the two of us? Yeah, I think we’ll be alright. You can swim right?”
My eyes bulge and he laughs. “Alright come on.” He takes my hand and eases me onto the ice.
“Nick, there are no rails here.”
“You have me.”
I look across the ice and see a man with a small child in pink coat and tiny skates.
“I hate that your idea of a first date is treating me like a five-year-old.”
He follows my eyes to the duo several yards away. “We’re not dating.”
I roll my eyes and take another step. “We’re not fucking either.” 
He yanks me against him, and I yelp. “Say that again,” he breathes.
“We’re not fucking—your words right?” I repeat biting my lip with a smirk, deciding that getting a reaction out of him is my new favorite thing. 
“You’re on thin ice, baby.”
“I hope you don’t mean that literally.” I raise a brow and he shakes his head. Then unknowingly spreads that infamous grin that made me swoon for years and the butterflies are back.
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I wasn’t intending on bringing Cora back to my place tonight—but here we are. 
I’m not sure what I was expecting but I don’t want our night to end. I was damn right about ready to take her in that locker room and the four-hour distraction did nothing to deter me—which is an excellent tell of how much control I have around her. 
There’s a lingering taste I have in my mouth for Cora when she’s around me. It started around the time she started college. Like one of those giant candies at the candy store that’s only for display. Not to be touched or licked. Just lures you into the store. And you’re stuck picking out any other candy in the damn world—just not that one. The one your eye always catches, the one that’s always there because no one else has or can touch it—and the more haunting thing is—it’s been staring back at you.
That’s Cora in a nutshell. 
And now I feel like the criminal that broke into the store after hours and taken that candy home with me.
“Lights are all out,” I mutter as I put my Jeep to a stop in the driveway. “Nicole must be asleep or out.”
“She’s okay to go out?” Cora asks.
“Yeah. Her old friends have been really good about getting her out of the house and trying to make her feel normal again, I think it’s helping.”
“You really trust her, don’t you?”
“Not one bit,” I say honestly. “But I gotta let her live.”
I jump out and come around the passenger side to help her out—not the least bit surprised finding her already on her feet. I take her hand and lead her to the front door, stopping and turning her to face me before we walk in. I press my lips softly to hers, swiping my tongue across to part them. Tasting her, exploring her, but mostly owing her this kiss after I pushed her away outside her front door.
I break the kiss, finding a beautiful lazy grin before her eyes flutter back open. “Beware of the dog,” I warn before realizing I don’t need to since Max has known Cora as long as I’ve had him. Which makes this my first slip of treating her like all my other dates.
Luckily, Cora pretends not to notice. She swipes her hand down my chest and lifts a brow “Which one?”
I take her inside, closing the door behind her and immediately pull her against my chest to continue what I started outside. She’s in giggles and I wait for my furry friend to come running out of the den—but he doesn’t.
Which is strange.
I hear a whimper. “That does not sound like Max,” I think out loud and flip the lights on in the foyer and living room, filling the entire front of the house.
It takes a fraction of a second for me to notice my sister huddled on the floor beside the couch in the den. She’s swaying and sobbing. I race over and kneel beside her, putting my hand on her forearms to lift her off the floor. 
“Nicole. Nicky what’s going on?”
She doesn’t respond. She doesn’t look at me, but her eyes move in our direction, so I know she’s aware.
Cora dims the lights in the room almost instantly and I look at her. “What are you doing?”
She ignores me and goes to the other side of Nicole kneeling down and puts one hand on her back. “Nicole? Sweetie.”
My sister’s eyes shift to the left where Cora sits but don’t look at her.
“Hey, yeah, it’s Cora,” she says with a smile. “Will you come sit on the couch with me?” she asks as if she’s talking to a small child.
I go to lift her but Cora, whose eyes never leave my sister puts a sharp hand out—stopping me. 
Nicole shakes her head shielding her face from the other side of the room.
“Lower the lights in the hall,” Cora urges me in a calm but rushed murmur.
I dim every room setting on the floor and return. 
“What do you need?” Cora asks in a soft voice.
“I—I need her to leave.”
Cora and I exchange glances, then her eyes are back on my sister. “Do you see her?”
Her head shakes. “No.”
“Neither do I. Was she in this room?”
A harsh nod.
“Do you want to try standing?”
Nicole stands and Cora hooks an arm around hers, taking her the two steps back to sit her on the couch. “Is this comfortable?”
She nods.
“Can you look at me?”
She turns her head slowly. 
Cora smiles in response. “It’s just me and Nick here.” She waits for her to acknowledge both of us. “Take a deep breath with me.”
Nicole hesitates, then starts breathing along with Cora, except it’s sharper and faster than Cora’s—but she doesn’t judge.
“Okay, good.”
My mouth is open and I’m afraid to say or do anything that might interfere. Whatever Cora is doing seems to be working since Nicole is somewhat responsive.
This hasn’t happened before and I’m in utter awe of her. Her tone is calm, gentle, and I wonder what the hell I’ve been missing about my own sister the past few weeks. Did I miss any signs? Was this in her discharge papers? Have I been ignoring Nicole’s needs? 
Cora continues to speak in short easy sentences, all seeming to flow together. She’s so collected. I knew she’s a psych major with a focus in child therapy, and about her internship, but I’ve never actually seen her deal with someone who needed help.
I don’t know what Cora said but Nicole nods and breathes easier again. “I don’t want her here again.” She looks up at me. Her eyes seeing again. “Don’t let her near me.”
Cora looks up at me, clearly giving me a chance to respond and I freeze up. Cora rubs her back and answers for me. “He won’t. You’re safe here.”  Her voice wavers and she looks back at me for reassurance.
“She came back,” my sister whispers painfully as Cora holds her.
I turn away and run my fingers through my hair in frustration. There’s no way. I get alerts for any motion around my property. But just in case, I play back the security footage on my phone for any movement. Cora looks at my phone and I shake my head in response.
“I believe you Nicky,” Cora whispers. “I believe that you saw her. But I promise you’re safe. I’m going to go make you some tea. Do you like sugar or honey?” The way Cora phrases the question, it isn’t casual. It’s intentional. Like she needs to make sure Nicole is focused and with her.
Nicole shakes her head. “Sugar.” Her voice is soft.
Cora nods but watches Nicky. “Warm or cold?”
“Warm.”
Satisfied, Cora stands and walks toward me. She stops at my shoulder and mutters, “Sit with her—short simple sentences, easy questions, and try and slow her breathing.”
I grab her arm before she walks past me. “What’s happening?”
Cora shrugs like it’s a simple matter. “She’s having a panic attack. A bad one and something triggered it. It could have been a dream or just—a delayed reaction to something.”
I look into her eyes. “Can you hurry back? I don’t want to screw this up.”
She smiles up at me and nods. 
I sit with Nicky and put an arm around her stiff shoulders. It’s all I know to do. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know if I can control my breathing the way Cora did. I don’t know if I can sit here long enough without losing my temper and putting a restraining order on our mother. Give Nicky a solid form of reassurance that she’s safe from her.
Nicole’s tension starts to ease and she puts her head on my shoulder. Cora comes back with tea and touches Nicole’s hand gently before placing the cup on her lap. She holds it there until Nicole’s fingers wrap around it.
“Thank you.” 
“I need to go make a phone call,” I mumble before I bolt the room.

I’m gone for fifteen minutes by the time I get off the phone with my lawyer and the security office of the community. Cora is talking to Nicole. I can’t make it out, my vision still blurred, but I know she’s rambling to keep Nicole responsive and present. 
“I checked your room, Nicky. There’s no one in there. All the doors are locked and we can put the heat up if you want,” I offer.
Nicole nods and turns to Cora. “Will you stay with me for a little bit?”
“I’m right behind you,” she says reassuringly.
After the girls are safe in Nicole’s room, I make my third walkthrough of the house. It’s the definition of insanity, but I do it anyway. I also can’t sit still. I hate feeling helpless when it comes to her. I couldn’t help her all those years ago. I let her push me away while she let herself slip into a toxic existence and now I have no idea what to fucking do when she had an attack.
I text Jace a quick update on Nicole and that Cora is with her. Luckily, he doesn’t ask for more background on that. 
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I’m not surprised to find Nick awake when I lightly knock on his door at nearly two in the morning. Nicole finally fell asleep and I’ve been staring at her ever since…with my mind wandering to places too complicated to think about at this hour. What caused her attack? How can we help prevent them? 
I make a vow to myself to check in on her daily. She’s lucky to have Nick, just as I’m lucky to have Jace looking after me, but he can’t always be here with her.  
Words get stuck in my throat when he swings the door open following my light knock. He looks about a year older than four hours ago. He’s shirtless and in a pair of plaid drawstring pants. 
“I’m sorry,” I say finally. 
He pulls me inside, tugging me against his chest and I’m overwhelmed by the affection. His grip turns strong, tight. After a moment, he moves to close the door behind me. “Thank you.”
“I’m sorry it’s late. She’s been asleep for hours, I just…got lost in thought watching her.”
He rubs my arms and rests his chin over my head, breathing in my hair. “I know the feeling. I forget that you’re a therapist.”
I push past him. “I’m far from a Ph.D.”
He’s holding on to my hand as I walk further into his master bedroom, seeing it for the first time. “I’ve never been in here before.”
“There’s good reason for that.” He smiles for the first time in hours.
“Oh, do naughty things happen here?”
“Not for me. You might consider them pretty naughty.”
I bite my lip.
“You’re tired,” he says matter of factly. 
“A little.”
He takes my hand. “Come here.”
I rest my head on his chest as he smooths my hair, stroking me. My gaze drifts to his bed as he leans down to my ear. “Stay with me. Sleep with me,” he says in a husky voice that warms me.
He lifts my arms and pulls my sweater over my head, and bends to kiss my bare shoulder. 
“You cold?”
I shake my head and smile up at him encouragingly.
He strips me of my pants and in just my undergarments, leads me to his bed. I’m not nervous or scared. I don’t feel cold or self-conscious. Nicholas has a way of always keeping me warm and I feel safe in his arms. 
And I already feel safe in his bed as he settles next to me, wrapping me up in his arms.
I expect to start questioning what this is, what it means that we’re just here sleeping next to each other. And for how long we’ll be doing this. All these things would be the healthier option to let my mind wander to right now.
But instead, I let myself do the one thing I know I shouldn’t—I enjoy it. I love it. I want more of it.
“Why did you choose to work with kids?”
I blink. Unprepared for the question. But give him an honest answer. “Because I hate child therapists.”
“Oh. So this is a ‘keep your enemies close’ kind of scheme you got going on?”
I laugh and feel his stomach rumble beneath me. “No. It’s because I hated it when my dad forced me to go when I was younger. I sat there and watched these kids be forced to talk about things they don’t want to talk about. I guess I just want to make a difference.” 
He strokes the top of my forehead and then my hair. “I’m sorry you went through all that. I guess they thought it was the best thing for you.”
“I remember thinking when I’d sit there that I wouldn’t mind talking—but they didn’t say or do anything to make me trust them. Why should I talk to you about how I’m feeling? Who are you to me? Is there an answer in your clipboard on how to treat me if I tell you my heart is broken? That I’m not sure how my life will be now. Do you see a crystal ball that says, eventually the pain and anger will go away and I’ll be happy?”
Nick moves and lifts my chin, his eyes searching mine as if he’s looking for something.  “Did it?”
“In a way, it kind of did go away. And I guess I’m happy. I feel sheltered sometimes, but I consider myself lucky—comparatively.”
He chuckles. “I’m sure comparatively, your dad and Jace would be proud of how they raised you.”
We laugh and he twists me to spoon me and we settle into a comfortable silence. For a moment I think he’s asleep until he whispers. 
“Thank you for tonight. You were amazing with her. I don’t know what I would have done.”
“You would have done just fine.” I squeeze the hand he holds around me and turn to face him. His eyes roam my face. There’s something between lust and appreciation in them and I’m not sure which I want to hold onto.  But then it shifts and I think I see regret.
“I’m sorry,” I say instantly.
He frowns. “Why?”
“You should have been here. This is my fault. You would have been home hours ago.”
“Cora. What happened to Nicole or the fact that I’m not with her twenty-four-seven isn’t your fault. I’m just so glad you were here.” He brushes a hand down my cheek and I turn to kiss his palm.
He pulls me closer, pressing my barely covered breasts against his chest and kisses between my eyes. When he touches me like this, when I feel his heat, his mouth, the need to hold me like this, I want to melt. 
“Is this weird for you?” he asks.
I shake my head. “No.” It feels right, I want to say. “Does it feel weird for you?”
He frowns as if confused. “I thought it would. But it feels…” he looks for the right words and I can’t help but cut him off.
“Just like any other one of your—”
“No. Nothing like that.” He swallows. “I was going to say it feels… decent being with you.”
I smile sheepishly, because I know he’ll never say what he really means. Not even if it would mean the world to me that I mean so much more to him. I swallow it down and turn the focus back to his sister.
“Don’t worry about tonight. Nicole got through it alright and she’s in good hands with you.”
He watches me for a moment, then brushes the crease along my brow to smooth the frown line. “So are you.”
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At dawn, I hit the shower faster than I can make sense of what day it is. Cora and I slept for maybe three hours and my dick was way too aware of her presence. Her ass brushing against me involuntarily on more than one occasion. 
I decide that I love the way Cora sleeps. Everything about it is fucking adorable. After she dozed off, I watched her until I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Only to wake up with a boner seven times between then and five minutes ago.
I brush my teeth and set a spare one for Cora on the counter. 
It occurs to me that I hadn’t thought of my best friend once since I texted him that Cora was with Nicole—and I’m okay with that. 
Cora should feel wrong. All of this should feel wrong—not weird, the word I used for her sake last night. But it doesn’t.
It feels fucking right.
It feels good.
And I feel like utter shit for saying this, but I can’t wait to make her mine. To be inside her. To watch her detonate again and again like the bombshell that she is. 
I rinse the soap in my hair and shake my head, wondering how the hell I’m going to control myself with this girl.
I’m probably only going to end up freaking her out with my kinks and dirty talk. 
And God do I want to get dirty with her.
When I hear the door creek open, I pull my hand off my cock and curse to myself.
She walks in ignoring me and picks up the sealed brush next to the sink. I swipe at the steam filled glass to see her better and she looks back at me from the mirror and winks, brushing her teeth. 
“Sure,” I call. “Make yourself at home.”
She spits. “If you say so.” She bends and I’m not sure what she’s doing until she stands again, now bottomless. She turns to face the mirror, giving me a full view of her bare ass and brings her fingers to her back, unhooking her bra.
“Cora,” I warn, but my voice is too strained to be taken seriously. 
She turns and I’m done for. 
“Fuck Cora.”
“You almost done?” Without invitation—and I’m not speaking for my dick here, she steps into the shower. 
“Cora,” it’s a whisper now.
She shrugs. “Just in case you run out of hot water.”
“You’re going to kill me.”
She looks down and her bottom lip drops slightly. Her eyes lift back to mine. “Why aren’t you touching me, Nicholas?” She glances down. “It sure looks like you want to.”
I stand still under the spray, making no moves to invite her further in.  
I put a hand on the tile wall, the urge to reach for her too strong and I’ll have no control. I can’t take her for the first time this way. The need is strong, aggressive—it’ll be hard, merciless against this wall and I won’t do that to her. 
She sees it. I know she does. Her glare meets mine in this understanding and she presses herself against the wall. I put my hands on either side of her and she gives me one wicked grin before she slides down on her knees.
My jaw clenches. “What are you doing?”
She looks up at me through her long dark lashes. “Rule number four.”
I press my hands harder against the tile as she wraps her hands around me, making me groan before I manage to say, “I vetoed that one.”
“I reinstated it.” I swear just looking at her kneeling before me in my shower is enough to make me come. 
“Cora, get up.” My voice is strained and unconvincing.
Ignoring me like the defiant kid she’s always been, she opens. I hiss as my tip enters her warm mouth. 
And it’s just about all I can take. I glide into her and she takes me further, deeper. I resist the urge to pump. It’s apparently a skill I didn’t realize I had; resistance.
“Jesus Cora, how the fuck are you so good at this?” I don’t want the answer to this. 
Actually, I do.
There’s amusement in her eyes when she pulls out momentarily and gives me a sinful grin. “Practice. Lots of practice.”
I look down and jut my hips against her mouth and she welcomes it, taking me deeper. Satisfaction written all over her face.
This wasn’t part of our deal and I’m going to regret this. I’m supposed to be pleasuring her. Being her first so it’s done right. So there are no regrets. I’m not supposed to be teaching her how to deep throat for Christ’s sake. 
I’m close. I’m going crazy. “Cora,” I breathe. “Cora, just use your hand now.”
She doesn’t stop and I wrap her hair around my hand and pull her up, pressing her against the wall and pressing my mouth to hers as I finish myself off. “You’re in so much trouble.”
She smiles up at me. “Promise?”
I yank up one of her legs and press her against the wall. Then run my fingers up her thigh until they reach her entrance.  Her breathing accelerates as she watches me, waits for me to do something.
I decide Cora’s anticipation is now something I live for.  I crave seeing her wait for me, want me, and who knows, maybe even beg me. I press two fingers carefully against her clit, putting just enough pressure to drive her wild.
“Do you want me to make you come, Cora?”
Her eyes are closed like she can’t take it and nods. My fingers dip into her and she moans. God, is she a fucking pro at this? Because I can’t even bare teasing her any longer.
I pump in and out of her, kissing her to muffle the sounds I pull out of her. The shower is running but my sister is still just down the hall. She comes hard on my fingers and I hold her up as she goes limp. I wait a few beats before removing them, tempted as fuck to lick them clean.
But I don’t know how she’ll take that.
“I think I like your idea of punishment,” she breathes. “Can’t wait to see what you’ll do when I really cross the line.”
I lean down to kiss her and slide my hand down her back, giving her a quick smack. She yelps and giggles in response before stepping out and grabbing my towel, wrapping it around herself.
I stand corrected.
I’m in so much trouble.
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“I’m leaving for Seattle tomorrow,” I tell Cora as we dress.                                                                                                                                                                                                          
“Three days, right?” I forget she knows our travel schedule. 
“Yeah.  No band boys while I’m gone.”
“Does that go for you too?” It’s so tentative, if my heart didn’t break a little, I’d think it was cute.
“Of course. I’m not really into band boys.”
Cora back hands me and I laugh, catching her hand and holding it. I have no intention of being with anyone while I’m with Cora. For as long as we’re doing this, I’m all about her. But I don’t need to put it to her that way. “Yes. It goes for me too. Jesus, you’re worse than a real girlfriend.”
It’s a quick flash and gone before I can realize it, but my stupid words definitely affected her. 
She clears her throat. “I’ll let you finish up whatever it is you do here every morning. I’m going to go…check on Nicole.”
Way to go asshole.


I find Cora with Nicole downstairs. It’s snowing and they’re both sipping coffee. Nicole looks tired but bright. Her skin glows and her hair is long and shiny today. She looks good. I walk up to her and kiss the top of her head. 
“How’d you sleep?”
She raises a brow. “How'd you sleep?” 
I hear Cora kick her under the chair and shoot her a look.
It’s returned with an innocent shrug and I roll my eyes as I reach for a coffee mug. I can’t bring myself to care that Nicole suspects something. For one, I’m ninety percent sure Nicole suspected something before I even did. Second, I’m too relieved seeing my sister herself again. 
I grunt, losing myself with all the estrogen in the room. “What day is it?”
“Sunday,” Cora answers sharply. “And Jace has already texted three times today asking about...” she glances at Nicole, “um…breakfast.”
“Can I give you a ride?” I offer.
“No. I’ll walk. It’s just the other side of the lake.” She winks at me. I know she wants someone here with Nicky and quite frankly, I’m not sure I want her alone yet either.
“I’ll walk you out,” I say, knowing I’m only making things more obvious with my sister, but I don’t care.
“Tell Jace I’m feeling better today,” Nicole calls out, not buying Cora’s coverup one bit.
Cora winces, slightly embarrassed about her lie. “Ignore her,” I say, putting my hand along her back. We step out into the cold air and I tuck her against the wall of my garage.
“Sorry.” Cora rubs her forehead. “I don’t usually think straight in the mornings.”
“It’s not you. My sister has some weird telepathic power. She can tell what you’re thinking just by looking at you.”
“Oh God, I hope not.”
I brush my thumb across her lips. “Why? You starting to have dirty thoughts when I’m around?”
“Yeah…starting.” She rolls her eyes.
And with that, I snap back into where I need to be. Reminding myself that Cora’s had a crush on me and I’m getting too close. She needs to know that we’re temporary. That my only mission here is to be her first. 
So it’s done right. So she’s not taken advantage of. Or hurt.
I also wanted to apologize for the girlfriend comment upstairs but I decide it was for the best. We both need the reminder that this isn’t that.
“I should go. Thanks for last night.” She reaches up to kiss my cheek.  “And this morning…”
I grunt. “Would I be a dick if I said you’re welcome…no pun intended.”
She laughs. “A little bit yes.”
Deciding I can live with a little bit of a dick, I say, “Then you’re welcome.”
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“You know you can’t bring me to practice every day,” Nicole says on our way to the arena for a scrimmage we have scheduled.
“Why not? Coach started bringing his kid to practice.” I shrug, trying like hell to play this down because I don’t want to stress her out. I’m holding my shit together right now—but once I have a minute alone, I have every intention of calling her therapist to ask what the hell that was about.
And how I can keep it from happening. 
Cora isn’t always going to be there to tell me how to deal with it.
“I’m not a five-year-old girl whose nannies keep quitting.”
“That’s because he keeps hiring bimbo’s. He needs a Ms. Doubtfire kind of nanny. You know, someone old and isn’t only taking the job to get close to Collins.” I shake my head. 
Where does he even find these candidates?
I see Nicole stare out the window and already know that I’ve somehow managed to offend her.
I sigh. “But no, you’re not some kid I need to keep an eye on. I just—I’m not ready to leave you alone. I’ll be worried sick and it’ll be a wasted practice. I’m supposed to be setting an example for my team.”
“Have you considered that maybe I’d be the distraction for your team if I’m there?” She brushes her hair back and bats her lashes dramatically.
I laugh.
“Hey!”
“What, no, I didn’t mean it like that. My team knows that you’re off limits. Just like—”
Shit.
She grins and I know what’s coming. “Like Cora?”
“Yeah. Like Cora.”
She turns back to her window. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“What’d she tell you we were doing?”
“Nothing. I don’t ask questions I don’t want the answers to. I’m just telling you…whatever it is, I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“Care to elaborate?”
“Do you?”
I take in a deep frustrated breath. “No. But I will tell you that I’m not going to hurt her. It’s why I’m—never mind.”
She frowns and I see the disappointment—like she’s just realized this whole thing with Cora is a bad idea. “Yeah. Never mind.” 
Nicole’s been making fun of us having a thing for each other and now she’s against it?  I decide it’s not a safe subject to ask, so I focus on the road and let it go.
Because I know she’ll only give logic and reason as to why we’ll never work. And even though I know it, I don’t want to hear it.
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Having Nicole at eye level is helping, but my focus is still off.
Way off. 
It’s rare that I have a girl stay over. When I do, fun times in the early hours of the day is typically okay with me. But it’s never been the main source of my distraction on the ice. It’s not just the fact that I was with Cora last night—and this morning. It’s the image I get of her in the shower, in my bed, her laugh that rings in my ear when all my senses should be focused on my next move.
SLAM
I take a hit against the boards and drop. It takes me a minute, but with a sharp head shake, I’m on my feet again. I start slow—but I’m not looking for the puck. Naturally, I’m out for revenge.
I’m quick as I move across the ice—and cross check Garret, the player who hit me.
“Not cool,” I mutter to my own teammate.
The whistle is blown.
Garret throws his arms in the air. “It’s just a practice, what are you all bent out of shape for? I was just trying to wake you up.”
Coach kicks us off the ice until the scrimmage is over and I move over to where Nicole sits.
After a moment of letting me cool off, she leans in. “I thought my being here would help you stay focused…”
“Be quiet.”
She hums. “Not about me is it? I’ll try not to be offended…”
I shoot her a hard glare.
“I mean I did feel like I was possessed by the devil last night…but it’s all good.”
I sigh and drop my head in my hands. “I’m sorry.”
She jerks. “Oh my God dude, I’m joking. I’m actually so relieved you didn’t freak out. I mean I was half expecting to find you standing over my bed this morning.”
I shake my head, then look at her. “Are you alright? Should we…be talking or something?”
There’s a beat and a flash in her eyes before she waves me off. “Of course not. I don’t do the talking thing—remember?”
“Right.” 
That’s what I thought.
“But you know, if you need to…”
She smiles. “I know. Now please get cleaned up so we can get out of here.”
“I’ll be right back.”
I’m halfway toward the door to the locker room when I glance back quickly in her direction.
She’s watching the others clear the ice and the Zamboni machine enter. I only see her profile—but the smile she feigned so well a moment ago is gone. 
With no one watching, she’s solemn again—maybe a little bit scared. She stares at the
machine and puts her jacket on, then sinks slightly in her seat. 
I’m about to go back but apparently, I wasn’t the only one watching her.
Coach Collins is making his way down the aisle. He says something with a smirk and I see her straighten and laugh. 
I breathe a sigh of relief and turn back to the locker room.
To be honest, I don’t trust anyone with a dick near her—but at least with Coach, she’s safe.
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The following Sunday night, Angel, Nicole and I grab dinner before the game. We originally had plans for a “take 2” girls’ night—Nicole is very set on it for some reason—but the guys convinced us to come to watch the game tonight since the next two are travel games. And apparently, tonight is when Nicholas Kane is being interviewed and photographed for his feature in the magazine. Which means, lots of media, lots of VIP’s, and lots of people surrounding Nick, in general tonight, so naturally, my motivation is slim tonight knowing I’ll be the least of his concerns. 
“You look cute,” Angel points out.
I shrug. “Why should the guys get all the attention tonight?” I’m not wearing anything that stands out. A black blouse and blue miniskirt with knee-high boots. They’re the only thing leather I’ll ever wear again. Lined with fur on the inside since it’s been ridiculously cold out and very low heel.
“I think it’s too modest,” Nicole counters. “Show some skin babe.”
I point to the space between the skirt and the top of one boot. “Skin.”
Angel puts her fork down. “Excuse me, who is it that you think will be looking at her while her obnoxiously overprotective brother is around?” 
Nicole shrugs. “Someone with a death wish.”
“Oh stop,” I tell her.
Angel’s eyes bulge. “You two have been holding out on me—do I need to get a streak in my hair to be in the know?”
“Yes, a blue one.” Nicole challenges, her eyes narrowing.
“There’s nothing to tel—” I start, and immediately get cut off.
“And…” Nicole leans in, facing Angel. “One day on the ice—with me.”
Angel frowns and leans back in her seat. “Keep your secrets.”
Nicole shakes her head, her eyes still narrowed but with vivid disappointment.
My eyes shift between the two of them and I laugh nervously. “You’re not missing anything, really.” 
As if I’m not even in the room, Nicole stays focused on Angel, arms crossed in front of her. “And it’s juicy too…”
“Don’t care.” Angel twists her head.
“Jace would be absolutely liiiivid.”
“Oh fucking fine—one hour at the rink and no one else can be around. No one.”
Nicole and I stare at Angel—who neither of us have ever heard curse before.
Nicole looks to me, almost apologetically and I know what she’s asking me.
“Well, you have to now,” I say. 
Nicole grins. “You do it.”
I sigh and take a small sip of wine, then turn to Angel. “It’s Nicholas.”
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The Buffalo Blades win and we’re up in the rooftop suite, which isn’t really on the roof but has access to an extended terrace. The lighting is ice blue, the décor is minimal with a few chairs lined up in front of the wall-to-wall window view of the arena, a bar along the back wall, and a few round tables. 
It's far more elaborate.
And far more expensive.
“What’s the matter? You’re usually a little more excited at these games.”
I shrug. “I’ve had a long week.” That and all the Nick Kane praise and cheers and tall, smoking hot ice-girls surrounding him for the photo shoot has me slightly irritable.
“I wouldn’t worry about them,” Angel says, following my gaze.
And here I thought I was being super cool—only looking over occasionally. 
“Easy for you to say,” I mutter. Since Angel could literally fit right in. Hell, she’s probably still even got her old uniform. 
She moves behind me and grasps my shoulders, shifting me slightly. “I’d worry about her.”
I frown. “The reporter?” 
“Her name is Lori Conrad. We always suspected something was going on with those two. I’m willing to bet it was a one-time thing—two at best—and poor thing just can’t let go.”
Great.
Although it’s not really Lori I’m worried about. Nick made it clear he doesn’t want her—and I believe him.
I just have a feeling that I’m going to be in her shoes someday soon.
“Yeah,” Nicole chimes in. “I was here earlier for Nick’s interview. I swear that woman dragged the damn thing out on purpose to knock me out so she could take advantage of your man.”
“He’s not my man.”
Most of the camera crew starts to clear out, and I’m instantly relieved. How many shots of Nick and the cheer squad did they really need?
I glance around. It made sense that they’d save those shots for up here, the romantic lighting, the crisp blazer over his shoulders. God, he looks good enough to eat. 
With that thought, I turn away—taking a sip of God knows what Angel just brought me.
“Ice water,” she says. “You need to cool off.”
“I’m fine.”
Or at least I was before all this Lori talk.
I hate feeling insecure. It’s against everything I’ve taught myself over the years. Instead, I look for my brother, who is rarely in a suit, but given tonight’s events, the entire team is suited for the occasion. 
I take a breath and just enjoy the girls’ company. A few months ago I would have felt out of place in a setting like this. I would have felt like Jace’s kid sister. Tonight, I feel different. I feel like I belong. Like I’m here with one of the players—the team captain. Who has yet to approach me, but I understand it. 
We’re a secret.
And he intends to keep it that way.
When my eyes shift to my brother, I remember why. Years of their friendship flashes before me and I break a little inside knowing what I could do if I ever dare ask Nick to unmake us a secret.
Given that he’s only looked my way a handful of times tonight, totaling a count of eight seconds, I know making me feel like I mean more to him is the last thing on his mind.
The last few times I was here, all I had to do—though unintended—was talk to a few of the players off to the side, and Nick would just show up.
But I’m not doing that today. He didn’t only approach me because he’s territorial. He’s into me. Not because someone else was playing with the toy he thought he didn’t want.
I push down the pain I feel building and swallow hard.
He likes me. I know he does. He respects me.
“Hey, are you okay?” Nicole asks. Angel isn’t with us and I assume she’s gone to congratulate her dad on the win.
I blink up and nod. “Of course.”  
“Well chin up, girl.  Looks like Ms. Hot Stuff is making her rounds.” 
I frown, then follow Nicole’s glance. It’s her again. Lori. I’d have thought she’d leave with the media crew. Then again, she looks like she’s dressed for a party in that tight white cocktail dress. Her long, blonde highlighted hair grazing her round ass.
She’s talking to Royce Collins, and he looks as disinterested as ever. I hate that my eyes trace the shape of her curves. She really is something to look at.
“Do sports reporters dress like that?” I ask.
“Nope.” Nicole pops, eyeing them again. Then drops the ice cube from her mouth back into the cup.
Angel finds them and slips her hand into his arm. “Hey, Dad, there you are. I need your help with something.” She pulls him in our direction, away from the femme fetal.
“Hello, ladies,” Coach Collins greets us. “If it’s too crowded for you, we’ve opened up the deck, there’s some heat lamps out there and warm cider.”
“Oh, that does sound good,” Nicole says. “Maybe in a little bit.”
“I guess I have to go say hello to my old team,” Angel says. “I’ll see you girls in a bit.”
My eyes shift to Lori who’s moved back to Nick. They’re talking about something, and he seems so into it. So into her.
His smile is so genuine that I have to look away to breathe. 
“Breathe,” Nicole reminds subtly. 
“What?” 
“There’s no pouting in hockey.”
I chuckle at her words and from the corner of my eye, see Nick look in my direction with a grin. I turn and hold his gaze for a beat. His smile widens.
I knew I was being crazy. 
“Uh-oh,” Nicole mutters.
“What?
Nicole looks up and away as she speaks, as if we’re undercover. “She saw him basically stare at you.”
“So?”
She shakes her head, still watching Lori with her brother. “My guess is she’s going to approach you at some point tonight. Head up. Don’t let her trap you into telling her anything—remember she’s a reporter.” She turns to me. “And most importantly, don’t get sucked into a world where you think she’s better than you.” 
“You’re being paranoid, but I appreciate it.” I want to hug her but know it would be weird here. “Do you want to go outside now? I could use some air.”
“Yes. I’m just going to go grab us some cider from the bar.”
“Sounds delicious, I’ll meet you out there,” I tell her.
I manage to sneak another glance at the duo on the other side of the room and catch Nick nodding at every word she says. His focus is so sincere. When someone blocks my view, I realize there’s still one cameraman circling.  I’m not sure if Nick notices, but as soon as the camera moves, his expression flattens and he’s turned away from her.
“Oh,” I mutter to myself with a breath and shake my head at myself. This is not healthy. 
I see Nicole hold up the drinks and nod for me to meet her outside. I nod back and turn to set down my water.
“Can I get you another?” I jerk back as Lori approaches me from nowhere.
With Nicole’s warning fresh in my head, I refrain from swallowing and take this bitch on.
I put my hand on her arm. “Oh good, they finally sent someone, would you mind clearing this table. Wouldn’t want anyone mixing up their drinks. Thanks.” I smile brightly.
She grins knowingly, but I can see the skin tighten around her face. “Lori Conrad, Hollyville Sports Mag, I’m sure you remember me from the locker room.” She nudges me and winks obnoxiously. 
I blink flatly.
“Anyway, sweets,” she touches my shoulder and I shiver internally, “I had a fabulous interview with Nicholas Kane today and I’m just going around asking his friends and family more about his personality. Care to share a few words?”
I want to walk past her but it will only prove my insecurity and fear.
“Now I know it’s a school night so I’m not going to take too much of your time. You’re his kid sister, right?” She nods as if answering her own question.
“No.” My eyes shift, and I see Nick looking in our direction. His brows are pulled together. But he doesn’t approach us. I don’t even know if he’s about to, because one of the team owners just approached him.
I turn back to the woman, who I refuse to let treat me like a child.
“Oh, well you’re definitely someone’s kid sister.” She puts her perfectly polished finger to her matte red bottom lip. “Oh, Jace Knight. That’s right, sorry dear, I get my boys mixed up all the time.”
“Oh that’s okay Linda, I’m sure they could care less. Excuse me.” I push past her and make my way past the crowd and onto the cool deck. It’s chilly but I need it right now. There’s less of a crowd here. Maybe six or seven people. I don’t see Nicole or Angel, so I move to a quiet spot to take a breath, gripping the rail for support.
“Did I say something to upset you, sweetie?”
I turn. My teeth clench, but not from the chill.
“Sorry I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“You didn’t.”
“Oh, are you feeling nauseous? Alcohol tends to do that to newbies. You’ll be fine. Sorry for the misunderstanding earlier, I just thought you were Nick’s little sister, but I guess you stopped by the other day for other reasons?” She raises a brow.
I swallow hard at her patronizing voice. The one that makes me want to grab the leftover drink on the nearest table and splash it in her face.
When I don’t respond, she grins and takes another step toward me. “Can I give you some advice, woman to…” she scans me “woman?” she offers, as if she’s doing me a favor. “We’ve all had crushes on men we can’t have at one point or another so I get it—”
“I don’t have a crush on Nick,” I say, and wish I’d kept my defensive mouth shut, feeling my cheeks burn.
“Right. Okay well then in that case, take my advice for what it is. Don’t waste your time chasing something or believing something that isn’t there. I must have misunderstood that you’re his sister because I see the way he looks at you.” She scrunches her nose and shakes her head pityingly. “It’s not romantic, it’s more like…”
My throat is clogged and suddenly, I can’t speak or swallow. Which is fine, because I’m afraid of saying something that might get Nick in trouble. Coach Collins is big on keeping unnecessary information out of the media and I won’t be the one to screw with that. 
So I stand here.
And let her tell me that I’m basically worthless. Also fine—because at least Nick is protected.
“There’s my girl.” The voice is husky and breathy, but there’s an edge to it—or maybe I’m imagining it.
Nick breezes over to me as if Lori isn’t standing directly in front of me and puts his hands on my waist, swiftly tugging me against him. “I’ve missed you, baby,” he murmurs as if I’m the only one who can hear him before pressing his lips to mine.
The kiss is shocking and deep and passionate. Like he’s been waiting forever to devour me just like this. His hand moves to my hair and then strokes the side of my face, lifting my jaw then slowly breaks our kiss. “I’ve had just about enough, you want to get out of here soon?”
I clear my throat and glance at Lori. He follows my eyes. 
“Oh hey,” he mutters carelessly at the woman. Then his brows jump as if he’d just had an idea. “Hey Lors, you mind taking a few shots of me and my girlfriend?”
“I’m not a photographer,” she grits. “Also I don’t think it’s good for you—” 
“Yeah, you’re probably right. Hey, thanks again for the spot today.”
“Just doing my job,” she says flatly then turns. “Gotta run.”
When she’s out of the room, I look up at Nick apologetically. “I am so so—” 
“Go get your coat,” he says sharply.  His eyes are not on me. They’re dead focused on someone else.
I frown and follow his gaze to the door.
Jace is standing there glaring at us. His jaw tight. 
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My heart is still pounding against my chest. I’ve been angry plenty in my lifetime. Angry to the point of a complete breakdown and turned perfectly set dinner tables upside down. Nearly smashed a man’s face to a pulp for saying something wrong during a tough time in my life, but I’ve never—and I mean ever—felt the urge to knock a woman off her high heels. 
Something primal came over me when I followed the girls out here and found Lori talking to Cora like she was vapor, not worthy of someone like me. 
When in reality, the reason I’m keeping my distance is because I’m the one unworthy of someone as extraordinary as Cora. Sweet, innocent, beautiful, heart-of-pure-gold, Cora. It’s unlike her to stand there and be bashed in silence. 
No—she was holding back. 
For my sake.
And I don’t deserve it. I’ve never deserved anything Cora thinks I’m worthy of. And I know her brother would feel the same way.
We wait until Cora is inside and Jace approaches me. I’m ready to be punched in the face. His fists are tight and he’s angry and I’m thankful that Cora is not here to see any of it.
He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. Then his forehead as he sweeps past me and places his hands on the rail, looking out into the city.
“Thank you,” he says in the quietest of voices.
I blink.
He shakes his head. “Man I saw your face turn red and I was afraid for Lori for a minute there…but what you did…” he grips his hands tighter, “I don’t know why I’m thanking you but—just take it and never mention it to me again.”
“Don’t thank me,” I say.
He finally faces me. “The fuck was that shit about? Why was she attacking her?”
I don’t answer. I have a feeling I know why, and Cora didn’t deserve it. 
“I’m not finished with her yet.” I pick up my phone and dial my agent. “Yeah, listen. I did an interview today with Lori Conrad. Make sure it doesn’t get published. I hear she’s getting false information and is ready to run with it. It’s null and void and I’ll deny it.”
“No recordings?” Doug asks me.
“No.”
“Done. I’ll contact the paper now.”
“We should talk to Coach and see what we can do about denying access to the team,” Jace says.
“Yeah.” I put my phone in my jacket pocket. “I’m going to go find Cora. I’ll call you later,” I mutter without a care in the world to what he makes of that and walk away. 
All I care about—all I want—is to make her feel worthy, sexy, beautiful; I want her to know how much I can’t resist her. Show her that it’s not her who’s out of their league here. 
I swallow down the anger brewing when I picture the look on Cora’s face. She was so strong—and determined. Silently refusing to give in to anything the woman was prying out of her.
But I can see her break a little bit with every word. 
And now it’s my sole mission to build her back up. 
I find her standing outside with her coat wrapped around her shoulders. “Baby,” I breathe when I reach her. “You alright?”
Her eyes are full of emotion. I see gratefulness, doubt, fear. She nods and lets me take her hands in mine. “Jace—is he…”
“Everything's fine,” I assure her.
“I’m so sorry. Is there a lot of damage control needed now?”
I’m not surprised that she’s worried about how this affects me—it’s why she stood there and took all this shit. I cup her face. “Probably, but I think I can make it better.” I bend down and kiss her again—this one not meant for an audience.
She eases into me. “I don’t mean me.”
“Come on. I want you in my bed tonight.” Silently, we drive to my house. Silently, I bring myself down from a state of fury, so Cora doesn’t have to see it. Someone like Cora should never feel less than a petty reporter like Lori.
I've been there once. I'm not doing that again. I debate on telling her that Lori and I were a one-time thing and she never has to worry about her again. Or any other girl I’d been with for that matter.  But there are better ways to prove this to her.
And I plan on doing each and every one of them.
Knowing it will be a challenge.
Tonight, I don’t want Cora to think of me as the one and done guy she knows me to be. I want her to think of me as her savior, protector. The one who makes everything better. The one who erases all the things that make her bitter.
If only for a short time.
I want Cora tonight. I don’t want to have sex with her for the sheer sake of being her first or showing her how a man should treat her in bed and to never expect anything less. Tonight, I want to be one with her, to officially make her what she’s been becoming for a while now.
Mine. 
Because I doubt that after tonight, I’d be able to keep my hands of her.
I hold her hand tight the entire drive back to my house. I realize it’s tighter than it needs to be when she says, “Nick. I’m not flying out the open window.”
I release a little. “I know. I just can’t let go yet.”
She smiles and squeezes my hand. 
I pull up to my house, knowing it’s empty and Nicole is coming home with Angel later. Max greets us at the door. I make Cora some tea, feeling the need to calm her, even though I’m the one who needs to relax.
“How’s the tea?” I ask.
She looks up at me. “I’d rather you be the one to warm me up.”
I smile down at her and take the cup from her hands, setting it down. “Come on.”
She looks up at me with a playful pout and puts her hand in mine. “Your room?”
I yank her against my chest. There isn’t a trace of amusement or tease in my voice. “My bed.”
I take her upstairs. I don’t recognize myself around Cora right now. I can’t keep my hands off her. I’m already having visions of all the ways I’m going to please her. Where I’ll touch her first. How long I plan to make her come. How many times before the sun comes up. How I plan to wake her up. The hallway upstairs is dark with motion footlights coming on as we kiss our way to the double doors of my master bedroom. 
She pulls back as I kick my door open.
“Nicholas, you don’t have to prove anything to me just because she said those things. I’m not easily burned.”
I hate that there’s a touch of relief that washes through me to hear her say this. Like I know I’ll hurt her and there’s no way around it.  
“I want you, Cora. I want to make you feel good. It doesn’t have to do with anything that happened tonight.”
It’s true. All Lori did was piss me off. How strongly I felt about it only made me realize how much I care for Cora. How wrong that vile woman was. Because I want Cora just as much, if not more, than she wants me.
Mostly it made me realize that I’m just about ready to level anyone who comes between us.
I’m well aware that one day it might be my best friend. And I’ll deal with it when the time comes.
“I want you too,” she whispers. 
“Do you need anything?” I ask, cupping her face and kissing her again, not waiting for a response. “Want anything?” I press my lips to hers again. I can’t help myself. She’s delicious. Everything about her; her smell, her taste. I trace my lips around her face and down her neck, intoxicating myself with everything Cora. All five of my senses heighten when she’s with me. But it was my sixth sense earlier that told me I needed to get her the hell out of there.
“Like what?” 
I shrug. “Lights off, freshen up, a minute to breathe? None of which I think you need but offering if it makes you more comfortable.”
She shakes her head. “Just tell me what I need to do.”
I grin. “Your part’s easy, baby. You just relax.” I lift the hem of her blouse and pull it up over her head, skimming my fingertips down her arms as I come back down.  I unhook the miniskirt and let it fall down her legs, then continue to run my fingers down the curve of her hips. Remembering the urge to graze her skin with my fingertips just like this that night she came home drunk. 
I move behind her, pushing her hair to one side and leaning to kiss down the back of her neck. She shudders in response, and I want to tell her how good she’s being. How amazing she smells. How it intoxicates me, bringing me to another world where only she and I exist and nothing else but pleasuring her matters.
I reach around and lift her chin, bringing her lips to mine. I lick them open and push my tongue to collide with hers before really kissing her. My hand slides from her chin to behind her ear while my other unstraps her bra, letting it fall to the floor. 
She gasps as I turn her abruptly, taking one pert nipple in my mouth and sucking hard, releasing a moan I’ve been dying to hear all night. 
The first of many.
“Nicholas,” she breathes. “Please. Don’t go slow.”
I look at her.
“I won’t break. I’m so ready. Just fuck me.”
Her words unleash something inside me. I don’t know what it is, but it’s strong and fierce…maybe a little harsh as I growl back.
“I decide when you’re ready. And we’re not fucking tonight,” I say, but I don’t bother telling her what we are doing. I’m not telling her I’m making love to her. But for lack of a better word, I am. 
Taking my time, showing Cora how special she is, proving to her how much she drives me crazy, showing her how someone needs to treat her in bed and to never accept anything less.
We both know this isn’t forever and that tonight was initially intended to be more of a milestone for her.
But I’ll die before I show her what it’s like to be fucked.
She’s going to remember this night as the best experience of her life. The one no man can or will ever compare to. And if I do this right, it will always be the hardest, longest orgasm of her life. 
She bites her bottom lip and nods.
“I told you to relax.”
She closes her eyes and breathes, bringing out a satisfied grin across my face.
Lifting her, I moved her to my bed, where she’d been before but not completely naked. She saved that for the shower that next morning. 
The morning she did to me what I plan on doing to her tonight—ruining her for anyone else.
I toss my shirt off and my eyes dip to the rise and fall of her chest as she watches me undress. 
I don’t stop until I’m as naked as she is and cover her with my body. 
“You’re so beautiful,” I whisper in reassurance, feeling her relax under my touch. Her eyes closing and the heaviness lifting.
“Cora.”
Her eyes open.
“I need to know that you’re sure.” I’m not asking if she’s ready to lose her virginity. I’m asking if it’s me she wants to take it.
“I’m more sure that I want you to do this than I’d like to admit. So please don’t stop.”
It’s everything I need to hear. I scoop down and take her lips with mine in a ferocious kiss. Her skin is soft against mine as we grind in need. I want to taste every inch of her skin. 
Breaking our kiss, I trace kisses down her chest, her stomach and then move to her hip. I feel her tighten as I reach her entrance and shoot a glare back up at her. 
She smiles knowingly and breathes. “I’m totally relaxed,” she lies.
I have every intention of getting Cora ready for me. For that, I need her to relax—even if I have to put off what I planned to do just now.
On impulse, I flip her over onto her stomach and she yelps but seems to be on board. “Slight change of plans, sweetheart,” I say as I stroke her inner thigh softly with my fingertips, which only makes her clench with need.
She turns her head to look back at me, biting her lip, and it’s the sexiest vision in the world. In fact, I want a picture of it. 
“What’s that?”
“Just a little something to get you where I need you. Don’t worry about it. Face in pillow.”
“Sounds relaxing,” she mutters but does as instructed. 
I reach up to the folds between her thighs, gently swiping my thumb between them to feel how wet she is.
I can do better.
I press a little harder and draw circles against her clit.
Cora gasps loudly. She fists the sheets beneath her, pressing her forehead against the pillow, moaning louder and louder as I press a little bit harder, drawing out the orgasm I desperately need her to have.
“Nick, Nick I’m—” 
“It’s okay baby, I need you to,” I encourage, and push my fingers inside her.
She trembles uncontrollably as I push in and out of here. Seconds later, I hear a muffled scream, and her legs go rigid—and I have my girl exactly where I want her. 
Slowly, I turn her around, facing me. She digs her fingers into my hair and smiles. 
The sight of her like this makes me the exact definition of a hot mess. I can’t focus on anything except how much I want her. 
I push myself up, taking a nipple into my mouth.
“Nick,” she whispers, arching up from the mattress. “Now, please.”
I move from one breast to the other and then down to her navel in a trail of slow and lazy kisses. I’m so hard that it’s painful nudging against her. 
I’m right there with Cora, where I want to be inside her more than I’m ever willing to admit. 
I take a condom from the box beside the bed and slide it on—watching Cora for any hint of hesitation. 
Not a shred. She’s ready. 
Settling myself at her entrance, I look into her eyes, I want her to know how hard I am for her. To see the heat in my eyes before I slide into her slowly. I pause at the first hint of resistance.
“Take a breath for me,” I whisper.
She closes her eyes and inhales, then releases slowly. I kiss her deeply as I push through her walls. Her breath hitches and I still. I don't ask if she feels pain, I know she must. She releases another breath slowly and opens her eyes. 
“I’m good. I promise.”
I resist the urge to slide in and out of her, but she rolls her hips forward and back, taking me in a little bit at a time. I start to move again and her eyes fill with lust and need as she watches me. This feeling, this connection is entirely new to me and I don’t know how to break free of it. I don’t know how to find that disconnect. I feel like shit that I’m searching deeply for it as I take the most precious thing this girl has to offer.
My senses are heightened, the pleasure magnifies by each second. I don’t know how long I’ll last but I almost don’t want to finish. I love her body against mine. 
It fits. 
Like it’s made for me.
Slowly, I pick up speed and let her guide me to how much she can take, how close she is. Through her moans, the tremors through her body as she tightens around me, the pained expression that she needs to come—I know it’s time. 
It occurs to me that she’s holding back for my sake. That she’s waiting for me to tell her it’s okay to let herself go again.
But I won’t.
I want to see her do it.
I need to see her surrender to the pleasure—for it to be more powerful than her resistance. I want to own every part of her. The need so deep below that it makes me thrust harder in and out of her, drawing out her cries, which grow louder and longer with every stroke. I groan, her name spilling out from me in a jagged breath as I come so hard, my thighs shake.
My eyes sweep over her underneath me; sated, sweaty, and a picture of perfection. 
How am I not supposed to want this every fucking night for the rest of my life?
I lean down and kiss her forehead and roll myself beside her. The covers are lost somewhere at the bottom of the bed and we’re both exposed.
I’m surprised by the jolt against my body as she rolls herself to me, burying herself at my side, and tucking her head under my arm. 
I chuckle and feel an unfamiliar flurry in my stomach as she does. “A little late for shyness,” I say.
She looks up at me. “Thank you.”
I feel like I should be thanking her but I don’t say as much. Cora’s not my first virgin, but I feel like I should be thanking her for giving me the most beautiful thing anyone’s ever given me.
I see her eyes shift somewhere and I know there’s a question in there I’m going to be asked to answer. I stand corrected when she speaks.
“I don’t know why, but I feel like I did okay.”
I laugh and kiss the top of her head. “You were in-fucking-credible. I’d ask how you’re feeling and if you’re sore, but you seem good.”
She nods. “Should we shower now?”
I grin as a thought crosses me. This is the part where I typically go into the shower and not expect anyone to follow me—not unless I explicitly invite them. “Not yet,” I say, standing to dispose of the condom and returning to her warm, relaxed body in my bed.
The relaxed part only lasts for about thirty seconds. 
“So what now? Is there such a thing as pillow talk? Do we wait seven minutes and then do it again? Are you sure we shouldn’t be showering?”
I press my finger over her lips, waiting for her to look at me. “Cora. Are you nervous?" 
She huffs. “No. I’m cool.”
“There’s no such thing as pillow talk. Not for me. We will do that again, but not now. And the last time we were in my shower, you got a little naughty so you’re on probation before I allow you back in there.”
She doesn’t laugh. Instead, she presses her lips together and there’s a beat before she asks the question that’s been on her mind. “Do I leave now?”
Any hint of amusement is wiped off my face and I realize why she’s nervous. “No Cora. You don’t leave now. You can if that’s what you want, but if you’re asking what I want—it’s to hold you all night. You can shower if you’d like but I prefer to breathe you in just like this for as long as you’ll let me.” I release an exaggerated breath and roll my eyes. “And I suppose you can talk about whatever’s on your mind and I’ll listen until I pass out.”
Her eyes smile and I feel the tension in her ease as she curls into me and I'm instantly relieved. I can't pinpoint what the relief is. But I know that Cora being here in my arms, happy, relaxed, satisfied, and safe, has everything to do with it.
Cora doesn’t make it very far in her idea of pillow talk before she’s sound asleep. 
I have my nose in her hair when my phone vibrates. I reach for it, noting it’s nearly one in the morning.

Jace: Cora didn’t come home tonight. Did you find her after you left?

Nick: I think she and Nicole fell asleep watching a movie.

Jace: Alright. 

I feel like I need to say more. Like I need to tell him she’s safe here. But then another message comes though that shuts me down.

Jace: Thanks again for what you did for her tonight. 

Don’t. Fucking. Mention it.
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In the morning, I give myself a “don’t make a big deal of this” pep-talk in Nick’s massive bathroom.  I’m prompted to do so when I end up showering alone. Nothing like I’d envisioned it.                                                                                                                           
He is gone in fact. Out for a run, I suppose. When I fell asleep in his arms, it was heavenly. And I wasn’t imagining it—Nick held me like he cherished me. He kissed my forehead, he stroked my hair, his body was relaxed. I shouldn’t be surprised to find him gone, knowing his reputation, but I am a little bit.
Although in all honesty, I can’t bring myself to be upset over it. I’m too happy. Last night was better than anything I could have hoped for. I’m not feeling slighted by what the self-righteous journalist had to say. I’m not feeling abandoned by the man who took my virginity last night. I feel liberated but at the same time, I want to cling to Nicholas for as long as he’ll let me.
I realize I’m dangerous...giddy.
I take in a deep breath, reminding myself not to expect a certain level of attention and time.
Hell, I don’t even know if now that the deal is done, we’re done.
I step out of the steamy bathroom and wrap myself in one of Nick's dark blue oversized towels. Already missing the smell of cedar and pine. Of course Nicholas comes in as I breathe in the towel, hoping to get a whiff of him.
He leans against the doorframe with a smirk, breathless and sweaty, staring at me head to toe. He’s in one of the jogger pants I’ve seen him in after he stops by to raid my refrigerator for an OJ after his run. 
“I would have gone for a run with you.”
He scoffs. “Yeah. Because seeing you sweating and panting beside me is my idea of releasing tension.”
I scan him and give him a wicked grin and a coy lift of my brow before turning to my clothes. 
He puts a hand on my arm. “What do you think you’re doing?”
I shrug, concealing the teasing grin threatening to spread across my face. “You’re right, maybe I should just go home in your towel.”
He gives me a knowing look, like he can see right through me. “You are getting dangerously good at this.” He wraps his sweaty arms around my waist from behind. 
“At what?” I squirm against him and try to control my giggles. 
He flips me to face him. The intensity of his gaze makes it clear what he wants. “Making yourself so fucking irresistible to me.”
I try to control it, but I can’t help myself—the smile spreads across my face before I can stop it. I don’t want Nick to think I’m falling. Or that I’m at risk of it.
To my surprise, he smiles back. “Well good morning, beautiful. There you are.” He leans into my ear and whispers, “Don’t hide yourself from me. I live for the blush in your cheeks.”
“Hmm…and the bat of my eyelashes?” I tilt my head and bat my lashes like a creepy life-size doll. 
He chuckles and leans in to kiss me softly. “Yes. That too.” He sighs. “I’m going to shower, but just a warning, Nicole’s up and she knows you’re here.”
“Oh.” I’m not sure what to say. It was hard enough pretending nothing happened the last time I spent the night in Nick’s room. But at least I had an excuse to be here last time. I spent half the night in Nicole’s room watching her sleep. 
I look to Nick for guidance.
He shrugs. “It’s your call. I don’t hide anything from my sister. But I will if you want me to.”
I shake my head. “I don’t.”
He winks and disappears into the shower. I pull off his towel and get dressed.
Nicole isn’t the one I’m worried about.

“Hey,” she greets me as soon as I descend the last step in the hallway.
I gather my damp hair in a bunch and push it aside, not making any kind of difference to it, considering my hair is shoulder length and just bounces back. “Hey.” I hate that my voice sounds sleepy. Or sultry.
“I made you coffee,” she offers, pushing a cup on the table for me and pulling up a chair. I stare at it but can’t bring myself to look her in the eye for some reason.
She releases a heavy breath and comes up to me, throwing her arms around me briefly before pulling back and making me look at her. “I’m sorry,” she whines with so much sincerity, it shocks me.
“What? Why?”
“For leaving you yesterday. Jesus, I turn around for one second and Lori sinks her claws into you. I thought we must have exited from opposite sides of the room, so I went back in to look for you. Anyway, Jace told me about it. Are you okay?”
“Oh, I’m over it.” It’s quite the miracle, but I really am.
She releases a breath and sits back down, raising a perfectly shaped brow. “Mmhmm, I bet you are. Tell me more.”
I take a sip of my coffee. “I’m not a kiss and tell kind of girl, Nicole.”
She narrows her gaze. “Yeah, but you weren’t kissing, were you?”
“I’d be careful, Nicky. I might tell you things you’ll never be able to unhear about your brother…”
She scrunches her nose. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” She scoots over to me. “What did that bitch say to you? And not that I want to bring you down or anything. Because you’re clearly high right now, but I’m very curious how my brother was able to kiss you in front of Jace and the guy ended up thanking him.”
“Are you serious?”
She nods. “That’s what Jace said.”
I shake my head. “She said I’m just a kid with a crush and to stop wishing for anything more.”
I wait for Nicole’s reaction but there isn’t one. She just stares into space—like she’s considering it. 
“Nicole?”
She blinks. “Sorry, I…” She shakes her head. “You’re not a kid with a crush. But…”
“The second part?”
She bites her lip.
I brush it off. “Don’t worry, I’m not expecting anything. We pre-discussed the arrangement.”
She breathes a huge sigh of relief. “Oh good. I didn’t think he’d be a total dick to you, but still, you’re my best friend and I’m protective.”
I blink. My eyes fill with unshed tears and I don’t understand what’s happening right now. “I’m—your best friend?”
She scrunches her face as if she slipped. “I mean, yeah, is that okay?”
I let a tear fall and wrap my arms around her then pull back. “Really?”
She laughs. “Of course. I mean I know I’m no one’s ideal friend but…”
“You don’t think of me as just…a kid?” Like her brother, Nicole and I are seven years apart. I’ve always felt like she was so much older than me to want me hanging around her, and it’s been different the last few weeks, but I hadn’t expected this.
“We’ve gone shopping together, we both have neon-freaking-spray paint on our hair, and we talk about sex. We’re besties whether you like it or not.”
I wipe at my tears and shrug. “I like being your friend.”
She hugs me. “Thank you.” She pulls back. “But listen, if this thing with you and my brother—like if you start to feel more than you both quote unquote, agreed on, you should tell me. I don’t want you getting hurt and I could probably offer some helpful advice.”
I frown and take a sip of coffee. “Not that I plan to or anything, but you don’t think I should tell Nicholas?”
Her eyes bulge. “No. Oh no—if it happens. He’s the last person you should tell you’re starting to fall for him.”
I nod as my heart sinks. “Okay.”
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Cora: Are you opposed to sexting?

Nick: Yes

Cora: Why?

Nick: This is a hands-on kind of arrangement, babe.

Cora: But your hands are far far away.

We’re playing Seattle tonight and Boston after this one. 
I haven’t seen Cora in a few days between her school schedule and my hockey. It was never an issue before, but I’ve been steering clear of Jace’s house the last few weeks. It’s hard enough facing him at practices and games but hanging out with him in his kitchen isn’t exactly ideal. 
Not to mention I’d be too sick with guilt for screwing his sister that I won’t be able to eat anything—giant red flag.
I realize she’s three hours ahead in Buffalo and probably in bed. While I’m happy that she’s turned on thinking of me, I want her to wait until I get back. I’m about to write back ‘good things come to those who wait’, but then decide against it. I don’t need to turn myself on in the process.

Nick: It’s late. Go to sleep.

Shit. That was cold. For a moment, I feel like writing back my initial thought, but then a message pops up. 

Cora: Mmm…kay, in a few. Got something I need to take care of first.

I stare at the message and try to think of what she could possibly need to take care of at this hour—besides the fucking obvious.

Nick: What’s that supposed to mean?

That’s the last I hear from her until I have to get back to the game. 
I’m feeling like a hell of a better captain than I was last week. My passes are on point. My hits hard. We just finished second, where forty-three of the opposing team wanted to fight me, so naturally, when we step back on the ice, I drop my stick and gloves and welcome him with open arms.
No one’s calling me a pussy tonight.
I get in a good two punches before Brandon steps up to finish him off—and number seventeen while he’s at it. I might be in the penalty box but at least we’ve got our goal. 
I ignore Coach’s bark telling us to keep our heads on straight and play the fucking game or whatnot. The guy’s been bothering me lately and I can’t quite put my finger on why. 
For whatever reason, my sister comes to mind. I shake it off once again—knowing I’m delusional. I need to stop being an overprotective bastard like my buddy over there. 
I look over at Jace as he slams the puck to Roger. My buzzer rings and I get back on the ice. 
At the next face-off, Rog passes right and I catch it, gliding it as I head for the net on the other side of the ice. I smirk as I watch the goalie from my peripheral swivel left to right, trying to predict my move. I shift away from an intervene and know I have zero time to get this off my hands before they do. 
Blindly, I slam and hit the net. Goalie falls on his ass. 
My team jumps around me as we celebrate the win right here in the opposing team’s arena.
When we step off, the media is all over us. I plaster on the camera-ready smile and answer a few questions. When they move on to Coach and other members of the team, I sign a few autographs.
I try to give everything that surrounds me the attention it deserves, but the only thing on my mind is getting back to my phone so I can call my—
I swallow.
Cora. So I can call Cora.
“Where we going to celebrate tonight? It’s a beautiful night; we got to hit the town,” Garret suggests. “Strip Club.”
“No,” Jace vetoes without missing a beat.
“Fine. Pris probably wants to go to a wine bar or some shit.”
“Why does it have to be one or the other?” Jace asks defensively. 
I chuckle. “It’s true. You’re a little bit high maintenance when it comes to going out.”
“So I like the occasional red wine, gourmet cheese and jazz; that doesn’t make me any less of a jock than all of you.”
I cough. “Yeah, it does.”
Jace eyes me and throws a punch against my arm. I wince but almost wish it was a little harder. 
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I swallow the hard lump in my throat at his dismissal. I’m not hurt. I’m a little bit angry, actually. But I can’t
let him think that I’m getting too emotionally involved. Of course he doesn’t want to sext. 
 Who even does that?  
But also, come on, Cora. Paper trail! 
Being the big girl that I am, I don’t cry about it. I get even. 

Cora: Mmm…kay, in a few. Got something I need to take care of first.

My lip curves and I set my phone down and walk away. The laundry piled up in my bathroom has been bothering me for days. I put a load in and jump in the shower, distracting myself from looking at my phone, which vibrates every time I get a message. Forcing myself to ignore it, I take out my entire skincare regime and take my time applying each one. Needing every second that goes by to display an unread message on whoever has been texting me.
No check signs for you, buddy.
Finally, after a solid hour, I check my phone; smiling as I scroll up to the top of the first missed message.

Nick: What’s that supposed to mean?

Nick: Cora?

Nick: Jesus Christ, Cor. I don’t know what you think you’re doing but I’m positive you’re not doing it right. 

Nick: Will you just wait for me? I’ll be back Sunday.

The last message was twenty minutes ago. I bite my lip as I type back.

Cora: If that was wrong…it sure felt right.

Nick: Fuck. That’s exactly what I need before the final period.

Oops.

Nick: You’ll just have to make it up to me later.

Cora: How?

Nick: Let me worry about that. 


Nick wasn’t joking when he said I’d have to make it up to him later. When half his team goes out to celebrate the win after the game in Seattle, he goes back to his hotel room and calls me—waking me up at one in the morning and making me walk him through everything I did…or rather pretended I did.
Starting from taking my clothes off to making myself come…which apparently, I did twice. 
The amount of questioning was unrelenting. To say I was unprepared, would be an understatement. Nick didn’t say anything, but I learned my lesson. Don’t fuck with someone who’s teaching you how to fuck.
“Why didn’t you go out with the guys?”
“Conflict of interest.”
I frown. “What does that mean?”
“It means that some weren’t interested in the options available to us.”
“That’s not what conflict of interest means.”
“Then why did you ask?”
“Forget it,” I digress and change the subject. “I had dinner with Nicole earlier.”
“How is she?”
“Enjoying the breathing room.”
“Hmm…” There’s a beat before he asks. “What about you?” 
“What about me?”
“Are you…enjoying your breathing room?”
I smile. “Is this your way of asking if I miss you?”  
“Well it’s obvious you miss me. I mean two times in the span of one hour, sweetheart, that’s impressive shit.”
“Mmhmm.” I’m starting to doze off again.
“Cora?”
“Hmm.”
“I’ll see you Sunday.”
I yawn. “Sunday,” I repeat, halfway to dreamland.
“I miss you. Goodnight.” Is what I think I hear him say before the line disconnects. 
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For today’s game, Nicole and I sit down by the ice. Coach Collins got us great seats and though I’ve got my eyes on my man killing it out there, my new bestie has hers on the big angry guy cursing and barking at his team.  
“Really? You like that sort of thing?”
Nicole blinks. “What? What thing? I’m watching the game.”
I nod slowly, letting her have this one. “Okay.”
It’s the second intermission and Nicole is silent. I let her be for a moment before asking if she’s alright. 
“Cora,” she starts. “Do you think—never mind.”
I wait and watch her. “Remember when you said I should come to you when I feel like I’m in over my head? It goes both ways. If something is on your mind, I want to help.”
She takes a breath but doesn’t look at me when she asks. “Do you think people in this town will always see me as…the one with…you know, all the issues?”
In many ways, her and Angel’s problems are similar. Angel, though she’ll deny it to death, will always be embarrassed about her fall on national television much less half the city. And then the rest of the city who didn’t see it live but caught it on social media clips for the weeks that followed. 
I take her hand. “I think that the right people won’t and that the rest don’t matter.”
She smiles. “Right. Thank you.”
The team loses by one and the media is all over them. 
“I don’t think I’m going to stick around. The guys are going to be in a rough mood anyway,” I tell Nicky. 
She agrees and stands. “Late dinner?” she asks.
“Sure. I’m just going to run to the ladies room.”
“That should be a good hour with the exit rush. I’ll wait for you in the lobby.”
I’m not even halfway around the west end of the arena, and I already see the line of women along the wall. Deciding against it, I run to the other side of the building and down the stairs. I have an access pass to the staff only level—and the female bathrooms are empty—just like my bladder will be in about five minutes. 
I look at a quick map of the floor on the wall outside the stairwell to figure out where I am. Somehow I ended up at the entry doors from the ice rink back to the locker rooms. It’s not the way I usually come down here, but good to know for the future.
Unfortunately, the ladies room is on the other side of the floor. I’m about to pass the entry doors from the tunnel and step aside as the media crew marches in. 
They all zoom past me but one very specific and determined blonde stops in her tracks when she sees me. 
Lori Conrad has the nerve to smile at me. “Hello, sweetheart.”
“Don’t call me that.”
“Oh don’t be so sensitive. It’s not very womanly.”
I don’t know which direction they’re headed but I know from Jace that Nick refused to publish the interview. “Where do you think you’re going?” I demand.
She turns. “Oh to see Nicholas, of course.”
“I’m sure he doesn’t want to see you. Besides the team is changing.”
“Oh I know. But he’s still under contract. I called him to remind him that one way or another, I’m getting that interview… and wouldn’t you know, he asked me to  meet him here to finish what we started.”
I frown.
“His words. Not mine.”
“You must have misunderstood.” Or just lying. 
“Hmm. Mickey, I’ll see you guys back at the van. Like I said, I have to catch up with someone just down the hall.” She turns to me. “It was nice chatting with you again, dear. Call me if you reconsider chatting with me on a more ‘on the record’ level.”
She heads toward the locker room and my teeth clench hard.  There’s no way she’s telling the truth. 
I find the bathroom, empty my bladder and text Nicole. 

Cora: Oh my way out—just need to check something quickly.

I don’t see the camera crew. But hear a bunch of familiar players heading in the other direction. None of which are Nick.
He’s still in the locker room.
Quietly, I wait off to the side to see if he exits. A few more leave, including my brother. But no Nick.
Shit.
I imagine that she has him cornered inside. That she’s making threats, ultimatums, throwing legal shit in his face and I can’t hold back any longer.
I burst through the doors, expecting to see just that, but find nothing but an empty, quiet room. Nothing but the sound of my panting. 
I hear a toilet flush and someone come around the corner. He sees me and a smirk spreads his face. 
“Garret,” I breathe.
“Not who you were hoping for?”
I roll my eyes. “I thought—” I’m still out of breath and take a second to inhale. Jesus, they need windows in here. “I thought I saw someone come in here.” I glance around, realizing I seem like a crazy person.
He frowns. “Pretty sure it’s just you—oh and Nick is still here…” he walks up to me and whispers in my ear. “But I’m guessing you already knew that.”
His condescending tone surprises me and my chest heats with anger. “Get lost Garret.”
He laughs and picks up his duffle bag, leaving me alone in the room. Seeing Nick’s stuff still here, I walk around toward the shower room, faintly hearing one running. 
I wait outside for him. I don’t know if she made it to him, but if not, I need to warn him about the contract. 
He could do something. Call his lawyer or agent or prepare how to respond to her threats.
The shower is turned off. The towel that hangs over the door is swiped and a second later, the door is pulled open.
Nicholas blinks, finding me standing against the tile wall, waiting for him. He opens his mouth as if to ask me a question but then decides not to and flashes me a deep dimpled grin instead.
“Are we alone?” he asks.
“I think so, but—”
“Good.” He reaches out and grabs my hand pulling me against him. “Come on in here.”
“Nick—”
Pressing me against the shower wall, he leans his damp body against me and kisses me so deeply, it hurts again. I’ve come to dislike these passionate kisses, these I want you so bad kisses. It only makes my stomach flutter and make me fall deeper for him.
Because that’s what’s happening—I think. 
The idea of losing him hurts so much I don’t want to feel good with him anymore—if that makes any sense.
Now I know why Nicole insisted I come to her when I develop feelings. She’d help me make sense of what’s going on between my heart and my mind.
“Stop.” I push against his chest. “Was she here?”
“Who?”
“Lori. I saw her down the hall and she said she was coming over here.”
A slow grin spreads his face. “You know normally jealousy is a turn off for me, but I kinda like it on you. It’s hot. Come here, I think you need some reassurance.”
I groan. Damnit. His charm is starting to soak my panties.
Focus.
“I thought she wasn’t allowed back here.”
He pulls back with a low growl from his throat. “Babe, she might be here for the other team, not for us, I promise you. You have nothing to worry about.”
He leans in to kiss my neck and I press against him again. I feel hot. I don’t know if it’s the shower room or his body heat or the rush of anger I feel. “No. I’m not the one who should be worried. She—she said the agreement you signed makes you accountable for the interview. And that she’s going to get it one way or another—and that you asked her to come here—which of course I don’t believe.” I pause to catch my breath and he steps back. “And then—then she came this way, and I thought…”
“Okay, stop.”
I don’t bother for the prompt and take a deep breath. “Sorry.”
“Don’t apologize.” He presses both palms against the wall with me between him, his head is down and he’s considering something. I don’t wait for him. I’m too worked up.
“Nick, just let her have the interview—forget what happened, I’m over it.”
“I’m not,” he snaps. “I’m not letting her career thrive after she verbally assaulted my girlfriend.”
I blink. 
He lifts my chin. “I’m not giving her any of it. And the agreement is null and void because she’s not unbiased. All I have to do is tell the paper that she and I slept together and it wouldn’t get published. But I spared her reputation and just said she had false information.”
“But how does she think—”
“She doesn’t. She’s too smart for that. Lori was just trying to get a reaction out of you. She wanted the last word.” He grins. 
My eyes water. “I really don’t like her.”
“I’m sorry. But I’m really glad to hear you didn’t believe her, because I never plan on talking to her again. Much less invite her within fifty feet of me.” He kisses the bridge of my nose and holds me. And as has come to be routine with him, he instantly makes me feel better. Safer. Happier. 
We both jerk at the sound of footsteps just outside the shower stall.  
Nick opens the door and steps out first. I’m behind him but he pushes me back in and closes the door with me still inside.
“Hey, man. What’s going on?” Nick’s voice is remarkably calm.
“You seen Cora?”
My eyes widen. Jace?
There’s a beat before Nick responds. “Why do you think I’ve seen her?”
Jace’s voice is ridged when he answers. “Because Garret passed me in the garage. He said if I’m looking for my sister, I should check the locker room.”
“That’s odd. I didn’t know Garret saw her here.”
Oops.
It occurs to me that Nick has yet to deny seeing me.
“I’ll uh—I’ll let her know you’re looking for her.”
There’s silence before Jace asks, “You done with your shower?”
“Come to think of it—I don’t think I am.”
More silence. 
My heart thumps.
Dear God, what is happening…
I jump as the door is slammed open and Jace walks in staring me in the face. 
Nick leans against the back wall, tightening the towel that’s been wrapped around his waist.
He looks back at Nick. “Oh, I think you are,” Jace rasps. He turns back to me. My eyes amplify as I take in the blazing disappointment in his, they're mixed with anger and betrayal.
“Cora.” His voice is quiet but hard. “What are you doing in here?”
Nick steps up. “Jace. Let me explain.”
“Back off,” he growls then looks back to me. “You get particularly upset when I demand answers from other people when you’ve lied to me, so—this one’s all you.” He crosses his arms.
It takes me a second to realize he’s referring to the time he wouldn’t let me get a word in and blared at Angel for taking me to Broken Glass. And then at Nick for sky diving. 
He’s right. Those situations, along with this one, are all entirely on me. And I’m going to own them. Sort of.
“I don’t suppose…saying none of your business is going to—”
“Try again.”
I suck in a breath. “I came in here to warn Nick about something. About Lori—but apparently, she was just playing games with me. That’s all.” 
Jace sighs like he’s bored with my response. “Well, I tried. But clearly you’re still too much of a child to own up to what should really be discussed between grownups.” 
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Cora’s face is flushed. Her eyes blaze with rage like I’ve never seen. I don’t think she saw the tiny flinch of Jace’s brows at his own words. 
But I caught it.
I can almost feel her entire body tense from where I stand. Her chest rises and the seconds of silence are deafening before she pushes herself off the wall and firmly presses him against the other. 
He lets her with the same bored expression.
In the softest of voices, she tells him. “Nick and I are having sex. We’ve done it in our house, in his, down this hall right after a practice.” She shrugs. “And we were probably going to do it right now if you didn’t storm in here like I’m your property.” 
He swallows. His muscles tensing everywhere.
“I’m not. I was your sister. But now you can consider me a distant relative.” 
She pushes past me and storms off. 
Jace and I glare at each other the entire ten seconds it takes for the door to the locker room to slam shut behind her. 
“Fuck!” Jace hisses.
I hate being a dick here, but he made a mistake confronting her. I get what he was trying to do—but putting her on the spot wasn’t the best call.
I put my hands out like a smug asshole. “Wanna try me now?”
“Fuck you think you’re doing, messing with my sister? How in the hell did you think this is okay? This is Cora. Not some puck bunny you can screw and forget the next week, Nick.”
I blink and nod. “I know that.”
He runs a shaky hand through his scalp and looks down. “It’s my little sister.”
“She’s—”
“Don’t fucking tell me what she is,” he hisses. “You know what’s funny? The second Garret spoke the words, your face came to mind. I had a feeling that if something was going on here behind my back, it was going to be with you.”
I bite hard on the inside of my cheek, and I look at him.
He scoffs. “I suppose I would have gotten another ‘Cora’s with Nicole tonight’ message later?”
“Maybe.”
I stand still as he throws a hard punch at my jaw. Jace is a big guy—stronger than most of us. I’m not surprised it tosses me to the wall. 
I blink a few times, trying to regain my composure—I’m used to getting hit. But this one hurts. I pick myself up and look my best friend in the eye. “I’m not going to hurt her.”
“How is that even fucking possible?” he shouts with a little bit of a laugh. “You haven’t been with anyone more than two weeks since high school. You swipe red on your phone like you’re surrounded by fruit flies.” 
I’m looking off to the side now, knowing that my commitment issues are no one’s biggest concern here. 
He crosses his arms in front of his chest. “How long?”
“It’s only been a few weeks,” I mutter, my eyes lost in the floor tiles.
“I mean how long before you end it?”
I look up at him with a scowl.
“You don’t think I believe that this is serious?  I’ve seen you break things off with girls you moderately liked because you didn’t want them to deal with your anger issues. So I know for a fact that you’re not suddenly deciding that Cora is the one who you’re choosing to have to deal with it.”
I shake my head. “You’re wrong.”
“Am I? You don’t worry about something triggering you and Cora just happens to be standing in your way—”
“Stop it.” My voice is low, but my tone is razor-sharp.
His brows jump at my growing anger. “Oh, is it that easy now? What if you guys have a fight? What if—”
“Enough,” I snap. “My temper’s been out of control plenty with my own sister, my mother, you. You’ve seen me in a complete state of rage, and I’ve never hurt any of you.”
“No,” he agrees calmly. “But seeing you like that was no good for any of us either.”
I lean my head back against the wall and stare at the ceiling. My throat clogs and I work at swallowing it down. “I care about her,” I rasp out. 
“You hurt her…I won’t pay you the same respect you did when you lost your temper around me. I will fucking break you.”
I nod. “I’ll be waiting.”
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“She’s upstairs,” Nicole tells me as soon as I’m in the door an hour later. She peeks in at me from the den. “Ohh…you want some ice for that?”
I run my fingers against my throbbing jaw. “Nah I’m good. He’s just jealous mine’s more chiseled than his.”
“Yeah, right…that’s why he hit you.” She turns back to her magazine. Violence of any kind is a sensitive topic for Nicole. I glance up the stairs where Cora waits for me in my bedroom, but move to the den and sit next to my sister. 
“You alright?”
She shrugs. “Yeah. Just talked to Cora for a while. We were supposed to get dinner but she wasn’t hungry. We came back here…she spilled her guts out and then she was going to go back home.”
I frown. “Really?” 
“Something about proving she’s her own person and isn’t afraid of anyone.”
I chuckle. “Yeah that sounds like her.”
“But I made her some tea and told her she should wait and talk to you first.” She runs a thumb against my jaw. “What a jerk.” 
“I’ve taken worse hits on the ice. He went easy on me.”
“Well, he didn’t on Cora.”
“He didn’t mean it. He was just upset. Jace tends to lose all his senses when it comes to her.”
“Hmm…wonder what it’s like to have a brother who loved me that much.”
“Ouch. You know I’m already in pain.”
She laughs and hugs me. “Nick.”
“Hmm?”
“Don’t be everything Jace is expecting you to be.”

I push open my bedroom door and find her on my bed, exactly how I pictured her. Worried, nervous, sexy. 
Cora jumps off the edge of the bed but stops when I glare at her. I close the door behind me. “Something you forget to mention earlier?”
“I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking about us being a secret. I was worried about you—also the fuck’s up with that guy?”
“It’s personal.” And if I had to guess—Cora has a lot to do with it. I close the distance between us and wrap her in my arms. “And anyway,” I say, then kiss the top of her head, “Garret did us a favor. You’re not my dirty little secret anymore.”
She smirks and looks up at me. “You mean, you’re not my dirty little secret.”
I hold onto her waist. “Were we really going to do it in that shower stall?”
“It would have been a sin not to.” 
Just hearing her say the word sin makes me want to throw her in my shower. But her fingers along my jaw remind me it’s not the right time.
“I hear you’re planning on going home?”
“Yeah. Just for tonight. Then I’m going to go stay with my dad for a while."
I run my fingers down her waist and kiss her shoulder. “You know, I’m closer.”
She smiles. “I know. But it would only fuel his fire.”
“Are you alright? I can go with you.”
She shakes her head. “I can handle Jace.”
I scoff. “He said that same thing about you a few months ago and I laughed at that too.”
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It’s quiet but calm in my house—or rather my brother’s house. I take my boots off and set them neatly on the side of the door instead of kicking them off and quietly go upstairs. 
I gasp and jump when I find Jace in my room.
He glances over at me and then goes back to what he’s doing. An oversized duffle bag rests on the bed and he’s stuffing it with my things. 
“What are you doing?”
He opens another drawer and tosses in a few pairs of socks. “Packing.”
“For me?”
He moves to my bathroom while I step over to the bed, checking the contents of the bag. 
Jace returns with my vanity travel bag and stuffs it in. 
“Do you mind telling me why you’re packing for me?”
He doesn't look at me. “Your threats won’t work here. Not today.”
“What threats?”
“Your ‘I’ll move out’ threats. Makes sense if you think about it. Why not make the person you live with, who takes care of you—the one person who would do anything for you—be the very last one to know anything about you?” 
He takes a breath before zipping the damn thing closed. “May as well be living with a stranger.”
Lifting the handles, he comes around the bed to me. “You hate it here that much,” he says, shoving the heavy bag against my chest. “By all means.”
“Jace.”
“You can take a few minutes to collect anything I missed,” he says before marching out of my bedroom. 
I take a minute to look around my room—feeling empty. I’m not sure what I was expecting. I’m not even sure why I came here tonight. Why I didn’t give him a few days to cool off. Give myself a few days. Maybe I felt guilty. Maybe it felt wrong to just not come home. Maybe I thought it was the grownup thing to do. 
I remember his words again and my eyes sting. 
I pick up my cell phone and dial a friend. “Hey,” I sob. “Could you pick me up?”
Despite what he says, Jace knows me very well. He’s packed everything I could need for a few days. My curling iron…even some of mom’s jewelry he knows I don’t wear but like to keep on the vanity or my nightstand.
My heart hurts. 
The doorbell rings and I make my way down the stairs. Jace opens the door and for once in their life, it’s just a cold stare between Angel and my brother. 
No cheap shots, no jeering comments.
“It’s for you,” he says and walks off to the kitchen. No goodbye, nothing more than a glance in my direction.  
I pull my car keys and Jace’s credit card out of my pocketbook and set them on the console table. 
Angel watches me and picks up my bag for me. “I’ve got it. Come on.”
I follow Angel out and turn to close the door behind me. 
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“You know what would be hilarious?” I say to Angel as we sit on the bedroom floor of her father’s house. We’re drinking wine and eating the variety of midnight snacks she set out. “If like tomorrow, Nick tells me; ‘well, it’s been real…thanks for the fun times…’” I hold up my glass. “That would be funny.”
She shakes her head and takes a huge sip herself before responding. “No babe. That would be life. Life is shit. Just when you think you’ve got it all—everything comes crumbling down…or you know…you come crumbling down in front of a lot of people…”
“Ooof.” 
She holds up her hands. “I’m good. I’m good.”
“Nicole’s gonna be so mad at us.”
Angel throws popcorn at my open mouth, and I miss it. “Stop worrying about everyone else in your life. Just take care of you right now.” She yawns. We’ve been up for two hours. I’ve been ignoring Nick’s calls and texts. I know if I tell him Jace kicked me out and I’m at Angel’s, he’ll be here for me in minutes—or worse—knocking down Jace’s door. I’m too emotionally exhausted for any of it.
I text him that everything’s fine and I’ll call him tomorrow. But he isn’t convinced.  He knows Jace and me too well to believe that. 

Nick: First lie of our relationship. 

“We should go to bed,” I say. 
She nods sleepily. “Dad’s got a guest room, but you can stay in here with me. This bed’s big enough for an orgy.” 
I laugh. “Yeah? Has that been proven?”
“Oh God no. I only moved back in here temporarily to help dad with Rory. I’d never be dumb enough to bring a guy here. My mom’s house, maybe—but Dad would annihilate anyone he’d find in my bed.”
I decide that’s a conversation for another night and go brush my teeth.
“Thanks for letting me stay here tonight.”
“I’m sorry about Jace. I knew he was a dick but—so cold.”
I narrow my eyes at her. “Do you really think he’s a dick?”
She gives me a coy grin. “Well, I do now.”
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Cora: Morning.

Nick: I’ve been worried sick.

Cora: Sorry dad. 

Nick: Don’t start that kinky stuff now.

Cora: Breakfast?

Nick: I’ve got an early practice. 

Cora: Go easy on Garret.

Nick: Fine. He can keep one limb.
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“God, that was amazing,” I tell Nick after a nice hot shower in his bathroom. Not that it’s been a while—but two days without is a long time for me.
“I’m jealous of my shower now,” he says, pulling down the covers of his bed.
“I can’t believe you didn’t call me last night.”
“I wanted to get hammered. Is that so bad?”
“Oh please, I got better shit than Angel’s cheap wine.”
I slip under the covers and curl against him. Even though this feels amazing, I feel empty and defeated somehow. “How did this happen?”  
He breathes into my hair. “I don’t know, but you were a lot happier two days ago—I don’t like this one bit.”
“Nick?”
“Hmm.”
“Isn’t this kind of a deal breaker for us? Remember? As long as Jace doesn’t find out?”
His expression is serious when he lifts my chin. “We’ve broken all those rules at this point, Cora.”
“What about that last one?”
“Refresh my memory.”
“That nothing about us is permanent.”
He puts an arm around me and pulls me close. “I don’t know anything that’s permanent. But I know that I’m not ready to let you go.”
I smile. “Me too.”
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It’s been two weeks since I left Jace’s house. I’ve been staying in my old room at dad’s most nights. Thankfully, I had a few older clothes left at his house that I hadn’t worn in years but at least I’m not wearing the same four outfits that Jace packed for me.
With my school schedule and unpaid internship, I don’t have time for a part-time job, so have to make do with what I have.
I’m studying end of semester finals when there’s a knock on my door. 
“Yeah.” 
“Hey, Cor.” Dad peeks in.
“Hey.”
He comes in tentatively. “You skipped dinner.”
I shrug. “I’m okay, I had an apple earlier.”
“So it had nothing to do with Jace coming over?”
I stare at my notebook. “Nope.”
“Okay…” He walks around my room with his hands in his pockets. 
“When you’re done being awkward, I need to get back to studying.”
He slips something out of a pocket he’s been fumbling with, setting it on my table. “Jace wanted me to give you this.” I look down. It’s his credit card. 
“I don’t need it.”
“You know it didn’t even occur to me that you’d need money.” He rubs his head uncomfortably. “I just thought you had that job or maybe you’re—” 
“Dad. I’m fine. I’ll come down for dinner if you want. Is he gone?”
The idea of seeing him makes my chest ache. He was so cold and so mean. I don’t recognize him and it would hurt too much seeing him that way again. 
He frowns and sits on my bed. “You know, I checked out of parenthood for a little bit there after your mother died.”
A little bit?
“Jace, uh…he did a lot of the raising part while I worked to provide for you both. He knew your class schedules, came to your soccer games, helped with your homework.”
My eyes sting and I decide I’m not in the mood for this. “Dad. I know all this—I was there.”
“Right, all I’m saying is…if he’s treating you like he’s one of your parents a little too hard…it’s because, he was both for a while there.” He points to the card. “It’s why he thinks of these things when it didn’t even occur to me that you need more than just a roof over your head.”
I’m just about finished with this conversation when there’s another knock on my already open door.
I look up from my notebook, finding Nick leaning at the doorframe. “Hey.” He smiles at me then looks at dad. “Hope it’s okay, the door was unlocked.”
Dad stands. “Nick you’ve been waltzing in through our doors since you were sixteen. Why stop now?”
He chuckles and walks in. “Everything alright?” he asks me.
I nod. “Dad was just being emotionally awkward.”
He grunts. “Yeah, it wasn’t pretty. It’s a good thing you’re here.”
“I get it, Dad. But it doesn’t mean I’m ready to sit through a dinner with him.”
“Just don’t go hungry for it.” He pats Nick on the shoulder and walks out.
“How about dinner with me then?”
I narrow my eyes at him. “You already ate.”
“Like I couldn’t eat again.” He holds out his hand.
I take it and shake my head. “The sacrifices you make for me.”
He bends to kiss me. “Anything for my girl.”
I lick my lips. “I’m your girl now?” Our relationship has become more like a real couple than two horny consenting adults. And it’s just about the only thing that warms my heart these days. Between Jace, finals, and the holidays coming up, it’s been hard letting myself go and enjoying what we have, but for the most part, he makes me feel happy, safe, loved. And regardless of what happens or how he answers this question, I’ll always be grateful to him for this time. 
He pulls me against him. “You’ve been mine.”
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We lost another one tonight and Coach pulls me aside. “What’s up with Jace?” 
I shrug. “I don’t know Coach.”
“Figure it out and fix it,” he growls. 
I heard Coach ream him out after our last game and his patience is fading. Angel has been taking care of Rory almost full time, from what I understand since the nanny hunt has been less than fruitful and being a single dad with a raging five-year-old isn't exactly ideal, so I seriously don’t blame the guy.
“I got it, Coach. He’ll be on point tomorrow.”
He mutters a few curses and storms off.
It doesn’t take more than a nod and a glare for the guys to know what I need to do and casually make their way out. Jace doesn’t pretend to not notice and shakes his head.
“Let’s just pretend we did this and you can leave me alone.”
I nod. “Is that what you would do?”
“I’m not you. I have boundaries.”
“You’re right. Let’s pretend we had a pep talk about your plays the last few games and what I know you’re capable of.”
He stands. “Sounds good.”
“But that means we have about ten minutes to kill.” I cross my arms and lean against someone’s locker.
He sits back down, his head lowered. There’s two whole minutes of silence and I feel like a shitty captain with every second that ticks by.
But a good friend. 
“How is she?” he asks.
“She’s alright,” I answer with a breath. “I’ve seen her…happier.” Things have been solid with Cora and me. And as good and free as we’ve been with each other these last two weeks, there’s a sadness in her eyes. And it’s tearing me apart. 
“Something Cora said has been bothering me.” He looks up at me. “She said you’re having sex. She didn’t say you’re dating. What the hell are you doing—you just fucking her?”
It’s a fair question so I sit on the bench across him to answer it honestly. “We’re together. We were a…fling, I suppose. But it’s more now. We have dinner, she spends the night, I took her jogging with me—probably won’t do that ever again....” The humor is lost on him and he stares at the floor.
“She’s my girlfriend, Jace. And now that our relationship is no secret, I’m not hiding my feelings for her.”
Not from anyone.
“I went to see her the other day. She wouldn’t come down…” He shakes his head. “I know, shocker, right? I mean I called her a child in the worst way possible. Packed a bag for her and kicked her out with zero hesitation.” He rubs his eyelids.
I frown. “Have you been sleeping?”
“I sit in the kitchen in the mornings half expecting her to come downstairs. And then realize she’s not and wonder where I went wrong.” He looks up at me. “You’re where I went wrong. I trusted you.”
My jaw hardens. I’m not sure if I’m offended or hurt. “I’ll treat her better than anyone else can.” 
He stands. “You get angry.”
“I know.”
He takes two steps toward me. “Don’t get angry with my sister.”
“I know.”
He shakes his head in defeat and walks out of the locker room.
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Another week later.

“Is Cora coming to dinner?”
“No,” I tell my sister as I set our plates. “I think Jace is going to try to stop by Bruce’s house again to see her. I didn’t tell her that, but I told her I was busy tonight so she’s there when he shows.”
“That’s not cool.”
“She has to talk to him eventually.”
“Isn’t that like…tricking her?”
“Shit, maybe you’re right. I’ll text her.”
The doorbell rings and Nicole jumps off her stool. “That’s probably her,” my sister says, mid-stride, “figuring out what a jerk you are…”
On instinct, I follow her through the hall and into the foyer, regardless of Nicole telling me I can start letting her answer doors without babysitting her. 
My head is buried in the text I try to craft to my girlfriend to convince her that I didn’t set a trap for her and that I’m just helping fix the relationship I broke…
Delete.
I should just call her.
“Nickles!”
What the hell? I look up from my phone. The front door is open and Nicole shouts, “I told you to stay away.”
I race over. “Nicole get away from the door.” She spins back to look at me but doesn’t move from the door. Her eyes aren’t fearful. They’re outraged. 
“No. I’ve had enough. I’m not letting you control my life from a distance anymore. This ends now. Tell me what you want. How can I get you to leave me alone?”
Terry’s eyes fill with tears. “I just want your forgiveness.”
“Go to hell.” She turns and I move to stand in front of her. 
“I thought I made my last warning clear,” I hiss.
Terry holds up her hands. “I’m not here for money. Look there’s someone here with me. I think it will help Nicky forgive me if he also apologizes.”
I frown. “Who?”
A tall man, old enough to be our father steps out of the unfamiliar car parked in my driveway and starts to approach the front door.
Behind me, I feel Nicky’s grip on my shoulders loosen and she backs away.
“Hello.” The man looks and sounds creepy. This is exactly the kind of people I imagine Terry hanging out with back in her day, I was hoping she’d started to change her ways.
“Who the fuck is this?”
“This is—”
I hear my sister’s shrill scream behind me and turn. Nicole’s face pales dramatically before she crumbles to the floor.
“Nicky.” I sprint over to her and turn back to the intruders. “Don’t move.” 
I hear the stranger mutter “I knew this was a bad idea. I’m getting out of here.” 
And then a lethal voice behind him. “He said. Don’t. Move.” I don’t hear this tone often. But I know it anywhere.
“Nicky,” I whisper with urgency. “You have to get up. Come on. I’ll help you.” I hold her face as her eyes flutter open. “I know it’s not ideal but I need you to tell me who this person is right now.” I'm growling at her but I can't help it.
She looks back at the man that Jace has pinned against the wall and it kills me to let her. She looks back at me with liquid-filled fear in her eyes. “It’s him.” Her voice is hoarse. “That’s the man she used to leave me with. And his friends.”
“Go to your room and lock the door.” 
After she’s upstairs, I turn back to my own mother. “I’m sorry, Mom.” I withdraw my phone and dial 911.

It wasn’t easy getting Nicole to open the door. We needed a statement from her before everyone left. I’ll never unhear the things that Nicole told them about the man. 
In some demented world the woman lives in, our mother thought the only way to get close to her daughter again was to bring around the man who terrorized her so he could apologize. 
Apparently, Terry offered the man a good chunk of the money I gave her to do it. Which made me feel like even bigger shit.  I basically paid the man to come here and haunt my sister after nine years.
It was merely because Jace and Nicole were here that I didn’t beat the guy to death as we waited for the police. 
From what I understood from the officer, Terry will likely be out in a few months; having violated restraining orders, trespassing and drug possession. 
The man identified as Frank Lidowsky, is going away for a long time. 
I make Nicole some tea and bring it into her room. I don’t stay to chat. I’m too big of a mess to even try right now. 
I almost forgot Jace is here when I come back down. 
“Thank you,” I breathe.
He shakes his head. “I’m just glad I was here.”
“Why are you here?”
“Cora’s refusing to take anything and I know she needs it. I parked her car in your driveway and was just going to drop off the keys.” He pulls them out of his pocket and places them on the bench by the front door.
“There’s some cash in the glove compartment too since she’s still not using my credit card.”
I run my fingers through my hair. Shit. I hadn’t even thought about what Cora might be missing by leaving home.
“I’ll make sure she gets it.”
He watches me. “Are you alright?”
I shake my head. “No. I don’t think so.” I inhale. “But it doesn’t matter. Because right now, I need to go take care of my sister and watch her like a hawk all because I gave my mother a shit load of money the last time she was here.”
“This isn’t your fault,” he tells me.
I can barely see straight. I can’t focus on Jace right now or making things right. I don’t want anyone around me. The only person I want close right now is the same one I wasn’t allowed to punch to death—if you can’t give me that, I don’t need anything. “Thanks for coming by.”
He nods and walks out.
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The whistle blows as soon as my gloves are off. I don’t even know if a fight with this guy is warranted, but it’s too late now. The game’s stopped and I let him take the first punch. 
I’ve fought you before. You won’t knock me down this time. 
I remember his moves and as expected, he misses. I make mine—hard and he’s bleeding on the ice in seconds. 
Too easy. 
I picked the wrong guy—I’m barely satisfied and now missing good game time for it in the penalty box.
“Trouble in paradise, Kane?”
The jab comes from my own teammate. The one who’s been after my girl for months and I’m only now seeing it.
I swallow hard. I can probably control it, but why the hell should I? My fists ache and I rub my knuckles. Still debating if he’s worth it.
“Take it easy, man. I was talking about Jace, not Cora.” He chuckles and apparently, it’s the only push I need. 
I whack Garret in the face, and he goes down hard. I wouldn’t be surprised if I gave him a concussion. 
“Kane,” Coach barks.  
I ignore him and the second Garret stands and comes at me, I pummel at him again. 
“Kane, enough.” 
“Jesus Christ, Nick, I was joking. Get a fucking grip.” Garret backs up, throwing his arms in the air. No doubt going easy on me because he heard about the drama that went down the other night at my house.
I look up and see Coach’s angry face just barely. It’s the girl who sits in the first row behind him that has me snap back to reality. The pained expression on Cora’s face hits me in the chest and then drops to my stomach, making me sick.
I turn away with a curse. 
But the second my eyes are back on the ice, Jace glides by. His eyes shift from Cora in the stands to a hard pointed glare at me—
He doesn’t have to say it.
I already know.
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I knock on his bedroom door with a little more force this time. He stood me up after the game but I’m not holding it against him. I know he had a bad night. 
And he’s suspended for two games, which hasn’t happened since his early days in the league. 
“Nick? It’s me, will you open up?”
Nothing.
I know he’s home. Nicole—who was here with Angel during the game, told me he came straight home after the game and after quickly checking on her, disappeared to his bedroom without so much as a glass of water from the kitchen first.
I don’t know why he’s hiding from me. I don’t know why he’s shutting me out. But I’m not going away.
I sigh and wait another minute. Wondering if there’s anything else I could do to get him to open up to me.
The door is pulled open and he glares at me as though I’ve done something horrible to him. 
His eyes are red. Pupils dilated. He scans me and turns, walking back into his bedroom.
I don’t hesitate to follow him in and close the door behind me.
“Nick. Talk to me. I know you’re upset.”
“I’m not upset, Cora.” His voice is strained.
“You haven’t called me in two days. I feel like I had to bribe Coach Collins to let me sit in the front tonight just to see you up close.” I almost laugh, even though I don’t find it funny at all.
“Well I’m glad you had front-row seats for that show.”
I move to stand in front of him. “It wasn’t a show, Nick. You’re hurt.”
“No, Cora. I’m angry. There’s a difference.”
I touch his chest. “Don’t be.”
He looks down at my hands on his chest. “You shouldn’t be here. Not right now. I need a minute.”
My face falls. “I’m not afraid of you. And I’m not leaving you to deal with this on your own.” He turns from me and I come around him to face him again. “Let me do this with you.”
He takes my hands and pulls them to his lips. “Cora. Please—”
“Fine. Let’s just go to sleep. We can talk tomorrow.” 
He paces away from me, pulling on his hair. He stops to look at me, as if he’s considering something. Something that hurts him. He’s been so helpful to me the past few weeks that I want to do the same for him. 
He takes my hand and pulls me against him. “I don’t want to sleep with you.” He draws closer. “I want to make love to you.”
My eyes widen as I take him in. My lips part but I don’t have time to speak. His mouth is on mine, pulling me into one heated, passionate kiss. The tension of tonight hasn’t lifted yet. Not from either of us, but he isn’t letting it stop him from being with me.
There’s a feeling of home when his lips are on mine like this. When I’m wrapped up in his arms the way I am now. 
I may not have much to compare it to—but I already know it’s better than anything I’ll ever experience with anyone. 
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I’m making love to you tonight.
I repeat in my head. Knowing I didn’t just feed her a line. I move her to my bed and undress her. Every second that passes, I’m mesmerized by her. 
She’s so good. So trusting. So delicate. So giving. She moves with me, reading me, understanding my speed, my desires. She knows where I like to be touched. How fast or slow I need to go. She knows she can stop me at any second and change course and I’d be on board as long as it’s what she wants.
I don’t know how to make love, but it comes naturally with Cora. It occurs to me that I’ve been making love to her since our first time in this bed. 
It’s not just our situation that makes her different. Her body, her mind, her smile, her trust. It’s the little things that she’s done over the years that tell me how special she is. 
I kiss her deeply as I enter her and put my hand on her neck. Loving the vibrations from her throat when she moans. Our bodies are flush because I want to feel every inch of her. I want to remember the way her skin feels against mine. 
Because I’m going to miss it so damn much.
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The curtains are pulled apart when I wake up in Nick’s bed. He usually keeps it closed for me when he goes out on his runs so this is odd.
I frown, wondering if I overslept. I push myself up and check my phone. It’s only eight o’clock on a Sunday. 
“Morning.” Nick’s voice is flat when he comes out of the bathroom. 
“Hey. It’s…ugh bright in here.”
He looks out the large windows. “Yeah, we get pretty good light on this side of the lake.”
“I guess I should get dressed now.” I scrunch my face and smile shyly. 
His features go soft for a fraction of a second before indifferent again. “Yeah. I’ve got to get to the rink.”
My voice is still hoarse from sleep. “Aren’t you suspended?”
He stares at me. “Still gotta practice.”
“Right.” I pull myself out of bed and he turns, moving around the room as I put my clothes on.
I move directly behind him and touch his shoulder. He’s stiff when he turns. “Are you alright?” I ask tentatively.
“I will be. Once I get moving, I suppose.”
But you just went for a run.
I don’t bother pointing it out. Something isn’t right. My heart beats against my chest and I grasp at the first thing I can think of to see if we’re still on the same page here. “Last night was…amazing.”
I mean it. It was incredible. While we’ve never just plain fucked. Last night felt special. I felt cherished, loved. Like I was irreplaceable to him. 
He runs a thumb across my lip, but it’s different. It’s almost cold—like there’s no feeling behind the touch.
I frown in response. 
“They’ve all been incredible. I just hope the next guy can do it some justice.” He winks.
Wait. What? 
“What…next guy?”
He looks back at me. “I don’t know. Isn’t there some kid you were scoping out just a few months ago?”
My face flattens. “You mean Eric?”
“That’s it.” He snaps his fingers. He pulls on a hoodie from the closet and tosses it to me. “It’s cold out today. You should put this on under that jacket.”
I feel a sharp pang against my chest. “Why do I feel like I did when I was in my bedroom in Jace’s house and he was packing a bag for me and kicking me out?”
His expression softens and he walks behind me, sliding the zip-up hoodie up my arms and over my shoulders. He turns me. “I’m sorry, Cora.” 
The creases of my eyes release and I look up at him. “This is rule number three, isn’t it?” The important one that I wasn’t supposed to forget.
Nothing about us is permanent.
He says nothing. 
“What is going on? What—what happened? Did Jace say something when he was here the other night?”
He shakes his head. “You are young and so beautiful. You’re going to break hearts everywhere you go—”
“Nicholas—I’m yours.” My eyes search his for any clue that he is just out of his mind and doesn’t mean any of this. Or it’s forced somehow. 
He breaks our gaze and looks past me. “You were mine. Temporarily,” he adds with a cold whisper to my ear.
My eyes water. I can’t stop them and I’m not sure I want to. 
“You’ll do much better than anything I can ever offer you, Cora.”
“Did you know?” I ask, just barely holding back the tears.
“Know what?”
“Did you know last night?”
He doesn’t answer. He goes to the top of his dresser and pulls on a set of keys. He puts them in my hand.  They’re my car and house keys. “Jace dropped these off for you. You should take the car and stop being so stubborn.”
“Nick,” I whisper at what I know will not be my last attempt at getting through to him.
He inhales a deep breath, his eyes distant. 
I take his hands, but his focus is still somewhere else—anywhere else. “Nicholas.” The tears fall and I don’t bother swiping them away. “I’m sorry, but I warned you too.” He looks down at me, his brows drawn together. “I told you I break rules. And I started with number three. Because I fell in love with you.”
He pulls his hands out of mine and turns away. Stepping to his windows.
“And I—I really thought that that’s what you were trying to tell me last night Nick, that—that you felt the same way. Why would you do that?”
He turns sharply and takes a harsh step toward me, making me flinch. “Because that’s what men do—I hated being the one to have to show you that, but it’s a classic, Cora.”
My lip starts to tremble and I take in a breath to keep it together. I turn slowly and pick up my jacket. My hand shakes as it reaches for the handle of his bedroom door. “Men don’t do that. Boys do.”
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I sit in my old bedroom in my father’s house. He’s gone out with Cynthia or whatever her name is. I spent most of today hiding in here crying, when I know I should be studying for finals. 
The doorbell rings downstairs and I groan. It’s after nine and I’m in no shape to answer. I’ve turned off my phone, needing to disconnect from everyone and everything tonight. Nicole called a few times earlier, which prompted me to turn it off but a part of me hopes it’s Jace.
I miss my brother.
We haven’t spoken in nearly a month, and I’m not even sure why I’m mad at him anymore. Right now, it doesn’t seem to matter. My brother has always been the one to calm me when I’m upset. He’d make me laugh or fix me some soup. Then he’d stay up with me and watch a romantic comedy just so I don’t feel alone.
I tear up again but it’s for a different kind of heartbreak. 
The one I’ve been ignoring for weeks.
Despite my appearance, I open the front door, finding Nicole with a paper bag and a tentative smile. 
“Hello, beautiful,” she says.


We’re on my bed, against the headboard, each with a carton of ice cream. 
“Sorry I ghosted you earlier,” I say. Feeling terrible for abandoning my friend when she needs someone as much I do right now.
“Sorry I didn’t take no for an answer and showed up at your door.” She grins widely, not looking very sorry at all.
I dig a spoon into my mango sorbet. “How do you do it, Nicole?”
She scrapes against her raspberry one. “Do what?”
“Not crumble? How do you go from having a full-blown panic attack and then wake up good as new the next day? Or see someone who hurt you in the past and bounce back?”
“It’s an unfortunate skill.”
I stare at her. “How do I get it?”
She sets her carton down on my nightstand and twists to face me. 
“Remember when you asked me about my bedroom experience and I told you I’ll probably be single for life because I’m hard to please?”
“Vaguely, yes.”
“It’s not because I haven’t found anyone who knows what they’re doing. It’s because…” She tenses and looks back up at me. “I don’t like to be touched.”
I frown.
“I’m not curious—never really have been. But I can’t imagine ever liking it or enjoying it. When I was sixteen, I was inappropriately touched by grown men my mother left me with on a few occasions. I wasn’t raped, but it was enough to make me hate intimate physical contact with men. I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it so I never really told anyone until a few nights ago.”
“I’m so sorry.”
She shakes her head. “I guess my point is, it’s not that I bounce back. It's that I’m used to dealing with shit that you never had to. It’s why Nick is so scared to be the one to take you down a path that could ultimately—ruin your innocence.”
My brows jump. “Well I appreciate him sparing me.”
“Yeah.” She sighs sympathetically. “Just remember, what doesn't kill you, makes you stronger.”
“I hope you're right because right now, I don't know what to do.” I glance around. “I don’t want to be here. I feel even younger than they all say I am when I’m in my old room. My father’s been doing this thing where he comes in and tries to give me pep talks about family values and that he didn’t do things right and to let him know if I need anything. I just…I just want to be left alone.”
She peeks at my sorbet. “First, finish that. Second, take a shower. You smell fine, but it will make you feel better—I don’t know why—it just does.”
I nod and set the half-eaten sorbet down. “I’ll finish this later then. A shower sounds nice. Will you stay?”
“I’m not going anywhere. When you come back, I think I have an idea that might be just what you need.”
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I bang hard against his door. I know he’s sleeping—but since I can’t, I need to do this now. A light finally turns on and a moment later, the door is pulled open. 
Jace takes one look at me and sighs, rubbing a corner of his eyelid. “Not who I was hoping for but—” He lifts a hand in the air, resigning.
Taking advantage of the fact Nicole wasn’t home tonight, I cracked open a bottle of whiskey and replaced a meal with it. I know he can tell I’ve been drinking—a lot—but I don’t care.
“I lied.”
He glares at me.
“I hurt your sister. Pretty bad.”
He sucks in a tired breath and looks to the side. But doesn’t say anything.
“I suspect you can guess why.”
He looks at me with pity.
“This is the part where you break me,” I shout, my arms spreading.
He scans me and looks like he’s considering it. “You’re already broken.”
I scoff and shake my head. “You're both so fucking weak.”
He simply nods, leaning against the doorframe. “Yeah, that’s it. We’re the weak ones.”
Giving up on the reaction I was hoping for, I turn and walk back up the block to my house. 
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It’s been three days and I’ve finally stopped crying enough to put on makeup and regular clothes instead of Nick’s hoodie—which I’ve used to cover my face as I sat in the back of each class taking my final exams.
It’s Wednesday and Julia had switched my days around so I would be around when Bradley had a scheduled session. I’m relieved to go into the center. Otherwise, I’d be stuck dwelling on my broken heart—or worse, try calling or texting Nick like the damn fool I always swore I wouldn’t be. 
I’ve been meeting with Bradley in what’s become our spot; the waiting room. He knows I work here so it’s no secret what I’m doing, but he trusts me and we’ve been able to help him through his challenges the last few weeks.
“Do you like your dad’s new girlfriend?” I ask when he mentions her.
“She’s alright. She’s got a kid though.”
“So? You’re a kid.”
“Her kids are like four and seven.”
“That’s annoying,” I say, partially relating. Having babysat once in my life and swore against it as a part-time job.
“I know. I hate kids.”
“You’ll like your own one day,” I try to assure. It’s also a way to get him thinking about the future. Or find out what he plans for his future.
He shakes his head. “No. Not having kids.”
“That’s quite a decision to make at your age.”
He shrugs. “What’s there to think about? You should be married to have kids, right?” he asks and I don’t bother touching that one right now. “And I—that’s never going to happen.”
“So you’re already swearing off women for life?” I ask lightheartedly with a soft laugh.
“I’m swearing off a lot of things for life.” 
“Like what?”
“Wife, kids, jobs that work with people…”
“Wow. Aren’t a lot of those things the best parts of life?”
He shakes his head and shrugs at the same time. “I have a problem. I can’t—I just can’t be around that.”
“Around what? People? Gee thanks.”
“No, you’re cool. I mean people that would have to…be around me a lot, and stuff.”
I nod, understandingly. “A permanent place in your life?”
He nods, looking down at his hands. “I just want to be alone. Somewhere where no one can piss me off and I can break whatever I want without…you know, hurting anyone else.”
My face falls. “What gave you that idea?” 
“A few months ago, I almost hurt a little girl in the family I’m staying with. She’s like the only one I like there. Anyway, I threw a candle holder across the dining room and…I missed her by a hair. 
I release a breath. “I see.”
I think I need Julia for this one.

Cora: I need to swing by. Do me a favor. Don’t be the one who comes to the door.

Nicole: Don’t worry. I won’t be coming to the front door for a while.

I put the car in park when another message from her pops up.

Nicole: For the record, I think this is a bad idea.


Too late, I think as I approach the double doors to his house. I take a deep breath, reminding myself he can’t possibly hurt me anymore than he already has. I ring the bell repeatedly for about three minutes before he answers.  
His eyes are tired, and he blinks rapidly when he answers. As if he’s not sure if I’m real. “Cora?”
“You’re afraid to hurt me?” I ask.
There’s a faint sigh as he leans against the doorframe. “Not anymore,” he answers flatly, looking past me.
“Jesus, why won’t you look at me?”
He lowers his gaze to me. “You look good.”
“I wish I could say the same for you.”
“Have you called Jace yet? I think it’s safe for you to go back home.”
I don’t have a home. But I’m not here to talk about me so I don’t bother telling him that.
“This didn’t come out of nowhere. We were so good. It was real, Nick. That arrangement changed almost as fast as it started and I’m not the only one who felt it.”
He releases a breath and looks past me into the darkness again. The fact that he’s leaving me out in the cold instead of wrapping his warm arms around me tells me I could be completely off-base here and don’t have a leg to stand on.
“I know what happened here last week was traumatic, and not just for Nicky. But you’re …” I suck in a breath, partially from a chill in the air. “You’re being a coward.” 
“I’m not a coward, Cora.” His eyes are back on mine—as if he needs me to hear this. “I’m just not interested.” 
I’m too focused on the intensity of his gaze. The sharpness in his tone. The undeniable lack of self-doubt in his voice that I apparently miss my cue to respond. 
“If it helps, I don’t think you are either.” He shuts his eyes. “I think this little crush has gone too far and you don’t know how to move on.” He opens them again. “Unfortunately, that’s one department I can’t help you with. I’m so sorry, Cora. You’re on your own with this one.” He closes the door gently and the hallway light is shut off.
I was wrong. 
My heart did break a little bit more this time.
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Cora: Hey.

Jace: Hey! Are you okay? Where are you?

Cora: I’m better. I wanted to let you know I miss you.

Jace: Come home.

Cora: I left Dad’s house yesterday, but I don’t want you to worry.

My phone rings almost instantly. I don’t answer because I’ll just start crying. But I will go see him soon. It still hurts—the way he’d packed up and pushed me out the door. The way he’d put me on the spot and called me a child. 
And yes, maybe I’m demonstrating that by staying so upset, but I can only deal with one heartbreak at a time.
I haven’t had to do this since…
Mom.

Jace: What about Christmas?

Cora: I love you. I’ll call soon. 

If not for all the lights and holiday cheer surrounding me the moment the semester ended for winter break, I’d have forgotten Christmas altogether. 
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By some fucking miracle, my game—and Jace’—has been on point the last two weeks. 
Nicole is here tonight for the first time in over three weeks. She hasn’t been here since the incident at the house. Hockey can get violent, and she’s made the right choice staying away.
She and Angel are in the suite. Coach assured me that they’re keeping an eye on her.
I don’t deserve the support I get around here. Including Garret, who I stopped by to see days after I bashed his face in to apologize and work out our differences. He played it off like he’d been hit harder by his niece and that he’d egged me on—so we were even. 
I don’t doubt that he’s also noticed the strain between Jace and me and suddenly acting like we’re best buds.
Garret slaps my back with his t-shirt as I walk by. “Going up this time?”
I’ve been skipping out on the parties in the suite the last few weeks, but since Nicole is there and I need to start looking more like a leader, I nod.
“Yeah, I’ll be up in a few.”
Like a pathetic fool, I check my phone again for any messages. I check her social media. 
No activity for weeks.
It’s become somewhat routine for me to do this. 
I’m guessing by the lightened mood Jace has—and his focus—that Cora is back home and I’m relieved for it.
Maybe things can get back to normal—at least for her.

I don’t feel good in a suit, but at least I make an appearance. Jace and Bruce are here and I consider saying hello.  I look for Cora out of habit, but I’m not an idiot. She’s not coming. 
Bruce sees me approach them and smiles. “Hey, Nick. Nice game today.”
Jace’s eyes move to me and he stiffens, taking in a breath as if he has to put up with me.
“Was a good game to come to,” I say, absently turning to Jace. “Can we talk for a minute?”
He shrugs and follows me onto the terrace. “To be honest, Nick, unless this is about my sister, I’m not interested in talking much.”
“It is.”
He nods and waits for me to start.
“How is she?” I ask.
Immediately, his brows draw together, and I hold up my hands. “I know I have no right to ask—I just need to know she’s alright.”
“What are you talking about?” he snaps, then steps up to me. “I thought she was with you. I haven’t seen my sister in over a month—my father said she left two weeks ago. She missed Christmas. In fact, he’s here today because he thought she’d be here…with you.” He huffs out another breath. “It’s the only reason I’m fucking here.”
I stare blankly at him until he turns sharply and takes out his phone, pushing numbers frantically.
Against my better judgement, I walk off and grab the only other person who might know. 
“Where is she?” I demand from Nicole.
“Hey,” she whines and tries to free the arm I’m gripping. 
I release immediately. 
Coach steps up to us. “Is there a problem, Kane?”
I ignore him and glare at my sister. “Where is Cora?”
She rubs her elbow. “I—I don’t know.”
I take a step toward her. “You know I can tell when you’re lying.”
Coach puts a firm hand on my shoulder. If he squeezes even a little, it would be enough to qualify as an injury. “She said she doesn’t know.”
“She does.”
“Why don’t we step outside, Nick. You need to cool off.”
I brush his hand off and stare at my sister. My chest tightens in shock and I shake my head. “I’m sorry, Nicky,” I mutter before marching out of the suite and down to the parking lot.
“Kane.” The call comes from behind me in the lot. It’s loud and sharp and meant to stop me in my tracks.
I turn. “What?”
Jace waits until he’s close enough before he speaks. “Where do you think you’re going?”
I blink rapidly—my mind barely functioning. “I don’t know. I need to find her.”
Jace's brows rise steeply and he crosses his arms. “Why don’t you just call her?”
I stare back at him, my mouth slightly open, puffs of my breath coming out into the cold air.  “She won’t answer.”
He nods, as if he already knew the answer to that. “She’s safe.”
My eyes level his and I wait for even a shred of more information. 
“I just spoke to her. I didn’t tell her you asked but to answer your question; she’s just fine.”
“Can you tell me where she is?”
He shakes his head and walks off.
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I’ve been staying in Nicole’s apartment alone for the past two weeks. The location is in a decent, busy neighborhood in Hollyville with great nearby restaurants. Parking’s been a bit of a bitch though. A few days after I told my new best friend that I needed space to just be by myself, she graciously set me up here for some solitude.  
I missed Christmas dinner at dad’s and have been feeling horrible about it. I didn’t plan to. In fact, I’d bought presents and fully intended on showing up. But recovering from heartbreak has a way of sneaking up on you—and it doesn’t check your schedule in advance. 
I sent an apology via text and that I’ll be in touch soon—using the excuse that I’m still recovering from final exams.
Now, after hearing Jace’s voice when he called me last night, I’m beyond ready—and hopeful—to work this whole mess out. 
The doorbell rings and I’m excited and nervous. With a deep breath, I rip that door open like it’s a band-aid that’s been on way too long, expecting it to sting for a second.
But it doesn’t.
“Morning.” He offers me the same bright smile he does every morning when I come downstairs into his kitchen. He bends to pick up a large carton of coffee—that’s when I notice the surrounding of paper bags overfilled with groceries. He strides past me into the apartment. “First things first.”
I’m still in one of Nicole’s sleep shirts and fuzzy slippers. “What is all this?” 
Jace walks in and out of the kitchen until all the bags are settled on the counter. “It’s all your favorite things,” he says, pulling out a mug from the cupboard and pouring hot coffee into it. “You’ll sit and have one of these while I unload. Then I’m making you eggs.” 
I close the door and lean against it as my tears release. “Jace.”
He stops at the sound of his name and walks around the counter toward me. “Cor,” he breathes.
I throw myself at him and he embraces me expectantly, holding me tighter than he’s held me in a really long time. I feel tension release in his shoulders. I feel myself let go in his arms. “I’m so sorry.”
I try to release but he holds on tight. “I love you so much, Cora.”
I repeat the apology to him between sobs and he shakes his head, letting me go. “You did nothing wrong.” He presses his forehead to mine. “I’m sorry—I handled it all wrong. I was angry and in shock—I’m a madman when it comes to you.”
I laugh. “You are. I’m so grateful for you.”
He hugs me again. “Thank you for letting me come see you. I hope it’s okay, I told Dad where you are too.”
I nod and peek at the countertop. “How’d you know I hadn’t had coffee yet?”
“It’s before nine.”
I move to a barstool and watch him unload. Transforming Nicole’s empty fridge to resemble ours at home. “You didn’t have to do this.”
“You will not go hungry. Do you have enough money? How’s school?”
“How much time do you have?” I chuckle.
There’s no humor when he looks up at me and responds. “For you? All day.”
I get out another mug for him and pour. “Let’s just go sit on the couch for a bit?”
He pulls out a box of donuts from one of the bags and follows me to the small living room. We talk for nearly two hours. About the internship, the job offer they gave me after graduation, the slight hit I took on my grades this last semester and a few minutes on Nick.
The elephant in the room was getting too thick—someone had to bring him up.
He stays long enough to make us lunch and dinner for me for later. We sit at the kitchen counter eating grilled cheese sandwiches. 
“I missed you,” I repeat for the fifth time. 
“Have I really been hard on you?” he asks, as though it’s been on his mind for days.
“It’s hard to say right now because I miss you being hard on me.”
He smiles. “Would it be too cliché to say if you come home, things will be different?” 
I laugh. “Yes. But I will anyway. Just not yet. I kind of want to lay low for a bit. Get some end of school year planning in order. Explore independence.”
He nods, but he can’t hide the look of dread on his face. 
“I can’t live with you forever, Jace.”
“Not forever. That would be weird. Just until you’re twenty-five.”
I shake my head. 
“Do you know the cost of living right now?” 
“I’m just considering it. My new job won’t be paying much to start with, but at least I’ll be working. And if inflation really hits, then maybe you’ll get your wish after all.”
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Nick: Hey.

Nick: Do you think we could talk tonight?

Nick: I can come to you. I just… don’t know where you are.

I’m not sure if it’s ironic that Nick pays for this apartment or if it just sucks because it keeps me from feeling completely comfortable in here. I don’t want to have anything to do with him. 
When his messages go unanswered—he calls. I hate it when he calls. I’m so tempted to answer. So tempted to hear his voice. It would be so easy. I wouldn’t even have to talk back just…hang up a moment later. 
When it goes to voicemail, I want to delete it before listening just to spite him. But instead, I stare at my phone as I pace the entire apartment, debating listening to it.
I imagine him saying. “Sorry I was abrupt but you needed to hear those things.” Or “Stop being stubborn and tell me where you are—so we can talk like grownups.” 
Or maybe it’s not that deep. Maybe he’s calling to tell me I left my toothbrush at his place.
Against my better judgment, I play the message. 
“Hey, Cora.” I melt at the voice. The tone I hadn’t heard in weeks. The same one he used when he told me he was going to make love to me. “I thought it would be good to talk. I know you’re upset with how I—” A breath. “I know I messed up. There was a better way…and I chose to be an asshole. We need to talk. Please tell me where you are. Or if you want to stay hidden, then please call me.” There’s a beat and I feel like he’s going to say more, but the message ends. 

I’m having trouble sleeping. It’s nearly midnight and loud outside. Nothing like my quiet neighborhood back home. I hear teenagers laughing and shouting, car alarms going off, dogs barking. The windows are shut and it’s freezing out. Why are people out?
I jump when my phone vibrates. I’m not sleeping. Most nights I won’t doze off until after one. I consider noise-cancelling headphones, but I’m too scared to do that.
I miss his call thankfully, and a minute later, there’s another voicemail from him.

“Hey, it’s me again. Listen, I know when you came back here—you know that night I…” I hear him swallow hard, “left you outside to say what you came to say…I made it worse… I put you down and made you feel like shit. I broke that faith you had in me. The strength that brought you back here.” His voice shakes a little. “I promise it won’t be like that if you just talk to me. Please tell me where you are. Please…let me do this right.” Click.
Do this right?
He wants to break up with me the right way?
For the first time in a week, my chest tightens, my eyes sting and my throat clogs.
Go to hell.
I hit delete and block the number.


A few days later I make dinner with some of the groceries Jace had sent over. He’d apparently scheduled a re-delivery of some of my favorite items and living alone had become somewhat satisfying—minus the sleeping jitters I still get.
I go back to school tomorrow, after winter break and I’m excited to start getting out of the apartment. I keep the television on in the background while I prep my backpack, set my alarm, and get into my pajamas. Shutting down the living room lights and television, I start to head to the bedroom and jump when there’s a knock on the door.
The hell?
I tiptoe to the hallway and turn on a small table lamp in the foyer and stay quiet by the door. It’s a safe neighborhood so I’m not overly concerned…but I’ve never been alone. A thought crosses my mind that maybe this is someone from Nicole’s past that she might owe money to. My heart beats a little faster as another…slower knock sounds. 
“Cora,” Nick’s soft voice slices me in the chest. My face heats in panic while my heart flutters in relief. “Cora, it’s me, I’m—maybe I’m taking a bit of a long shot here, but I was hoping we could talk?”
I start pacing the small space between the apartment door and the kitchen and see my phone flashing a message on the counter. There’s a missed call and a new text message.

Nicole: Hey, I tried calling. I think Nick might be on his way to the apartment. I swear I didn’t tell him where you are. Turns out he gets alerts on utility usage since everything was transferred to his account. 

After I didn’t respond, she sent another one.

Nicole: He just asked me about it and I froze. Then he left - So sorry. 

“Judging by the light that went out a minute ago, I’m guessing you’re in there.”
Shit.
I can’t shut this off. I can’t block this like I did his phone number. I can’t keep him from saying things to me that will hurt me.
And I can’t handle any more of it. 
I know he has keys to the place, and I pray that he doesn’t use them. It’s why I’m so afraid to walk away from the door. I’m cold suddenly as I feel him shifting and breathing on the other side. Refusing to give up and leave.
“I’m not good at this Cora. I’m not even prepared. I just—I had a suspicion of where you are, and I swear, there was a blue streak behind me as I raced over here.” He laughs, while I focus on breathing silently.
I hear him release a breath. “I know I’m the last person you want to see right now. And maybe it’s better this way. Maybe it’s better that I apologize to a door. Then maybe I have a shot at actually getting the words out.”
I feel him lean against the door. “I just want to say I’m sorry. I screwed this up…” then mutters, “Just like I knew I would. I was overwhelmed by my…how much I care for you… that I ended it before I could hurt you…or you know, do something completely toxic to your mental health.”
I hear him sniffle and then in a strained voice, he asks, “I did both those things didn’t I?”
He clears his throat. “You should know that uh…you were right. I’m a coward.” It sounds like he swallows hard because the next words sound painful. “It’s why I said those horrible things to you.”
I’m sitting on the floor against the door with tears streaming down my face, remembering the cruelty. The words that broke everything for me. Any hope that what we had was real. It was all the proof I needed.
I sniffle involuntarily and press a hand to my mouth. 
I close my eyes, having no doubt he heard me. I hear him shift. He speaks again a moment later, this time, the voice that comes from the other side of the door seems closer to where I’m settled.
“That, as you can imagine, was the result of a grown man getting defensive. Because you called me out on it. Like the tough, no bullshit, honest, fearless, beautiful woman you are.”
We sit there for another few minutes before he speaks again. 
“Are you still with me?” he asks softly.
I don’t respond.
“I know you’re still there, but considering it’s one in the morning, you could have fallen asleep, I suppose. It would be oddly comforting to know you could still fall asleep beside me. Even if there is over a hundred pounds of solid wood between us.
I hear him groan slightly and stand. “For whatever it’s worth, Cora. I didn’t make love to you that night. I’ve been making love to you since the day we started.”
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She doesn’t join me for dinner again so if I can’t do it with medium rare steak, I decide to bribe her with blueberry cheesecake. Her favorite. 
 I find Nicole in the den and walk in with a plate. “There you are. Whipped something up for you.” I put the plate in front of her on the coffee table. 
“Thanks!” She scoops up the plate and takes a bite. 
“Tell me how I can get her to talk to me.”
Her eyes roll and she takes another forkful. 
I sink back into the sofa. “Nicky, come on. You know I screwed up. Help me fix this.”
I expect her to laugh in my face. Because she’s enjoying this too much. But she doesn’t. Instead, she sets down the fork and plate and turns to me.  
“I heard you that night with her,” she says quietly with pity in her eyes and disgust in her voice.  “Unfortunately, that’s one department I can’t help you with, Nick.” She leans in close and I already know what the next line is. “You’re on your own with this one.”
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The lights are on and movement stops the second I knock. “It’s me again.” I wait for a response that I know isn’t coming.
“You know I realized last night on the way home…as I replayed everything I said to you…I never actually told you my intentions. At first, I thought I was just here to check on you, make sure you’re alright. Apologize for being a dick—I don’t know. I just needed to see you.”
I release a breath. Damnit. I’m screwing this up again.
“I’m gonna sit. Do you mind? Just got out of practice.” I settle with my back against the door and hope she’s still behind me. “The truth is, you’re right. It was all real with us. To the point where I swore I’d never be able to let you go. That you were mine. When that whole thing with Terry went down at my place, when I couldn’t keep my head on straight or my fists to myself with my own teammates, I—I thought I was getting a reality check.” I leave out the part about Jace warning me with regard to Cora being in the line of fire. 
I swallow the hard lump in my throat. “Yes, baby. I knew I was going to end it when I took you to bed that night. I’m so sorry.” 
Fuck, except I’m not. 
“The worst part is I don’t regret it. I just hate myself for making you regret us.”
“I’ve been trying to buy into the idea that I could never hurt the people I care about because of my anger but I did—I hurt my teammate, I hurt Nicole, and I hurt the woman I love.”
It’s faint, but I hear her suck in a breath on the other side of the door. 
“I love you, Cora.” 
My mind traces visions of Cora from the day I helped her move into Jace’s house three years ago, to the dates I’d watch her go on, to the morning she waltzed into the kitchen with a pink streak in her hair, black tank top and white shorts—and everything around me, including my best friend talking, became hazy. 
She’s been the one for longer than either of us realize. 
If only I could make her smile right now.
Digging into my pocket, I pull out my wallet, looking for anything I could use. Receipt—that’ll do.
I pull myself up and walk down the hall, knocking on the first door. Praying it’s answered by a little old lady who doesn’t watch hockey. 
Of course not. A kid about eleven years old answers the door. He doesn’t seem to recognize me. 
“Hi,” I offer with a grin.
He stares at me then peeks out into the hall. 
“Can I borrow a pen?” I ask.
He nods slowly and I wait for what seems like twenty minutes outside the door. 
“My son thinks you’re Nicholas Kane. He’s looking for his Nok Hockey stick for you to sign. Just humor him.” She winks at me and I nod with a smile. 
The kid returns and hands me a wooden Nok-hockey stick and a Sharpie, which I autograph happily. He beams as the woman hands me a blue pen. “You just made his night.” She thanks me and closes the door. 
It doesn’t take me long to figure out what I want to say.

Roses are red.
Violets are blue.
You’re my stolen candy.
It’s always been you.



I slip the note under her door, imagining that one day, I’ll tell her about the stolen candy reference and see that smile again.
I clip the pen over a couple of game tickets I had in my wallet and leave it at the neighbor’s doorstep.
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Nick has been here three nights in a row, and I still can’t bring myself to open the door. I know that I’m going to have to face him eventually. But it hurts too much.
Telling me he loves me pulled on my heartstrings and made me cry. But it also reminded me how he got me into his bed before shattering that same heart—which then made me cry again for a different reason.
It’s after eleven o’clock and I prep for his arrival just in case. To guarantee I’m not tempted to open the door, I put my hair in a messy bun, remove my makeup, moisturize, and put on the warmest flannel pajamas I could find in Nicole’s closet.
My back has been hurting sitting on the hardwood floors the last three nights so tonight, I prepared a pillow. Last night’s visit was long. He came by to tell me he went to see Jace. He asked his permission to ask me out. After Jace was done laughing in his face, he proceeded to tell him to go fuck himself. 
Then they talked about hockey, Angel—for whatever reason, and Garret being all weird since the fight. Like Nick knocked the asshole out of him and now he’s halfway decent.
I almost didn’t believe that Jace made an effort and talked to him longer than it would take to curse someone out. But then I got a message from my brother, which made sense.

Jace: If this is what you want, I won’t interfere. But he’d better do it right this time.

I watched the game from Nicole’s small flat screen in the living room. It ended late but they won. I send a congratulations text to Jace and he sends back a time he’s coming over with breakfast. 
When it’s close to midnight, I’m convinced he’s not coming and shut down everything but the small lamp in the entryway and then lock the door.
“You’re just locking the door now?”
I yelp and jump back at the voice on the other side.
“I am so sorry.” I know he means it but there’s humor in his voice. “I did not mean to scare you.”
I release a breath. 
“I’m sorry it took so long. I ran home to grab a pillow. You know—pillow talk. That’s your thing, right?”
I hear him settle onto the carpeted hallway, but he doesn’t say anything. Then I hear his head bang lightly against the door.
“I know, Cor,” he starts. “I know this isn’t enough. I know there is some big gesture I have to make to prove my commitment to you…but I’m not big gesture guy. I’m more of a stalking you outside your door guy.”
I smile and shake my head.
“Shit, I don’t know what I am except maybe completely lost without you.”
There’s a beat before he adds, “I know what you’re thinking: How can you be lost without me? We dated for three minutes before you dumped me.”
I press my lips together.
“But I am—you’ve been my everything for so long. The one who looks at me like she sees more than a star athlete. Before that, you saw me as more than the guy who needed love because his mother wasn’t around to do it. Seeing you and turning your frown upside down was always the highlight of my day.”
“Still is I suppose. Like the day you found Lori in the locker room with me. One look at your face and I was a man on a mission.”
He sighs. “Now I’m on the mission of a lifetime.”
“So how was your day?” he asks after a moment and waits. “Worth a try.”
There’s silence for a few long minutes. I hear him fumble on the other side of the door. The crumbling of paper and then nothing. My eyes are getting heavy and I keep blinking them open. 
I think I might have fallen asleep waiting for him. I look through the peephole and see him resting against the other side of the wall. 
He’s asleep, his head on the pillow.
I bite my lip before carefully and slowly pulling the door open and take a step toward him. He’s got both hands on his chest. One holds a piece of paper, the other a pen. I slip it out of his fingers and read.

Roses are red.
Violets are blue.
I’ll be here every night.
Til you say, I love you too.


I lower the note and see his open eyes looking back at me. A slow, sleepy grin spreads his face.
“Hi, beautiful.”
I wipe my face of any expression and stand hastily, but he catches my wrist forcing me to lock eyes with him.
“You said there’s no such thing as pillow talk,” I whisper, a little harshly.
He pulls himself up as I stand back, wondering if I’m ready for this. Then push my door open, letting him inside.
He follows me and glances down, noticing my own pillow by the door. “And like everything else I say, it doesn’t stop you.” 
He closes the door and locks it, then turns back to me. “You alright?” 
I nod.
“You’re tired,” he says, matter of factly. “Come on.” He walks me back to the bedroom and settles me under the covers. “Love the p.j.'s.”
“What are you doing?” 
“Tucking you in. Then leaving. I’ll lock up behind me.”
I nod. We both turn at the sound of police sirens outside the window. 
Nick walks around the bed to tighten the window shut and pull the curtains closed. He lingers there for a bit, looking out the window, keeping an eye on the block.
It’s the last thing I see before I fall asleep.

The next morning, I wake up later than usual. I can tell by the intensity of the glare through the curtains. Feeling oddly rested, I pull myself out of bed and wash up, applying eye cream before tackling anything else. 
I step out into the hall with a yawn and jump. “Jesus.” 
Both my brother and Nick are in the kitchen. Jace is standing behind the island and Nick is seated on the other side of it.  They both turn and Nick flashes me a grin. 
I run a hand across my face and groan. “What are you both doing here?" 
“Nick let me in,” Jace answers dryly and turns back to fill the fridge, clearly dissatisfied that he is here.
“Morning, sunshine.” Nick slides off the stool and dumps a spoonful of sugar in a mug. He walks it over to me and secures both my hands on the steamy cup before letting go.
“Did you… stay last night?”
“Yes. I hope that’s okay. I don’t know this area well. I just wanted to make sure you were safe.” He rubs my shoulders. “I slept on the couch,” he adds loudly with a glance back at my brother.
Jace rolls his eyes, unimpressed, and comes around the counter to me. “You have breakfast, and unless you want me to kick him out, you have company. I’m going to get going.”
“That fridge is getting out of control, Jace.” I nudge him. “You don’t need an excuse to come see me, you know.”
He releases a heavy breath. My brother’s not one to show affection around other people. “I’ll call you later.” He kisses the top of my head. “Dinner? I’ll take you out. Then maybe come back here and help you pack?” He gives me a toothy grin and winks.
“Dinner sounds good.” I hug him and follow him out into the hall. “Thank you for coming. You know, I didn’t ask him to—”
“I know. In some sick way, I was relieved to find him here. I hate you being alone—don’t tell him I said this.”
“Well don’t worry. I’m not planning on speaking to him much, except for maybe telling him to stop coming around.”
Jace watches me with sincerity, and I can feel him resigning. “You can try. But you love him. I guess I’ve kind of always known you have. Just do me a favor…be careful. Granted, he’s not the worst choice, but he’s also not the best, Cora. You’re young enough to find someone who is.”
I nod and narrow my eyes at him. “Is there such a thing as ‘the best’ for me?”
He considers it. “No. No one will ever be good enough. Not in my eyes.” He kisses me again and leaves. 

I walk back into the apartment, where Nick waits for me. He’s holding out my coffee again and I take it—still avoiding his eyes. 
Instead, my eyes linger on the pillow and throw blanket on Nicole’s couch—as pathetic as it may be, I’m sincerely grateful he stayed to watch over me. “Thank you.”
He takes my free hand and walks me to the couch, settling me into it, then kneels in front of me. “How did you sleep?”
“Better,” I say honestly.
“Then that settles it, I’m moving in.”
I laugh and spill some of the liquid on his pants. “Sorry. You are not moving in. I’m…I’m going back to Jace’s in a few days.”
He puts my coffee down and takes both my hands in his. “What about us?”
I glance at the mug on the floor. “Things aren’t looking good for you right now.”
He rolls his eyes. “Christ woman, here.” He hands it back to me and grips my knees instead. 
I stare into my mug before meeting his eyes. “I don’t know. I think it’s why I want to stay here a little longer. I feel like I completely lost myself in you…in what we became and I started believing things that might not have been real…”
His eyes grow soft and regretful. “Baby, the only part of it that wasn’t real were the things I forced myself to say to you when I ended it.” 
I close my eyes. His voice is so smooth and his words convincing, I want to believe it. But it still hurts too much. “Do you mind if I stay here a few days, maybe longer? I know technically this is your—” 
“You can stay as long as you need.” He stands and moves back to the kitchen. “But you can’t get rid of me.”
I press my lips together to keep from smiling as I approach the counter, where he’s laid out breakfast for me. 
He kisses my temple. “And I’m not giving up on us.” 
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For the next few weeks, this is how it was. Nick would come to my door just around bedtime with a subtle knock. I’d let him in and we’d sit together, talking until I’d doze off. If I was already asleep, he’d slip another poem under the door and come by the next morning with coffee and a ride to school.  
His patience has been unmeasurable. 
Refreshing.
Reassuring.
Each day, I’m tempted to break the wall I put up and kiss him. Each day, I silently speak the words I love you. And each day, he makes it perfectly okay that I do.
Nicole stays with me for a few nights—mostly when the team has travel games. Her friendship has been a huge part of my growth over the last few months and I’m grateful for her. 
Although in some crazy world she lives in, she tells me she actually looks up to me. 
Her and Nick have been going to counseling together and separately from what I understand. And I can tell how much he’s trying for her. And for me. 
One day, Jace will forgive Nick. It won’t be soon, but he’s got too big of a heart not to.
Regardless of Angel telling me not to hold my breath for it. That woman has zero faith in my brother having a soft spot for anything.

“Are you crying?” Jace asks, peeking over my shoulder as I slice an onion.
We’re hosting a small end-of-season house party for the team. A spur of the moment decision since I moved back home a week ago. He wasn’t thrilled with my decision to stay at the apartment longer, but understood my need for some independence. Regardless of Nick barely leaving me alone for more than a few hours.
We’ve invited our close friends in addition to Coach, Rory and…what do you know, Jace even invited Angel. In what he insisted was for convenience purposes only. “We’ll need someone to watch Rory while we get Coach drunk.”
“I’m not crying. You’re crying,” I say, wiping at the tears in my eyes.
He chuckles and nudges me away from the cutting board with his hips. “Move over.”
A bunch of the guys from the team walk in through the back door. Nick stepping in first, Garett, Cain and Roger behind him. 
“Jace, you upsetting my girl?”
“She’s still not your girl and no—she was cutting onions,” my brother answers. There’s starting to be a little more humor in his tone when he talks to him. But the bite and sarcasm lingers.
Nick steps up to me as I wipe my eyes with my palm. “You know if you were my girlfriend, I’d let you use my shirt.”
My eyes are blurry and red when I look up at the dark blue t-shirt he has on and a wicked thought crosses my mind as I reach to touch his chest. “Cain?”
There’s a soft growl and he wipes under my eye. “Try again.”
“Ugh, I think I liked it better when you two were sneaking around,” my brother mutters without looking directly at us.
“I’m going to go clean myself up.” I rub my sensitive eyes and make my way to the front of the house. 
“I’m going to…go make sure she doesn’t hit a door on the way there.” I hear Nick say behind me.
Turning on the cold water knob, I lower my face to the sink and wash the sting off my eyes. I hear the door close behind me and his hands scooping up my hair to hold it back. I rinse off and pick my head up, my eyes blinking. “Roger?” 
Nick responds by pressing me to the wall and whispering in my ear. “You’re sexy when you’re trying to be cute.” He backs up and dries my face with the hand towel. “Better?”
I grin. “Oh, Nick, I wasn’t expecting you…” 
He laughs with a rumble from his stomach and tickles my sides, bringing out the giggles I’ve been holding in. “Bet you weren’t expecting this either.”
I yelp and cover my mouth, fearing the several guests outside that door will hear us. We both take a breath and he rests his forehead against mine. He smells so good. He smells like the guy I’ve known and trusted for so long and I want so badly to kiss him right now.
So I’m not sure why I turn my head to the side when he tries to.
He releases a restless breath and pulls back, setting his hands on his hips and watching me. I avoid looking back at him, but it’s hard.
We stand this way for a full minute before he speaks. “Isn’t that the skirt you wore that night I…the night you went out with your friends?”
I don’t have to look down to know it is. I press my lips together and he raises a brow and moves toward me.
“You wouldn’t happen to be…”
I shrug dramatically and give him an aloof grin.
“Cora…”
“I can’t remember if I did.”
“Cora, there is a lot of testosterone here tonight. Mine being the biggest threat—tell me you’re wearing panties.”
He’s so cute when he’s all worked up…
“You’re not leaving here until you tell me.”
When he brushes his fingers through his hair in frustration.
“Damnit Cora. I swear I’ll check.”
“Ooh is there a breeze in here?” I giggle.
“Fuck boundaries.” He moves in on me and grips the hem of my skirt, keeping his eyes on me. “Last chance.”
“You waiting for a permission slip?”
He shakes his head and runs his fingers up my thighs. I can’t tell if he’s relieved or even more frustrated when his fingers reach the lace fabric under my skirt.
“Can I kiss you?” he asks, his voice thick.
“No.”
Hooking his thumbs into my panties, he yanks them down my legs. 
“What are you doing?” I hiss.
He bends and lifts my bare feet off the floor one after the other. 
“Nick.”
Taking my wrists, he holds them together and wraps the lace around them tight. Then takes the loose end and ties it to the towel bar before stepping back. 
I try to break free with zero success and laugh—maybe a little nervously. “What is it that you think you’re doing?”
He scans me and grins as if appreciating the sight. “Leaving you here.”
“Wait, what?”
He unlocks the bathroom door and turns the knob. “Wait. Stop. You can’t leave me here like this—untie me.”
He releases the handle but doesn’t lock the door. “Tell me why.”
“Because if someone finds—”
“Tell me why you won’t give me another chance, Cora.”
I stare at him, my throat clogging. He’s been both patient and refreshingly relentless about winning me back. It’s not that I want to see him suffer or make him fight for me. It’s because handing my heart and body over to him scares the living lights out of me. 
But it’s also everything I want…to be his again. 
“Because I’m scared.”
“Yeah. Shocker. What are you afraid of?”
“Not now, Nick.”
“Okay, I’ll be back later.” He reaches for the handle again. 
“Nick.”
He turns to me with a hard glare. “Cora. Nothing about me has ever been simple. When I do something, I give it my all and I can be a little unconventional about it but I don’t give a shit. I love you. And I’m sorry if you’re not ready for this, but I see the fight, I see the resistance and I feel it weakening, I just don’t know what is holding you back. Tell me. I will find a way to fix it.”
I close my eyes, but he approaches me regardless.
“Promises? Reassurance?”
I shake my head. 
“Then what?” he whispers.
I open them and look up at him, tears sting my eyes. “I’m afraid of losing love.”
He frowns.
“I didn’t have much to start with before you. I shut down emotionally before I was a teenager. It’s why I didn’t have any close friends that I kept around for years, like you and Jace. It’s why I didn’t have a high school sweetheart or dated long term in college. I’m so emotionally disconnected from loving, that I limit myself. Yes, I love my brother and my dad. When I realized I was in love with you, I trusted myself to do it. I let myself take that risk knowing the facts about us.”
He squeezes my hand. “I get it. You took a chance on me and you don’t want me to be the last one you take that chance on.”  
I nod.
He keeps one hand on my waist and his eyes move to the fabric around my wrists before he starts to work it free.
I watch him. His perfect features, the pain in his eyes—not for himself, but for me. It occurs to me that it’s always been about me. Everything he’s done was because of his affection for me. A warmth that evolved into love over the last few months. Something that started as innocent as caring for me and coming up with a cheesy poem just to make me smile.
And grew into something as selfless as letting me go because of his fear of hurting me.
This man is my everything. “Nicholas,” I whisper as he rubs the red mark left on my wrist.
“I love you too.” I put my hands against his jaw and press my lips to his so hard, it might bruise. I wrap my arms around his neck and he lifts me, pressing me to the wall and kissing me just as desperately. 
There’s a knock on the door, but we ignore it. He sets me down and pulls back, our breathing is heavy and we both laugh out of sheer happiness.
His eyes search mine like he doesn’t believe it. “Still?” he asks. 
“Always.”
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EPILOGUE

(6 months later)

                                                                                                             

“Okay, graduate. Where to?” I couldn’t wrestle Jace from taking Cora out for a graduation dinner. After all, he’d arranged for half the town to come together at one of her favorite spots. But at least she was on board to ditch out after dessert was served and disappear with me. 
“Paris,” she shouts.
I laugh. “Done.”
“I’m kidding. Let’s move back to your place.” She shakes her head. “I mean go—go back to your place.”
I smile ear to ear at her slip but other than that, I don’t call attention to it. It’s been a touchy subject between Jace and me for weeks now, which Cora knows nothing about. 
Asking your best friend—who often times, still considers you the scum of the earth—if you can take his kid sister out of his house and into yours, has been less than enjoyable. 
But I don’t want us apart anymore. I don’t want to wake up without her and I don’t want to have either of us have to text him to let him know she’s spending the night. She’s almost twenty-one for heaven’s sake.
“Let’s go back to our place—I mean my place.” I grin and she shakes her head, blushing.
Twenty minutes later, we walk into my house, which is empty except for Max. He jumps my girlfriend with all of his affection and tail-wagging. 
“Enough Max, I don’t want to have to tear her away from you too.”
She giggles and follows me to the kitchen. It’s pre-lit with dimmed pendants that hang from the high ceiling. My marble kitchen island is cleaner than it’s ever been. There’s nothing on the counter but the arrangement of red roses which I’d laid flat along with a few other things.
She stops and leans against the wall, watching me as I fish out our dessert from the fridge and set them on the counter by the roses. “Oh good. And here I was second guessing our entire relationship because you pulled me away from strawberry shortcake.”  
“Do I ever leave you without dessert?” I glance at her as I pop open the bottle of champagne.
She stares back at me and licks her lips. “Do I?”
I groan and hand her a half-filled glass of bubbly. “Oof please hold off on any more comments like that until we’re done with dessert. Come here.”
She takes my hand and follows me over to where I’ve plated our dessert. “Why is it so dark in here?” she gasps. “Are those roses?” She places her hand over the bouquet. “They’re beautiful.” She gently touches the small velvet bag I have tied to the ribbon, resting on the stems. “What’s in here?”
I ignore her and give her a forkful of cake. She eyes me and moans with pleasure. 
I hold up my glass. “To a new beginning.”
She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, if I don’t screw up at this new job next week.”
“You won’t. But that’s not the only beginning I’m talking about.”
She chews slowly and watches me. “Oh, no?”
“No. There’s the beginning of new friendships. You and Nicole and Angel have been getting pretty tight.” 
She scoffs. “Yeah, right. Bitch gave me an A minus in aerobics.” 
“You deserved a B minus, and you know it. Not the point.” I clear my throat to try and get to said point.
“What’s in that bag?”
I sigh. “Flower food. Will you listen?”
Her eyes shift back to me. “Sorry.” 
“There’s the beginning of a not-so-new relationship…”
Her eyes glance at the velvet bag again and I sigh, giving up on the romantic build-up. “Open the damn bag.”
“Eeek.” She claps. “This is exciting.”
She reaches over and unties it, then pulls apart the drawstring. She removes the first item; a piece of paper.
Frowning, she unwraps and reads out loud.

Roses are red.
Violets are blue.
I want to share it all.
But only with you. 

Move in with me.
Start a life that’s new.
Not just my home.
But my whole heart too.


Her lips press together after she reads that last line and looks up at me. Her eyes start to flood, and I glance at the bag. She sniffles and lifts it, pulling out the key chain. It’s platinum and shaped like hard candy. There is an engraved poem on one side, the first one ever I wrote her, which till this day will always be her favorite, and a photo of us on the other. She already has the keys to my place.
“I love this,” she whispers.
“Is that a yes?”
She nods and slides off the chair to throw her arm around me. “This is absolutely perfect. You’re perfect.”
I shake my head. “I’m not—but I’ll get there. And I promise that you’ll never lose love. Because I’ve got enough of it for you to last four lifetimes.”
I never liked making promises, but it feels right making them to Cora. She doesn’t need them, but I want her to know all the ways I plan to fulfill her. To keep her happy, to be her partner in every way. Despite Jace always being part of her life and their close relationship, Cora fought a lot of her own demons growing up. Ones a lot of us never knew about or even considered.  Trust, insecurity, fear, loneliness. I made a vow that as long as we’re together—which I plan to be forever, she’ll never feel a shred of those things again. 
And neither will I.
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I hope you enjoyed Nicholas and Cora's story.  Their journey has been quite the roller coaster for me and I'm going to miss them terribly.  Becoming Mine is the first book in the Blades of Heart series so they'll be back.
I'd love to hear your thoughts. Please consider leaving a review. I read each and every one!


Stay connected and keep an eye out for Books 2 & 3 in the Blades of Heart Series! 

Hatefully Yours – Jace and Angel  
(Enemies to Lovers * Forbidden * Coach's Daughter * Forced Proximity)
 Timelessly Ours - Royce (Coach) and Nicole 
(Age-Gap * Single-Dad * Forbidden * Nanny * Grumpy/Sunshine)
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Excerpt


Paige                             

“Hey stranger,” Bells called from her Volkswagen.
I raced across the street just as her trunk popped open. I hurled my suitcase in, closed the trunk and folded my umbrella before sliding into the passenger’s seat. 
“Hope your apartment isn’t as tiny as your car,” I criticized. I hadn’t visited once in the past year and I wasn’t the best at emotional reunions, so the comment felt appropriate. 
“It’s smaller.” She threw back with a grin. 
“Fabulous,” I breathed. And because it was hard to ignore her glare, a slow smile spread across my face and my eyes watered. “Hey Bells.”
“Hello friend.” She smiled back and reached over, holding me for as long as she knew I could handle—which was not very long at all. I wasn’t a touchy-feely person. Strangely, when she pulled away, I realized I could have used another minute or two. 
“So we’ll go to my place first,” she offered.
“I should hope so, all my stuff is there.”
Bella waved a hand dismissively to the side and put on an accent resembling a character from Downton Abbey. “Not to worry dear, I had it all placed in a master guest suite overlooking the garden.”
“What?”
“What do you think? I live in a teeny one-bedroom Paige, the stuff you sent is clogging up my minuscule foyer.”
“Ooh sorry. I probably don’t need half of it, honestly. I’ll go through and get rid of a lot of it.”
“Well don’t do that on my account. You know you won’t be able to stay with me for very long. My landlord is super strict—I can barely have a cat, much less an entire human living with me.”
I inhaled and nodded quickly, my anxiety threatening in my chest. “I understand. I’m sorry to drop in on you like this. I had nowhere else to go.”
She glanced at me, then refocused her attention on the wet road. “Wanna talk about it?”
“No. And yes. I’m afraid once I start, I won’t stop.” 
Crying.  
“I’m all ears. You know I was a skeptic about Evan from the start.”
“I don’t even know if I’m heartbroken anymore. I think I’m just…so mad at myself. Feeling wasteful and used, you know?”
She reached out and touched my hand. “You trusted someone who let you down. It happens. But hey, you had a great ride for a minute there, right?”
“A year I’ll never get back. I’m not giving Evan the satisfaction by putting his company down on my resume. I don’t want anyone calling him for a reference or to confirm my employment.”
“Where I come from, that's called cutting off your nose to spite your face.”
“Ew.” I leaned back in my seat and took a breath.
Sensing my anxiety growing, Bells switched gears. “But the nightlife… and living on Park Avenue, that must have been amazing.”
I smiled at her efforts, already feeling more at home, knowing that at some point, I was going to have to call my father to let him know I was back in Boston. It wasn’t pressing—he and his wife, Bonnie, began traveling sometime after I entered my junior year. Both were retired realtors, who now wanted to focus on property investments. After I’d gone to New York, dad rented out the house since none of us were ever in town anymore. 
“It was. And I enjoyed it. But the best option for me now is to finish my degree at Boston U and figure things out from there.”
“Well, we can start with takeout Thai food tonight… a bottle of merlot and a night of pouring your heart out.”
“That sounds amazing.”

***


Before the week was even over, I exhausted any and all energy I had left. And it was only Thursday. My only solace was that there would be no last-minute business dinner or event Evan would be dragging me to.  
That was all over. I was free to do what I wanted—be it everything or nothing.
But even now, between racing back and forth on campus trying to get re-enrolled and apartment and job hunting, with the immense pressure of finding both soon, I was starting to second guess my rash decision of leaving Evan.
And that was sad.
I sank onto Bella’s sofa, which had been my bed for the past three nights. “How am I supposed to enroll in classes if I don’t know what work schedule I’ll have?”
“I don’t know how you’re going to do it. I mean having a side job in college is normal, but you’re going to have rent and tuition to cover. You need something no less than full time and decent pay.” Bells called back from the kitchen just a few feet away.
“Luckily, I have a year’s business management experience. I can figure this out.” I plastered a smile on my face, trying to keep myself from losing it.
Her expression brightened. “Well, while you’re figuring that out, I think I might have like—amazing news. But we need to act fast if you’re interested because once word gets out, there is going to be a line a mile long.”
I shook my head, hating when I got the after-details first. “What is it?”
“I heard from James that Carson is looking for a roommate.”
I jerked slightly and frowned. “Carson Hill? The same Carson who now plays for the Boston Knightwings and probably got a sick starting bonus? Why on Earth would he be looking for a roommate?”
“Obviously he doesn’t need the money, but here’s what definitely makes sense,” she balled her hands into fists and pumped them in the air, “he’s looking for a female roommate.”
“Ew.” 
“What? You just lived with a guy for like a year.”
“Bells, he’s clearly looking for a live-in groupie to do his laundry and cook for him. Someone needs to tell him to get with the fucking times, hire a maid and stop trying to play it off.”
“You don’t know that,” she defended, lowering her hands to her hips.
“Why else then?”
She raised a brow and deepened her tone. “I have a few ideas…” 
I scrunched my face. “My ‘ew’ still stands.”
Truthfully, I never thought Carson would stoop that low in his life. He didn’t seem the type. As if he didn’t get enough attention from female fans, he needed to put out an ad for a live-in cheerleader to sing his praises?
“So,” Bells went on, “he’s keeping this on the super down low. James only told me because he knows you’re back in town and looking for a place.”
James and Carson had been friends since sophomore year at BU. He was a year younger than all of us and played on the BU hockey team. He didn’t go to our high school, but he and Carson hit it off right away on the ice.
“I told him there’s no way you’d ever.” She waved a hand. “You’d be an unlikely candidate. Since, you know, you could barely form a sentence around the guy in high school.”
“You did not say that to him.”
“No, of course not. But seriously. I think you should consider it.”
You could vote me right now as ‘least likely to ever consider living with Carson Hill’. 
“I’m not going to consider anything that sounds like total bogus.”
She huffed and stood. “Alright, well get up off your ass, we’re going out tonight.” 
“No. I’ve had enough fun this past year. I need to sit here and look for work, and,” I opened my laptop with anticipation, “I found all these roommate wanted ads on the BU blog. I’m hitting these up tonight.”
Bells pushed my laptop shut as if I’d offended her in some way. “Get dressed. This is the perfect time for you to get out and see your old crew.”
“You mean your old crew,” I muttered.
Bells and I had been close since elementary school and she was always more popular. I was cool only by association, but she was the one everyone clamored to be around. She was the smart cheerleader, the blond. She was the only pretty girl in high school who wanted no part of the Carson-club. She preferred to be different—not predictable. 
“Okay, you sit here and meditate on that, and I’ll go pick out your outfit.”
I was in no mood for socializing but there were many nights back in New York when I’d craved hanging out with my old friends—when I was stuck in a tight cocktail dress and a drink in hand that I was afraid would spill if I moved an inch. I tossed a throw pillow aside when Bells returned with an outfit she dug out of my suitcase. 
“Who’s going to be there?”
“Natty and Nate,” the twins who were always pretty much everywhere and oddly inseparable. “Nate’s engaged now to this girl Riley. She’s super cool, you’ll like her. James, of course, and probably Becky. And whoever else shows up.” She shrugged mischievously.
“Ugh, Becky.” I rolled my eyes.
“She’s grown up a lot.”
Doubt it.
“Yeah. Okay. It beats staring at a screen all night feeling sorry for myself.”
“Plenty of time for that later.” She pulled me to my feet. “I’ll even help you plan your self-induced pity party tomorrow.”
My eyes lit up sarcastically. “You’re the best.” 
Perking up for the first time since I’d arrived, I hopped in the shower and was determined to make the most out of tonight. It was what I needed—an easy time out with old friends, wearing jeans and t-shirts of bands that haven’t been around in ages.
Besides, those prospects of available rooms wouldn’t be going anywhere since nobody normal would ever consider them. 
And I…wasn’t normal. 
I was desperate.



Chapter 3
Paige

“To surviving your first week back home,” Bella raised her shot glass next to me in the tight booth at All Stars, a sports bar downtown. Natty, Nate and Riley were across from us in the booth.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
“Surviving would be the operative word, since I have no idea what I’m doing next,” I muttered.
Bells inhaled her tequila and turned to me. “Seriously babe, you can stay with me as long as you need. I’m not kicking you out tomorrow. But if you see a bearded guy with fake hair and tattoos, just pretend you don’t speak English and duck out of the building.”
I shook my head. I knew Bells was trying but it was true; there was no room in there for me and I certainly didn’t want to get her in any trouble. 
Raising the shot glass to my lips, I threw my head back, swallowing down the smooth liquor. With a light cough, I pushed the glass away from me. “I’m sticking to beer now, thanks.”
Becky re-joined us after getting another round of shots. I pushed mine toward the middle of the table, letting them know it was up for grabs.
“I hear half the Knightwings are going to be here tonight.” Nate said, popping his eyes over our heads and scoping the crowd. 
“What’s the occasion?” I asked.
Bells shrugged. “Paige is back in town, of course.” 
I snickered. “Very funny.”
“I actually don’t know, but James is going to be here soon. If anything, he’d know.” Bells turned her head to the main door and then scanned the crowd. 
Becky held up a hand. “Wait, but Carson is definitely going to be here tonight, right?” She asked, her wide eyes probing us all.
When we all just glared at her, she relaxed her shoulders. “I mean, I love you guys, but I was under the impression he was coming tonight. I heard he’s looking for a roommate.” She perked her bust as if prepping for an audition.
Nate laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s true, Beck.”
“How did you hear that?” Bells asked, visibly annoyed, considering James had told her this wasn’t a widely known piece of news.
“I just heard.” She shrugged, not willing to give away her source. 
Bells looked like she was about to say something until she spotted someone over Becky’s shoulder. The widest smile spread across her face and I turned to find a matching one greeting her from across the room. 
“Hey beautiful.” James reached our table and leaned over to kiss her—as if the rest of us weren’t sitting right there.
I cleared my throat and James glanced down. “Hey, look what Boston finally dragged back all the way from the Big Apple.” He winked and pulled me up for a hug.
“Hi James,” I returned the warm greeting. 
“Hey, we’ve got a room in the back. Follow me.” He nodded and pulled Bells alongside him as he made his way through the crowd.
“Who is we?” Becky jumped off the bench, following the couple. 
I watched ahead as James gave a name to a guy with a clipboard in front of the black curtain. He then turned and pointed to the rest of us before disappearing behind it.
The fairly large man dressed in full black attire held it open for the rest of us. 
What, no smile? I chuckled to myself.
Whenever I was led to a back “VIP” room in the city, there was always a lovely hostess with Vanna White teeth welcoming me.
This guy…was such a breath of fresh air. I smiled at the grumpy man, grateful to the stranger for reasons he’d never know.
The vibe inside was most definitely the culture of the bar. Framed, autographed sports memorabilia surrounded the rooms’ rounded walls. It was cleaner in here. The smell was still of alcohol, but swankier somehow.
There were a handful of people already here. Most college aged, some older, but definitely our type of crew. I spotted a few I recognized. And since Becky was the only one not tied by the hip to someone else, I sat next to her at a booth across from James and Bella.
“Good to have you back, Paige. Really, we missed you. And sorry about…” he coughed and I realized that Bells had nudged him hard on his side.
“Uhh…the job. Sorry, you lost your job,” he squealed.
“Thanks. It wasn’t meant to be.” The job or the man, I thought.
Becky waved her hand frivolously, shutting down our dull small talk. “So are the rumors true about the Knightwing’s being here tonight?”
James glanced at Bella. “Yeah…actually, Carson and a couple of others from the team are here. Bryan Sawyer, the rookie on the team last year is out.” He picked up his phone. “Not sure who else. They were just out front when I got here. Should be coming in soon.”
It was at that moment that Carson strolled in. He was with two other large guys. They were nothing like him. Carson wasn’t huge. He was tall, with broad shoulders and chest, incredibly defined muscles beneath a black t-shirt—but nevertheless, more on the slimmer side comparatively. And his hair… still as dark and silky as I remembered. 
Though seemingly better looking than the last time I saw him, something was different. There was no trace of that polite smile he’d sparkle when people crossed his path and greeted him. He appeared much less approachable with his lax swag and tight jaw.
His gaze swept over our table; his green eyes faltered on mine for a millionth of a second—more than enough for me to see how distant, uninviting, and cold they were. Though somehow they were more beautiful than I remembered. 
Not more beautiful in a way that it was more appealing for him to bear such sad eyes, but they were more honest than I’d ever seen him. Out here and in the open for everyone to see.
This Carson… wasn’t trying to cover anything up. There was no fake smile lingering on his lips. No front, no show. 
Is this the 'you that you’d been hiding' all those years?
My gaze dropped, memory wheels on overload, trying to remember the last time I saw him and looked into his eyes. When he’d met mine and held my gaze, silently letting me in on something no one else could see. What were they like back then? Were they like this?
Nothing came. All I could see were the vacant ones he bared right now. 
Becky grabbed hold of my arm, suddenly anxious. “Hey, do you want to grab us a round, I’ll get the next.” She flashed a smile that made me highly suspicious.
I smirked and stood. No doubt Becky needed the spot beside her wide open. 
Sure enough, when I returned with a beer for me and a shot for Becky, my seat next to her was taken. 
By none other than Carson Hill.
“Paige,” James started, sitting across the booth, pointing to the man of the hour. “You remember Carson.”
I nodded slowly, the fact that he saw me sitting there earlier gnawing at me. “I do. Good to see you again.” I cocked my head to the side, “What do you do now?” I grinned and turned away, but not before catching a hint of a smirk out of the corner of my eye.
Becky shook her head, not finding the humor. 
“Carson, beer?” Nate called from behind me.
“I’ll get one in a minute, thanks Nate.” 
James and Bella followed Nate to fill their glasses and I…was stuck since I had just returned from the bar.
“They might be a while; you may as well sit.” Carson suggested flatly.
I took the seat across, making a note to self that as soon as Bells was back, we’d find a different booth. 
“So,” Becky shoulder nudged Carson. “I heard you’re looking for a roommate. Is that true? Because I’ve been looking for a place all summer and stuck with my brother—”
Carson held up his hand to stop her.
What in the actual…? 
If I had ever seen Carson Hill annoyed, this was it. He glanced at someone at the bar and then back to the blond next to him.
“Becky, I’m not sure what you heard, but I’m not looking for a roommate. James must have heard me mention I was looking for a… room decorator.”
“Oh.” She frowned.
I knew this had to be a misunderstanding. I took a swig of my cold beer, savoring the taste of a decent beverage… around decent people. Yes, even Becky beat out some of Evan’s friends.
“Well,” she shrugged, “I’d love to see your place sometime. Maybe I could recommend some color schemes.”
No shame, this girl. Zero.
The side of his lip twitched when I turned my eyes back to him, realizing he’d been staring at me. “That would be…terrific,” he answered, unimpressed. 
But what came next was the real shocker. His head turned slightly, and he rolled his eyes.
So…vividly. 
So carelessly.
No one knew more than I did how utterly pesky Becky could be, but this wasn’t something I expected from Carson. Even back when I knew he was thinking the opposite of what he was showing, he was never… downright disrespectful.
I could almost hear Becky’s tiny heart shatter. She was a very telling person. “I… I’m going to go grab a water…or something,” she said, shifting in her seat.
Carson stood, letting her through, then settled back into the booth, where we were now unfortunately… alone. 
With his focus now squarely on me, I was sure I stopped breathing. Was he challenging me? Well fine.
“That was really shitty,” I said, nearly coming out of my skin with his glare.
“Excuse me?”
“I heard the same rumor—and don’t act dumb, you hurt her feelings.”
He didn’t flinch. “Becky needs to grow up.”
Someone touched my shoulder. “Lovely seeing you again, Paige. How long you in town for?” Olivia, a friend of a friend from college was making her rounds. She reached over and touched Carson’s arm, winking at him. “Hey you.”
Yeah, they slept together. She wasn’t here for me.
“Here to stay,” I answered Olivia, knowing my response fell on deaf ears.
“That’s awesome, we should get together soon.” 
I responded with my best resting bitch face, and she turned away pretending to spot someone else. “Well, bye.”
“You go somewhere?” Carson asked once we were left alone again.
“Manhattan. About a year ago.” I told him, not the least bit surprised that he hadn’t noticed.
“Graduate early?”
“Didn’t graduate.”
His gaze swept over me. “Don’t strike me as the drop out type.”
My leg was starting to shake. What the hell was his deal? I should have just abandoned this conversation and left. But instead, I willed my leg to quit it and gave him a quick once over myself. “Don’t strike me as an ass, yet here we are.” I grinned and took another sip of beer.
He nodded slowly, his tongue moving against the inside of his cheek. As if he appreciated the slight.
I didn’t mean to be rude, but his attitude was rubbing me the wrong way. I exhaled, wondering what I did to deserve such scrutiny. “What do I strike you as?” I finally asked. 
His fingers twined as he rested his elbows on the table and leaned in. “Someone who spends too much time ‘people watching’ than worrying about her own shit.”
I glared at him, at a loss for words. But I certainly couldn’t sit here and confirm his observations. All this time I thought he hadn’t noticed me, hadn’t seen me standing to the side, watching him, but not only had he noticed…
He was throwing it in my face.
“I don’t ‘people watch’,” I finally said after swallowing the ball in my throat.
“No,” he paused, narrowing his eyes. “You Carson watch.”
I blinked, half shocked at such a blatant statement… and half mortified.
When he didn’t move, I turned away. 
“Yeah. That’s what I figured.” He leaned back.
My head snapped back. “What, exactly, did you figure?”
“You can’t handle the heat.”
I leaned in. “Heat, I can handle. I like heat.” The corner of my mouth lifted before it faded and I pulled back. “Frostbite—not so much.” Picking my beer up, I slid off the bench and walked away to see what the hell happened to Bells and that drink she was getting.

***


It was about an hour before I saw Carson again when he joined Bella, James, Nate and I at the private bar in the VIP room. Bells and I were sitting on bar chairs and having settled on water for the rest of the night.
“How’s apartment hunting?” James asked.
I squirmed, wishing no one spoke to me about my personal life right now. “Fabulous.” 
Bella picked up on my sarcasm and changed the subject. “Seriously good to have you back, Paige. It’s been a while since we could all get together like this. Feels right having you with us.”
Carson was quiet. I hated that I noticed. I wanted so much to un-notice. For him to be invisible to me. The way I always was to him. The way I thought I was.
Well, this was fun… 
Just as I was going to suggest leaving soon, James cut me off.
“Hey babe, do you want to go dance?” 
Bella nodded giddily and James pulled her off the stool leading her out to the main room.
I thought back to Friday nights with Evan when we were out with people. It was always his word. He made the next call while I followed suit.
He’d say, “sushi tonight” and I’d agree. He’d suggest dresses to wear, and I thought it was cute. What would it be like to be with someone so in tune and with me? To ask what I wanted.
I’d find out one day when I got my life back.
Carson moved in to take Bella’s seat next to me and it took every ounce of strength I had in me not to check him out. 
Because he smelled so freaking good. 
I shot an annoyed expression in his direction, placing my rocks glass filled with water down on the bar a little harder than intended. I wished the two beers and one shot of tequila had some effect on me. Unfortunately, I didn’t feel an ounce of it, since my alcohol tolerance had grown remarkably since hanging out with Evan and his older, sophisticated friends.
But God how I wished I had been even a little buzzed.
If I had chosen to have red wine tonight, that would have been an entirely different story.
“Not enough Carson-girls around for you? Or did you blow your shot with the only single blond in the house tonight and are feeling remorseful?”
“I didn’t blow anything. So, tell me more about Manhattan. You have a job or something?”
I looked around me. Was there really no one else he could talk to?
And then it was like a Godsend. A group of girls walked in—their predator eyes scanning the room, finding Carson almost instantly. Spotting them, he let out a low groan and grabbed my hand from the bar. 
“Do me a favor and pretend to be engrossed in a conversation with me.”
I leaned in. “Why the hell would I do that?”
“Perfect. A smile wouldn’t hurt either.”
“You think the world owes you something?” I asked, thinking back to how I had to be at Evan’s beck and call.
“I think you owe me something,” he mumbled, his eyes cautious of our surroundings. 
“You get hit in the head a few times playing pro?”
He pulled tighter. “Why were you the least likely to hang around me in high school yet somehow…”
He trailed off and I hated that I wanted to know where he was going with that. “Yet somehow what?”
He glanced at the girls—barely. As if to see if the threat was getting closer. “What was in Manhattan?” His green eyes back on mine and even though I knew it was just a distraction to get me to engage with him, there was a profoundness in his voice that told me to just answer the question. 
“Everything.” I gave in to it, whatever it was. “Or so I thought,” my voice dropped.
He nodded slowly. “That’s deep. Tell me more.”
I shook my head, glancing over at the peering flock of girls. Something tugged in my chest. Once again, I was being used. 
And by Carson Hill, no less.
Well I’ve grown a lot in the past week. 
I leaned in closer and dropped my tone as sensual as I could get it. “Are you seeing anyone?”
He blinked, loosening his grip on my hand and shifting away a bit. “N-No.”
“Great.” I grinned and stood. “No, I’m not interested in a threesome,” I shouted, splashing my glass of water at his chest before flipping my hair and marching away. I grinned as the girls made their way to the bar, surrounding him. 
End Excerpt
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