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Chapter One

Adrienne shifted first.

She lifted the blanket away from their faces and draped it around Bri’s shoulders instead, wrapping it close across her like it belonged there. Bri didn’t pull away. She let herself be held like that, warm and a little unsteady.

Adrienne started to stand, and Bri lifted off her, rising too. For a moment, they just looked at each other—close enough to feel breath, close enough to feel the weight of everything unspoken.

Adrienne smoothed Bri’s hair, her expression thoughtful. Then she brought her hand to Bri’s cheek.

They kissed. Soft. Unhurried.

Adrienne wrapped her arms around Bri, held her for a moment, then pulled back just enough to look at her.

“You’re not comfortable with me yet,” she said quietly. “That’s okay.”

Bri’s chest tightened, a flash of panic rising like she needed to catch the moment before it slipped away.

“No, I—”

Adrienne shook her head, just slightly.

“It is. It’s okay. Soon you will be. There’s no rush.”

She hesitated, eyes tracing over Bri’s mouth, then added—gentler still,

“Do you want to sleep in my room tonight? I mean sleep. We’ll take this slow. At your pace.”

Something loosened in Bri’s chest. She nodded.

They kissed again, soft and brief, and then Adrienne leaned down to gather Bri’s shirt and bra of the floor. She slipped an arm around Bri’s shoulders and walked her to her room.

“I know you’re worried about your friends—and that guy,” Adrienne said. “I can walk you to class sometimes if that helps. We could look at our schedules later. Figure it out.”

Bri looked up at her, smiling. “I’d like that.”

Adrienne nodded, tossing the clothes on Bri’s bed.

“Good. I’m heading out for a bit—some other law students are meeting up to practice debate. I’ll be back around eight, okay?”

“Okay,” Bri said.

“What are you up to?”

“Studying. I have a proctored exam coming up.”

Adrienne grimaced as she stepped back toward the living room.

“Oh, fuck those. I hate those things.”

She disappeared to the other room.

Bri waited a moment, then let the blanket slip from her shoulders. She crossed to the dresser and pulled on a sports bra and a soft, comfortable shirt.

As she was tugging it down, Adrienne appeared again in the doorway, now wearing a dark denim jacket.

“Is it in person,” she asked, “or can you do it from the room?”

“From here,” Bri said. “Just with the webcam.”

Adrienne nodded, looking down at her.

“That’s good, at least.”

Bri stepped closer, her hands finding Adrienne’s waist beneath the denim jacket. She tilted her head in, voice low.

“You look really hot.”

Adrienne’s mouth curved slightly. “Thank you,” she murmured. “So do you.”

They lingered there, kissing slow and soft, Adrienne pulling Bri in until there was no space left to close. Eventually, Bri let her forehead rest against Adrienne’s chest. She could feel her heartbeat—steady, strong, real beneath her cheek.

Something settled in Bri then. She didn’t have words for it, only the quiet certainty of being held without expectation. Of not needing to fill the space with conversation or apology. Being in Adrienne’s arms felt—unexpectedly—like home. They’d only just met, but the feeling was certain.

The ease of it was new. And somehow, that made it feel right.

Adrienne’s hand shifted, sliding from the small of Bri’s back up to rest at her neck, her thumb brushing there once—gentle, deliberate.

“I’ll be back in a little bit,” she said softly. “See you then.”

Bri looked up at her and nodded. “Okay.”

They kissed once more, brief yet lingering, and then Adrienne stepped out into the hall. She glanced back at Bri before closing the door behind her.

Bri picked up her phone and opened her messages. Studying alone suddenly felt heavier than it should have.

You busy?

The reply came within minutes. Yeah—sorry! I’ll call you later?

Bri stared at the screen for a second, then set the phone down. She didn’t open Maddie’s thread at all. The thought of it left a faint, unpleasant tightness in her chest she didn’t feel like untangling right now.

Instead, she went to her desk and set up her notes and laptop, arranging everything just so. She worked methodically, copying key points into clean outlines, testing herself as she went. The material stuck in a way it hadn’t before.

An hour passed. Then another.

When her email chimed, she almost ignored it—just another campus blast. Clubs. Meetings. Sign-ups. She skimmed it absently, paused on one, then closed the tab without clicking anything.

Later, music low in her earbuds, Bri didn’t hear the door open.

Arms slipped around her from behind. She startled, then looked back to see Adrienne’s face just above hers.

“Sorry,” Adrienne said quietly. “Didn’t mean to jump you. Have you eaten?”

Bri smiled, leaning back into her. “No.”

Adrienne kissed her cheek. “Come on, then. Let’s fix that.”

She lingered close as Bri shut her laptop.

“We can order in,” she said. Then she paused, eyes rising to Bri’s face. “Or we can go out on a date.”

Bri hesitated, then smiled, her cheeks warming. “Out sounds… nice.”

Adrienne nodded, decision made, and turned toward her room.

“Okay. Where do you want to go?”

She crossed the living space and pushed her door open, flicking on the light as she went.

“I don’t know,” Bri admitted, she stood near the kitchen. “Somewhere easy?”

“Mm.” Adrienne considered it, her voice carrying easily from the bedroom as she moved out of sight. A drawer slid open. Fabric shifted.

Then she reappeared in the doorway. “I’m gonna get dressed. We’ll figure it out.” She paused, like it had just occurred to her. “And I’m buying.”

Bri laughed, a soft, surprised sound. “Okay. But you don’t have to—”

Adrienne shook her head once, already tugging her shirt off. “I want to.”

Bri turned back toward her own room, heart fluttering now that Adrienne couldn’t see her. She shook out her hands—only slightly freaking out—and crossed to her dresser. Black pants. A soft black tee. She shrugged into her oversized gray jacket, the familiar weight settling her. Boots. Brushed out her wavy brown hair and flopped it to one side in the mirror. Simple. Grounded.

She hesitated, then called across the apartment, “Hey—Is it cold out?”

“Not bad,” Adrienne answered. “Bring a layer.”

By the time Bri stepped back into the living area, Adrienne was waiting near the door. She’d changed into an acid washed tee tucked into dark, wine-colored pants, denim jacket thrown on like it belonged there. Her long blonde hair hung over her shoulder. Casual, but intentional. The kind of outfit that made Bri suddenly aware of her own pulse.

“You ready?” Adrienne asked.

Bri nodded. “Yeah.”

“You look good.” Adrienne’s voice dipped just slightly, the words slower than they needed to be.  Her eyes swept over Bri, as if claiming the sight of her before the world could.

Bri caught her breath, warmth rushing to her face. They smiled at each other for a moment before Bri let out a soft, nervous laugh.

They stepped out into the hallway together. The overhead lights hummed softly, the corridor carrying the low echo of voices and doors opening and closing. Bri felt it almost immediately—the shift. A few looks. A pause in conversation. Adrienne was known here.

Adrienne’s hand came to rest at the small of Bri’s back, light but unmistakable.

Her pulse jumped again.

They walked side by side, shoulders close, Adrienne’s hand staying where it was. Bri became aware of every step, every breath, the warmth of Adrienne’s palm through the thin fabric of her jacket. She wondered who was watching. What they were thinking. The thought should have made her anxious.

Instead, it steadied her.

Outside, the air was cool but forgiving, the sky had already turned dark. Adrienne crossed the street without hesitation, heading toward the parking garage opposite the building. She glanced back when she noticed Bri hanging back.

“Oh,” Bri said, surprised. “You have a car?”

Adrienne smiled, amused. “Yeah. I do.”

They headed into the building, side-by-side and she led the way to the stairs.

“I guess that makes sense. I wondered where you went over the weekend.”

Adrienne stopped beside a dark green SUV and unlocked it. “I just go back home,” she said easily. “Nothing too exciting.”

Bri took in the older Explorer—solid, a little worn, dependable. It fit in a way she hadn’t expected, like a woodsy, off-road version of a police cruiser.

Adrienne opened the passenger door for her. “Hop in.”

As they pulled out of the garage, Adrienne glanced over thumbs drumming on the wheel.

“Do you like Mexican food?” she asked. “Or there’s an Ethiopian place I like.”

Bri smiled, warmth spreading through her chest.

“Either one. Surprise me.”

Adrienne grinned as she turned onto the street. “Mexican it is,” she said. “It’s closer—and I’m starving.”

Bri laughed softly, then went quiet again, watching the city slide past the windows. Her heart was still beating a little fast.

Walking down that hallway—being touched, being seen—it hadn’t felt like pressure.

It had felt like choice… the right one.

***

They were barely through the door when a waitress looked up from the small podium near the entrance.

“Just the two of you?” she asked, already grabbing menus.

Adrienne nodded easily. “Yeah.”

The waitress led them toward the back wall, to a narrow table built directly into the brick. Bri slid onto a seat first, smoothing her jacket without meaning to. When Adrienne sat across from her, their knees brushed—light, unmistakable. Bri’s breath caught before she could stop it.

Adrienne didn’t move away, she simply shrugged out of her jacket.

Menus were placed between them, the waitress lingering just long enough to ask, “Can I get you started with something to drink?”

“Uh seltzer water for me,” Adrienne said, glancing at Bri.

“Yeah—same,” Bri added, a beat late, “I need a minute with the menu.”

“Take your time,” the waitress said with a small smile, already stepping away.

Bri looked down at the menu, then back up again, suddenly aware of how close they were. Adrienne was calm, settled—one elbow resting casually on the table against the brick wall, shoulder relaxed, like this was exactly where she’d expected the night to land.

The restaurant hummed around them now. More voices. A burst of laughter from the counter. The hiss of something hitting a hot pan.

Bri swallowed, fingers tightening just a little around the edge of the paper.

“I think I’ll just get a steak taco?” she said, hating the way it came out like a question.

Adrienne tilted her head, studying her—not critically, just attentive.

“And?” she prompted gently.

Bri let out a small, breathy laugh. “I think that’s it.”

Adrienne’s mouth curved, amused. “Yeah, we’re getting three tacos each. At least.”

Bri blinked. “I don’t know if I can eat all that.”

“That’s fine,” Adrienne said easily, already setting her menu down. “Then we take it home. A little midnight snacky.”

Bri’s cheeks warmed. “You’re very confident about this.”

Adrienne leaned back slightly, knee still brushing Bri’s under the table. “I’m confident you’ll want more than one,” she said, voice low but playful. “And if you don’t? I’ll eat them for you.”

The waitress appeared beside them, pen poised.

Bri glanced down at the menu again, heart thudding, then nodded. “Okay,” she said quietly. “Three.”

Adrienne smiled like she’d known that was coming and ordered for them.

While they waited, Adrienne hooked the little wooden pick from her glass between her teeth, the one that had been speared through a lime wedge. She leaned back in the chair, seltzer sweating onto the table, watching Bri with an easy, open curiosity.

Bri tried not to stare back.

Failed a little.

Adrienne caught it and smiled around the toothpick balanced between her teeth.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Bri said quickly, then laughed and made herself breathe. “I’m good. Just… hungry.”

“Mmhhmm,” Adrienne said, dropping the toothpick onto a napkin. “Waiting is the worst part.”

She tipped her glass back, then leaned her elbow against the wall again, tapping her knuckles against the brick like a casual knock.

“Okay,” she said. “Icebreaker. Worst job you’ve ever had.”

Bri blinked. “Oh. Um.” She thought for a second. “I worked at a smoothie place in high school. We had to upsell protein powder to people who very clearly did not want it.”

Adrienne laughed outright. “That’s evil.”

“It felt evil,” Bri said, smiling now. “I quit after a month.”

“Respectable,” Adrienne said. “Mine was lawn care. Middle of summer. No shade. Just me, a mower, and regret.”

Bri laughed, shoulders loosening. “Really?”

“Yeah,” Adrienne said easily. “Most of my jobs before college were outside. Landscaping, shoveling snow, carpentry… like painting?—that kind of bullshit.”

“That tracks,” Bri said before she could stop herself.

Adrienne’s smile turned amused. “Why?”

Bri shrugged, smiling now. “You look pretty strong.”

Adrienne grinned. “I’ll take that.”

They fell into an easy rhythm after that. Sports—Bri admitting she didn’t follow any, Adrienne confessing she only pretended to care during playoffs. Hobbies—Adrienne liked running when she needed to think, Bri sketched when she needed to stop thinking. Coming out stories—Bri’s awkward but gentle, Adrienne’s blunt and largely uneventful.

“You?” Bri asked, curious now. “Was it a whole thing?”

Adrienne shrugged. “Not really. I told my parents. They said okay. Then asked if I would start going to school again. They were tired of the constant phone calls.”

Bri laughed, shaking her head. “You skipped school a lot?”

“Oh, yeah. I really stopped going in middle school. Felt like a waste of time, still does but… what can you do?” Adrienne said dryly.

The waitress passed by, dropping napkins and silverware, promising food in just a minute.

Bri realized she’d stopped clutching the menu. She slid out of her jacket and draped it over the back of the chair, suddenly warmer, more at ease.

Adrienne noticed. Looked her over and didn’t comment.

The waitress returned a moment later, plates in hand, steam curling up between them.

“Here you go.”

Bri inhaled, the smell making her stomach flip in a way that felt like relief instead of nerves.

They ate for a bit in quiet, the low hum of the place building around them as more people filtered in. Bri took another bite without overthinking it. Then another.

She watched the way Adrienne ate—unselfconscious, relaxed, using her hands without hesitation, like it had never occurred to her that anyone might be watching. She licked sauce from her fingers, then stuck her tongue out when she caught Bri staring.

Bri realized she’d covered her mouth again. She lowered her hand quickly, heat creeping up her neck.

Adrienne noticed—but, again, didn’t comment.

“So,” Adrienne said eventually, wiping her hands on a napkin. “Tell me about the volunteering.”

Bri brightened, surprised.

“How do you know about that?”

Adrienne shrugged lightly. “We’ve lived together for a bit. I hear things.”

“Oh.” Bri smiled. “I’ve been at the hospital since high school. Mostly intake stuff. Sometimes just sitting with people and listening to them. I like that part.” She hesitated. “I’m not doing it as much right now, though.”

Adrienne nodded.

“You seem like you’d be good at that,” she said. “Listening.”

Bri felt that land somewhere warm.

“I guess… my mom says that too. She said I should work at hospice when I graduate.”

Adrienne huffed a quiet laugh. “Your mom sounds perceptive. That’s a little grim, though.”

“She is,” Bri said. “Perceptive? Annoyingly so. I don’t know—it seems peaceful. That someone could be comfortable like that, at the end.”

They shared a small, thoughtful smile. Adrienne’s expression softened, then turned inward for a moment as she looked down at her glass.

Adrienne tipped it back, then set it down, crunching lightly on the ice.

Bri searched for something to ask her, suddenly aware of the quiet stretching between them.

“What about you—where are you from? Haven said you two went to school together.”

Adrienne made a face, amused. “Me?” She gestured vaguely, like the answer lived somewhere far away. “I’m from the middle of bum-fuck nowhere. We don’t even have a high school. I had to attend high school in the city.”

Bri laughed, surprised. “Wow. What’s it like there?”

“Cornfields. One blinking stoplight. A corner store. The occasional moose,” Adrienne said, sketching an invisible map in the air. “If you missed the turn, you’re just… gone.” She shook her head. “My family’s a bunch of NASCAR-humpin’ rednecks.”

Bri smiled, listening.

“And yeah, lots of woods,” Adrienne added, dry. “Crack heads live out in the trees. You gotta be careful or they might shoot ya.”

Bri guffawed without meaning to, then caught herself scanning the room—a reflex she didn’t quite manage to stop. No one seemed to be listening. Everyone was absorbed in their own conversations.

“You think I’m kidding? I’m not!” Adrienne said, laughing anyway.

“No—that explains a lot,” Bri said before she could catch herself.

Adrienne raised an eyebrow and tilted her head. “Oh yeah?” she asked. “What does it explain?”

“Um,” Bri said, smiling, her face warming all over again. She glanced down at the table, then back up.

Adrienne didn’t rush her. She just waited, clearly entertained.

“Well,” Bri said finally, “you don’t act like this place impresses you. The school. The city.”

Adrienne’s mouth curved, slow and a little devious.

“It doesn’t,” she said. “But you do.”

Bri’s breath hitched—just for a second. She bowed her head, pretending to focus on her food, but she didn’t pull her knee away when it brushed Adrienne’s again.

Adrienne noticed. Of course she did.

She nudged Bri’s leg once with her foot—quick, deliberate—and lifted her brows in a way that felt like a got you, all quiet mischief and knowing intent.

Bri went warm instantly. Sweat prickled along her spine, enough that she could feel it starting to slide down her back, and a sharp, irrational worry flared that it might soak through her shirt. Suddenly, she was very glad she’d worn black.

The noise in the restaurant swelled around them, but the space between them stayed intimate. Contained.

Bri realized she’d stopped counting bites. Stopped checking the time. Stopped bracing.

She was just… here.

And that felt new.

***

They stepped back out into the night together, the door swinging shut behind them as the sound of the restaurant stayed inside. The air had cooled, and Bri tucked her hands into her sleeves as they headed toward the car.

Adrienne glanced at her, then smiled.

“No leftovers,” she said, clearly pleased.

Bri laughed. “You told me to get three.”

“Mm. I did,” Adrienne reached out and took her hand, thumb brushing once over Bri’s knuckles. She smiled, teasing but kind. “And you listened.” She squeezed Bri’s hand once. “Next time we’ll order you five.”

Bri’s stomach fluttered—not with nerves this time, but something warmer.

Each deliberate sweep of Adrienne’s thumb across Bri’s knuckles unraveled her, tension dissolving low and deep, possessive and unavoidable—proof of how little it took for Adrienne to have her exactly where she wanted.

She bit her lip against every moan that threatened to escape.

She is just holding your hand… stop freaking out. Stop.

When they reached the car, Adrienne opened the passenger door, then paused.

She nodded back toward the restaurant. “That place would be a fun spot for a drink,” she said casually. “You know—when I’m not driving us.”

Bri smiled, heart doing that small, irregular jump again. “Yeah,” she said. “It would be.”

Adrienne shut the door gently and rounded the hood. She slid into the driver’s seat, starting the engine. The dash lights flickered on, soft and steady. Bri buckled in beside her, still smiling faintly to herself.

Adrienne didn’t pull out right away.

Instead, she turned in her seat, one hand resting lightly on the center console. Her gaze held Bri’s—calm, assessing, sure.

“Hey,” she said quietly.

Bri looked at her. “Yeah?”

Adrienne lifted her hand, fingers brushing Bri’s chin, guiding her just enough to close the distance. The kiss that followed was slow—so slow it made Bri ache. Adrienne set the pace, her mouth firm and sure, not rushing, not careful either. It was different from Haven’s kisses—less searching, more certain.

Bri felt herself soften into it immediately.

When Adrienne pulled back, she stayed close.

“Like that?” she asked, low.

Bri nodded, breath a little unsteady. “Yeah.”

Adrienne smiled, satisfied. “Good.”

She turned back to the wheel then, casual again, like she hadn’t just rearranged something inside Bri’s chest. The car eased out of the space and onto the street, the city passing quietly around them.

By the time they pulled into the parking garage across from the dorm, Bri felt full in a way that had nothing to do with food.

Adrienne cut the engine, the quiet settling in around them.

“Ready?” she asked.

Bri nodded. “Yeah.”

They climbed out together, the night cool and familiar now, and headed back toward the building—unrushed, steady, exactly in step.

Adrienne took Bri’s hand again, easy and familiar now, like it belonged there.

The walk back across the street was quiet, the night cool and gentle. Bri found herself smiling for no reason at all.

Inside, the hallway lights cast everything in a soft light. Adrienne leaned in as they walked, voice low.

“Next time,” she said, “we’ll order in. Watch a movie.”

Bri laughed quietly. “That would be fun.”

Adrienne squeezed her hand.

Bri’s heart skipped at that, a mix of nerves and anticipation.

They reached the door, Adrienne fishing her keys out of her jacket. She paused just long enough to glance at Bri, gray eyes sharp and intent.

“Good first date?” she said.

Bri nodded, a low pulse spreading through her that made her dizzy, her body responding faster than her thoughts.

“Definitely.”

Adrienne pursed her lips, clearly pleased with her answer.

Then they were inside, the door clicking shut behind them, the night folding neatly away as the apartment settled into quiet.

Bri glanced at her phone before heading toward her room.

“Oh my god. It’s almost ten already.”

“Yup,” Adrienne said, already walking toward the bathroom. “Do you have class early?”

“Yeah. Nine a.m.”

Adrienne made a sympathetic sound. “Oof. Okay. You better put on your jammies.”

She tugged her pants down without bothering to close the door, utterly casual about it. Bri startled, then immediately scurried into her room, pretending she hadn’t noticed—or that she didn’t care. She definitely noticed.

Heart thumping just a little, she peeled off her clothes and pulled on something soft. Comfortable. Safe.

From the bathroom came the flush of the toilet, then running water. Bri sat on the edge of her bed, suddenly unsure of herself.

Do I just… go in there? Or wait?

She didn’t have long to wonder.

Adrienne appeared in the doorway a moment later, her makeup washed away, hair slightly damp. She looked softer. Dewy. More real.

“You still want to sleep in my room?” she asked.

“Yes,” Bri said immediately.

“Come on,” Adrienne said, stepping aside. “Do whatever you need to get ready for bed. I have to change anyway.”

Bri nodded and went to brush her teeth, flossing carefully, washing her face. She took a breath in the mirror, steadying herself, then headed back out.

Adrienne was turning down the bed when Bri reached the doorway. She was already changed, wearing an oversized T-shirt, thin and worn, with small holes across the chest like it had lived a long life.

“You can sleep on this side,” Adrienne said easily.

She crawled onto the bed and fell back against the pillows, one arm tucked behind her head.

Bri hovered for a second, then sat on the edge of the mattress. The room was quiet—warm, expectant, but not demanding.

Adrienne looked over at her, calm and patient. Waiting.

“You seem a little on edge,” Adrienne murmured. She spoke a quick command to her Alexa, and the light shifted to a soft teal.

“I guess I am,” Bri admitted. “You’re just… very intimidating.”

Adrienne blinked, her mouth curving into a wide grin. “Intimidating how?”

“You always look like you’re watching,” Bri said. “Like you notice everything.”

“I do,” Adrienne said simply. Then, more gently, “Is that not what you want?”

Adrienne sat up, giving Bri her full attention.

“I don’t know that the problem is me noticing,” she said. “I think it’s you assuming I’m judging you.”

Bri hesitated.

“Because I’m not,” Adrienne added. “Not even a little.”

Bri moved closer, really looking at her now—at the relaxed set of her shoulders, the openness in her face.

“You can be yourself around me,” Adrienne said softly. “Even the weird parts. I won’t find them weird.”

Bri laughed, unsure but wanting to believe her.

“That’s what I want,” Adrienne said gently. “I promise.”

Bri swallowed. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” Adrienne said, laying back against the pillows.

“What happened with your last roommate?” Bri asked. “I heard you yelled at her and she moved out.”

Adrienne snorted. “She didn’t clean. It was utterly disgusting.”

Bri blinked. “That’s it?”

“Hey, if I think it’s bad, it’s bad. My dad hasn’t cleaned our house in eight years,” Adrienne said. “And no—that wasn’t it. She also brought this guy over constantly, and they’d fuck with the door open. Then she’d lie about it.” She grimaced. “I don’t want to hear other people having sex. Definitely not straight people. Hard pass.”

Bri burst out laughing. “No way.”

“Yes. Way.” Adrienne shook her head. “I got sick of it.”

“My friend Maddie is kind of dealing with the same thing,” Bri said. “Clarissa’s messy. Always bringing guys over.”

“Oh?” Adrienne said, genuinely interested.

“Yeah. I don’t think they’re going to stay friends much longer.”

Adrienne shrugged. “People change in college. I’ve been here long enough to see it. Or they just see things they hadn’t before.”

Bri nodded, then hesitated again. “Can I ask you something else?”

“You don’t have to ask permission to ask questions, Bri,” Adrienne said.

“Right—sorry.”

Adrienne smiled. “It’s fine. It’s cute. What is it?”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-six.”

She’s older, Bri thought—and she had to work not to smile.

Bri blinked. “Huh.”

Adrienne raised an eyebrow. “Huh?”

It confirmed what Bri had already suspected, though the realization still landed heavier than she expected.

“You just look… twenty-four,” Bri said, considering her, color rising in her cheeks. She rubbed her chin, then glanced back at Adrienne. “Maybe twenty-five? I never would’ve guessed twenty-six.”

“Oh, yeah?” Adrienne said dryly.

Bri smiled, and they both laughed—easy, stupid, sweet.

“My friend Maddie thinks I like Hunter,” Bri said suddenly. “She’s being so weird about it. Why can’t they just accept it? I don’t want a man. Certainly not Hunter. And if I wanted him wouldn’t I have done it by now?”

Adrienne crossed her arms. “Interesting. Hm.” Her mouth curved, as she shot up. “I could fix that. I’ll go talk to them. I could do it right now.”

“No—no,” Bri said quickly, panic rising. “It’s okay.”

Adrienne smiled, but her tone stayed steady as she lay back on her side. “You should tell them off, though. You’ll feel better.”

“I can’t,” Bri said. “I hate people being mad at me. And we’re in the same class.”

“I know, Bri,” Adrienne said quietly. “I see that.”

Bri smiled, warmth spreading through her chest. She loved the way Adrienne said her name—lower than her other words, breathy and soft.

Adrienne’s gaze lingered—at Bri’s mouth, the line of her jaw, the way her hands twisted together in her lap. Then she looked up fully, meeting Bri’s eyes.

“We should get some sleep,” Adrienne murmured.

Bri noticed the way Adrienne looked in the bluish light—how soft she seemed like this, looking up at her instead of down.

“Yeah,” Bri breathed, though her body didn’t move.

The moment tightened. Adrienne chewed on her bottom lip, eyes still on Bri.

“What are you thinking about?” Adrienne asked.

Bri looked away—to the door, the wall, anywhere but her. Her voice came out quieter than she meant it to.

“I don’t want to go to sleep.”

Adrienne shifted, sitting up to face her. “No?”

Bri shook her head.

“Why not?”

Bri turned her head and looked straight into Adrienne’s eyes, something steady settling in her chest, then leaned forward to kiss her.

The kiss deepened quickly, Adrienne brushing hair from Bri's shoulder, hand smoothing down her back. Bri's hand settled on Adrienne's cheek, a hum escaping into Adrienne's mouth before she could stop it.

Adrienne moved between Bri's thighs, pushing against her as Bri lay back against the headboard. Taking control, Adrienne deepened their kiss, her palms gliding over Bri's thighs, tracing her hips, then cradling her head. Another low sound vibrated from Bri into their joined mouths as Adrienne pulled her closer, their chests pressing together.

Bri's hands slid down, palming the swell of Adrienne's ass, kneading the muscle through the thin cotton of her underwear. This time, Adrienne moaned, a low, breathy sound escaping her. A sharp pull tightened low in Bri’s stomach. She ground her hips against the bed.

They pulled back just enough for their eyes to lock, the air thick and charged between them. With a sharp tug, Bri pulled her own panties off, then guided Adrienne's hand between her legs, pressing her palm against the slick, heated skin. Adrienne's fingers began a slow, deliberate exploration, parting her and circling over Bri's clit. Bri tensed and then relaxed into her hand. Adrienne watched it all, her other hand coming up to cup Bri's face, thumb stroking her cheek like she knew exactly what Bri needed, exactly how to undo her.

Bri's legs fell open wider, her head thumping softly against the headboard as a long, unrestrained moan finally broke free.

Adrienne leaned in, her lips brushing against Bri's ear.

“Moan in my ear,” she whispered, voice low and warm. “I want to hear you.”

Bri's hands found Adrienne's shoulders, pulling her closer until their bodies aligned. She tilted her head, her mouth hovering near Adrienne's ear as her breath came faster, harder. The sound that escaped her was soft at first, then grew louder as Adrienne's fingers traced patterns against her. Her tongue left a hot, slick trail from the base of Bri's throat to her jaw. The gesture held no gentleness—only a raw claim, marking Bri as hers to taste, map, possess. Bri bucked her hips seeking more and Adrienne delivered.

Bri's fingers curled into Adrienne's shirt, one drifting down to knead her breast through the fabric. Adrienne responded by pressing her palm flat against Bri, fingers forming slow circles that had Bri arching into her touch.

“Mmm.” Adrienne murmured against her neck.

Bri felt herself opening even wider, her body responding without thought. “I want...” she started, then pressed her lips to Adrienne’s ear, “I want your fingers inside me.”

Adrienne's hand stilled. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Bri answered, the word barely audible.

Adrienne shifted back just enough to watch Bri's face as she slowly pushed inside.

Her gaze was a physical weight, pinning Bri where she sat. The line of her jaw held such tension that Bri felt it in her own teeth. Each deliberate inward press threatened to splinter the charged air between them into something sharp and dangerous. The unwavering focus in Adrienne’s stare pulled a slick heat from Bri's core, a silent surge of want to be utterly consumed by this woman.

An inch of space separated them, close enough to feel each other's breath, as Bri’s mouth opened wider. Adrienne set the rhythm, deep and thorough, while her free hand kneaded the swell of Bri's breast, thumb circling the peak through her shirt. Her head dipped, seeking the vulnerable skin of Bri's throat. She didn't just kiss; she claimed, teeth and tongue working in tandem to leave a dark blossom of a bruise on the sensitive skin. Bri's moan was a low, breathy thing, a sound of pure surrender that vibrated against Adrienne's ear. She felt her body clench tight around Adrienne’s fingers.

“There,” Bri gasped, “Right there.”

Adrienne's moan vibrated against her throat as she brushed her fingers over the spot again and again.

Bri's hand drifted downward, almost unconsciously, before she caught herself. Adrienne noticed the stopped motion, her fingers stilling inside. She captured Bri's hand with her free one, guiding it back to where it had been headed.

“Touch your pussy,” Adrienne murmured, her lips against Bri's ear. “I want to feel you come.”

Bri obeyed, and a sweltering flush bloomed across her throat. Her lashes swept down as her fingertips brushed Adrienne's hand inside her, before gliding higher to rub her clit. As she looked up Adrienne closed the distance, her mouth branding Bri's with a kiss that threatened to draw blood. Bri moaned as the pressure crested higher, nearly breaking over her. Adrienne's tongue danced with Bri's before retreating, only to capture her bottom lip in a hungry pull that left it throbbing.

“You're so beautiful,” she murmured, her voice low as she leaned in. The words brought tears to Bri’s eyes and she tried to blink them away quickly. Adrienne pressed a kiss to Bri's cheek, then another to the line of her jaw. When her lips touched the sensitive skin of Bri's neck again, Bri shivered.

Then out of nowhere Adrienne whispered, “I knew you’d choose me.”

Bri's hips shifted, a soft sound escaping her throat. The movement brought a small smile to Adrienne's face as her hand came to grip Bri's hip, urging her on.

“You feel amazing,” Adrienne whispered, her fingers brushing over a spot that sent waves through Bri. Her gaze stayed fixed on Bri's face, watching every reaction.

Bri's breath hitched. Her hips moved again, this time with more intention, seeking more of Adrienne's touch. Adrienne's mouth parted slightly as she looked down between them, watching, her own breathing growing unsteady.

“God,” she breathed, “Mmm. Just... like that. Just like that, baby.”

Adrienne's gaze on her body, open and bare, sent something sharp and sudden through Bri, a jolt that made her breath catch. She pulled Adrienne closer, kissing her with a sudden urgency she couldn't have explained.

Her own hand moved with a rhythm that felt instinctual, matching the pressure of Adrienne's fingers inside her. The rocking of her hips became more sharp, less controlled, until she shuddered against Adrienne, crying out as the release washed through her. Adrienne held her tightly through all of it, kissing her neck and jaw.

As Bri tried to catch her breath, Adrienne pressed a kiss to her wet brow.

“Baby,” Adrienne murmured, her voice soft against Bri’s ear. “You did so good for me.”

The praise short-circuited something in Bri, warmth rushing through her before she could make sense of it. She felt herself clench hard around Adrienne’s fingers.

“I did?” she whispered, instinctively tucking herself into the safety of Adrienne’s neck.

“So, so good,” Adrienne murmured softly in her ear, kissing her slowly—tender touches across her cheek, her jaw, her neck.

Her fingers pushed deeper, and her other arm wrapped around Bri's lower back, holding her close. Bri whimpered as her body clenched again, the last of her orgasm rolling through, burying herself further into Adrienne.

Moments ticked by as Bri’s heartbeat returned to normal. Adrienne pulled her fingers back, wiping them on the sheet.

“Let's get some sleep,” she said gently.

Bri nodded. They settled into bed, facing each other in the dim light. When they kissed, Bri let her hand drift lower, fingers brushing against the waistband of Adrienne's underwear before resting between her legs.

“Some other time,” Adrienne said softly, taking her by the wrist and pulling her hand away. “Let’s sleep now.”

Bri nodded, even as a small, uncomfortable guilt crept in—like she’d taken something without knowing what to do with it afterward.

Adrienne felt it immediately.

“You don’t need to feel bad,” she said quietly. “Tonight happened exactly as I wanted it to.”

Bri exhaled, the knot in her chest loosening just a little.

“Okay,” she whispered.

“Now,” Adrienne added, calm and certain, “turn around.”

Bri did, settling onto her other side. Adrienne moved in behind her, close and sure, one arm sliding around Bri’s middle. Her hand rested low on Bri’s stomach, grounding, occasionally gripping her hip—firm, protective.

“Alexa, good night,” Adrienne said.

The light faded to black.

“Goodnight,” Bri said.

Adrienne kissed the back of her neck. “Sweet dreams, Bri.”

Bri pushed back toward her, glancing over her shoulder. They shared one last kiss before settling again.

Wrapped in warmth, Adrienne’s breath steady at her back, Bri finally let herself relax. The day fell away. Whatever came next, she could handle it.


Chapter Two

Bri arrived early and took a seat near the back of the lecture hall, setting her bag carefully beneath the desk. The room was mostly empty, the low hum of the projector filling the space while she flipped open her notebook and skimmed the day’s material.

She already knew it—but reviewing the notes helped her wake up.

The morning had started early. Adrienne’s alarm had gone off at six, sharp and insistent, pulling Bri out of sleep and straight into warmth. They’d tangled together for a few lazy minutes, kissing until Adrienne finally sighed against her mouth and admitted she had class at seven.

“Why didn’t you say that when I told you I had lecture?” Bri had asked, smiling.

“Because I don’t need much sleep,” Adrienne had said easily. “It’s a hybrid class anyway. I don’t have to go. But I will.” A pause. “Shower?”

The shower had been quick and playful—more laughter than anything else. Adrienne had lifted her easily, set her on the counter afterward just to steal a few lingering kisses before they got dressed. Nothing rushed. Nothing heavy. Just close.

They’d gone to the dining hall together, stopped at the café, Adrienne insisting on buying Bri’s coffee without making a thing of it. She’d walked her all the way to her building after, leaning in close, voice low as she murmured about later plans—dinner, maybe a movie, something easy.

Bri had been smiling when Haven passed by, clearly trying not to look.

Adrienne had noticed anyway.

“Are we exclusive?” she’d asked quietly, not accusing—just checking.

“Yes,” Bri had said without hesitation.

Adrienne smiled, eyes narrowing slightly—not sharp, just pleased. “Monogamous? You’re my girlfriend.”

Bri laughed softly. “Yes. I don’t want anyone else.”

Adrienne’s thumb brushed once along Bri’s jaw. “Good. That’s what I want to hear. See you tonight.”

Now, sitting alone in the lecture hall, Bri turned the page of her notebook and felt steady. Awake. Ready. Any lingering ache from the night before surfaced now and then—but she let it pass, easily brought back to focus.

By the time Maddie and Clarissa slid in—five minutes late and whispering—Bri had her notes neatly aligned, pen resting between her fingers. Hunter followed a moment later, breathless, scanning the room before spotting her and offering a quick grin.

The lecture began, the professor clicking through the first few slides.

When she asked the first question, the room stayed silent.

Bri hesitated, then raised her hand.

The answer came easily. Too easily.

The professor nodded, then asked another question. Again, no response. Bri didn’t raise her hand this time, but when the silence stretched, she answered anyway—voice steady, factual.

A few heads turned. Someone exhaled sharply.

“You all should know this,” the professor said, irritation creeping in. “It’s in the reading. Not optional reading. Required.”

“There are forty-five people in this room,” she continued, voice sharpening, “and only one knows the answer?”

A blush climbed Bri’s neck.

She’d done the reading—but the reprimand still landed, heavy and collective, like she was being scolded right along with everyone else.

The professor looked out over the room, unimpressed. “If you aren’t doing the reading, you will not pass the exam. Period.”

No one moved.

With a sharp click, the lecture slides disappeared. “Fine. Read. Study for the rest of class. We’ll see how that goes.”

Bri didn’t look up.

She turned the page and moved on to the next chapter.

The room settled into silence as she opened her notebook and started working.

***

At the end of the lecture, Bri gathered her things and zipped her bag. She stepped into the aisle and caught Clarissa’s eye as she passed.

Clarissa was wearing a red button-down sweater tucked into a plaid skirt, hair pulled half back. The moment she looked up, her jaw dropped.

“Oh my god,” Clarissa hissed, rushing over as they started down the steps together. “Girl—what is on your neck? Does that hurt?”

“What?” Bri asked, startled.

“That hickey,” Clarissa whispered sharply. “Jesus.”

Bri glanced toward Maddie and Hunter a few rows down, still talking. She reached up automatically, fingers brushing her neck as she tugged her hair over her shoulder.

“It’s not that bad,” she murmured.

She remembered Adrienne noticing it that morning—smiling. The way she’d kissed it gently in the shower, like it was something precious instead of something to hide. Adrienne hadn’t mentioned it until they were already heading out the door.

“Did you see the bruise on your neck?”

Bri hadn’t. She’d only checked her reflection quickly, making sure her hair wasn’t a mess.

“No. Is it bad?”

“Maybe a little,” Adrienne had said, amused. “But don’t cover it. Please.”

Clarissa snorted softly. “It’s the most intense hickey I’ve ever seen. And I’ve had some bad ones.”

Maddie and Hunter drifted over then.

“Bad what?” Maddie asked, glancing between them.

“Nothing,” Bri said quickly. “We were talking about fractures. Like—hairline fractures. How do you even know if you have one?”

Clarissa shot her a look but played along.

Maddie narrowed her eyes slightly—not mean, just curious. “You’re already studying again?”

“Just thinking about it,” Bri said lightly.

Hunter’s gaze lingered a second too long. It dropped to Bri’s neck, his mouth tightening.

“I—uh,” he said, shifting his bag higher on his shoulder. “I gotta meet Matt. We’re supposed to work on something.”

“Okay,” Maddie said, leaning up to kiss his cheek. “Text me later.”

He nodded, already backing away.

Clarissa waited until he was gone before pulling Maddie closer and gently tilting Bri’s head so she could see.

Maddie’s hand flew to her mouth. “Holy shit, Bri.”

“Stop,” Bri laughed softly. “It’s not that bad.”

“The question,” Clarissa said, grinning now, “is who gave it to you.”

Bri smiled, warmth flickering through her chest. “Who do you think?”

Maddie stared at her for a beat—then broke into a slow, delighted smile.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh.”

They walked out of the building together, a fall nip already settling into the air despite it only being September.

“So?” Clarissa said, practically vibrating. “Date night? One thing led to another? This is what I live for. How was it?”

Maddie smirked at Bri, waiting.

“I’m not telling you two anything,” Bri said, laughing.

Clarissa gasped. “Girlfriend status?”

“It’s official.”

“Finally,” Clarissa said, satisfied.

The conversation carried as they crossed campus and into the dining hall, each of them ordering iced coffee before settling at a table beneath a wide umbrella.

Bri glanced between them. “Okay, your turn. How are things going with you two?”

Clarissa shrugged, smiling. “Ben and I are still dating. I’m trying not to let it freak me out, but he’s… really great. I don’t even notice the time passing.”

They talked about that for a minute before the subject drifted—weekends, break plans, extra income, easy routines.

Then Maddie cut in. “Hunter and I went to his house yesterday. His parents are away this week.” She hesitated, then smiled. “It was fun.”

“That’s good, Maddie,” Bri said gently. “So it’s going well?”

“Yeah,” Maddie nodded. There was a flicker of uncertainty there—small, easy to miss. “I think so.”

They checked the time. An hour to kill before their next lecture.

“Exam’s on Thursday,” Clarissa groaned. “I hope I don’t completely bomb it.”

She shot Bri a hopeful look. “Want to come over and take mine for me?”

“Me too,” Maddie nodded.

Bri laughed. “We can’t do that. They’ll literally see my face on the webcam.”

“I’ll tell them it broke,” Maddie said simply.

Bri shook her head. “Nice try.”

Clarissa sighed dramatically. “Can’t say we didn’t try.”

Bri turned to Maddie. “How’s the RA thing going?”

“Eh,” Maddie said. “They’re not hiring until spring, but they’re taking applications now.”

Talk continued from there—classes, schedules, small plans, campus gossip—comfortable and familiar as they sat together beneath the umbrella, coffee sweating onto the table.

***

By the time Bri got back to the apartment, it was empty.

She set her bag down by the door and stood there for a moment, listening to the quiet. Then she pulled out her phone and dialed her mom.

“Hi, honey,” her mom said, voice warm but tired.

“Hi, Mom. I know you’re probably busy, but—can you help me with something?”

“Of course,” her mom said easily. “I just got off work.”

Relief loosened something in Bri’s chest. “I was wondering if you could… maybe come pick me up? I want to buy something.”

“Sure,” her mom said. “What are we buying?”

“Flowers,” Bri admitted. “Roses.”

There was a brief pause, then a smile she could hear. “I’ll be there in twenty.”

After hanging up, Bri caught sight of herself in the mirror by the door.

Her stomach dropped.

The bruise on her neck was darker than she remembered—unmistakable now that she was looking for it. She stared for a long second, heat rushing to her face, then quickly pulled her hair over one shoulder and adjusted the collar of her shirt until it was hidden.

Okay, she told herself. That’s fine. Totally fine.

She dabbed some concealer over it for good measure.

Her mom’s car pulled up right on time.

They drove in comfortable silence at first, the radio low. Bri noticed the faint shadows under her mom’s eyes, the way her shoulders stayed a little tense even at rest.

“You’re seeing someone new,” her mom said gently, glancing over.

Bri nodded. “Yeah. We’re… taking it slow.”

“That’s good,” her mom said. “What’s her name?”

Bri hesitated. “Adrienne.”

Her mom’s brows lifted slightly. “Your roommate? The law student?”

“Yes,” Bri said quickly. “Is that… completely insane?”

Her mom shook her head. “No, honey. Not at all.”

They pulled into a small flower shop tucked between a bakery and a dry cleaner. Inside, the air smelled green and sweet.

Bri lingered by the roses, chewing her lip. “I’m worried she’ll think it’s corny. She doesn’t really seem… sentimental.”

Her mom smiled knowingly. “A woman won’t always say it,” she said, “but she wants flowers. Buy the roses.” She glanced at the counter. “And let’s get a vase.”

At Starbucks afterward, Bri insisted on buying her mom a drink. They sat near the window, talking about her mom’s new job, the longer hours. Bri told her about school, about Maddie and Clarissa.

“You remember Hunter?” Bri said. “Maddie’s dating him now. Everything feels kind of… off.”

Her mom nodded slowly. “That does complicate things. Honey, maybe it wouldn’t hurt to branch out a little. Join a club. Meet new people.”

“I’m worried I won’t have time,” Bri admitted. “My classes are intense.”

Her mom reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “With time management, you can do anything. Especially you.”

Bri smiled. “Thanks, Mom.”

Back on campus, Bri leaned in and kissed her mom’s cheek.

“I’m proud of you,” her mom said softly. “You’re making big moves.”

“Thanks,” Bri said, meaning it.

She waved as her mom pulled away, then headed straight inside and up the elevator.

Adrienne was sitting on the couch when Bri walked back into the apartment, scrolling through her phone. She looked up and smiled.

“Wait—don’t look,” Bri blurted. “Hold on.”

“Alright,” Adrienne murmured, laughing quietly to herself.

She looked anyway as Bri disappeared into her room.

Bri set her bag down, took a breath, then lifted the bouquet carefully and walked back out.

“I got these for you,” she said, holding them out.

Adrienne stood slowly—carefully—her expression shifting as she took the roses. She lifted them to her face and breathed in.

For a moment, she didn’t say anything at all.

“Do you like them?” Bri asked, suddenly nervous.

“Yes,” Adrienne said quietly. “I love them.” She hesitated, then added, softer, “No one’s ever bought me flowers. Well—except my mom.”

She stepped closer and kissed Bri once, then again—gentle, lingering.

Bri smiled, breathless. “I wasn’t sure if you’d like that sort of thing. I just… I love roses.”

Adrienne’s mouth curved softly. “I’m really glad you do.”

Bri went to grab the vase and brought the groceries out, setting them on the counter. As she trimmed the stems, she talked absently about how her mom used to grow wildflowers, how there were always flowers around when she was growing up.

Adrienne watched her—still, attentive. Bri couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw her eyes glisten.

“How was class today?” Adrienne asked, setting the roses on the counter.

She turned away slightly, smoothing her hair back.

“Good,” Bri said. Then, after a beat, “My friends pointed out my hickey. You didn’t tell me it was that bad.”

Adrienne glanced back, amused. “Because I knew you’d cover it up.”

Bri laughed softly, but something tight flickered beneath it—an old, familiar worry. She didn’t say it aloud. Didn’t say how being seen like that still scared her. How she’d learned to make herself smaller.

Instead, she adjusted the roses in the vase and smiled.

The apartment felt warmer than before.

When Adrienne turned back, the tears seemed to be gone—as if they’d never been there.

“Did you have a good day?” Bri asked.

Adrienne nodded, brow furrowing slightly. “It was just long. Graduate school is a real bitch.”

“Yeah, I bet it is,” Bri said. “I went back and forth for a long time—going for my associate’s or coming here for my bachelor’s. I almost stayed at community college, but the nursing program waitlist was brutal.”

“I’m glad there was a waitlist,” Adrienne murmured.

They looked at each other across the island—still, charged, full of something unspoken. Bri felt something low tighten and release and let out a sharp exhale. Air from the vents lifted a few stray hairs around Adrienne’s face.

“Me too,” Bri said finally.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Bri glanced down at the counter, then toward the clock on the microwave. Six already. She thought—briefly, selfishly—how much she wished she didn’t have to study. How easy it would be to just stay right here in this suspended, quiet space.

Adrienne seemed to read it anyway.

“You have an exam tomorrow?” she asked.

Bri nodded. “Yes. I should probably prepare for that.”

Adrienne tilted her head. “Want to study together? I’ve got a presentation I need to work on.”

Bri blinked, surprised—and then smiled. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

Adrienne reached for her laptop. “Coffee table?”

They cleared space easily, moving around each other without bumping, like they’d done it before. Adrienne set her computer down, then reached for her phone.

“Pomodoro,” she said, already setting the timer. “Twenty-five minutes. No distractions.”

“Yes, boss,” Bri teased lightly.

Adrienne shot her a look. “Sit. Want to listen to music?”

Bri laughed as she did. “Um—sure.”

“Good,” Adrienne said. “We’ll do Tchaikovsky.”

“Who?” Bri asked.

“You’ll see.”

Adrienne flipped on the TV and queued up classical music, the room filling with something sweeping and unfamiliar.

They worked easily for the first stretch, the only sounds coming from the music, the scratch of Bri’s pen, and the low hum of Adrienne typing. Bri felt herself settle faster than usual, her thoughts lining up neatly instead of scattering.

When the timer chimed, she startled slightly.

Adrienne glanced over. “Look at that,” she said. “You were in it.”

Bri glanced down at her notes. “I was.”

Adrienne leaned over, scanning the page. “Mnemonic,” she said, tapping the margin. “You’re memorizing this the hard way.”

She scribbled a quick phrase in the corner. “Make it dumb. Your brain will hold onto it.”

“Oh, oh, oh, to touch and feel very good velvet, such heaven,” Bri said aloud, admiring the neat cursive. She repeated it once under her breath—and then laughed.

“You have such nice handwriting,” she added. “What’s that mnemonic for?”

“Cranial nerves,” Adrienne said, already listing all twelve in precise script on a blank sheet of paper.

Bri blinked. “You took anatomy and physiology?”

“Yes,” Adrienne said easily. “As an elective during my bachelor’s. Criminal justice.”

Bri paused, genuinely taken aback. “That’s… impressive.”

Adrienne shrugged and reset the timer. “It was useful.”

Bri felt the flicker of it—arousal she hadn’t been prepared for, warm and distracting, tightening through her as her focus slid toward Adrienne’s mind, the ease with which she commanded the material. It made her want to lean closer, to close the space between them.

Adrienne seemed to register it.

Her hand slid briefly to Bri’s thigh, a light squeeze—acknowledgment, not invitation—paired with a small, knowing smile. Then she withdrew, fingers already back on the keyboard, posture settling with practiced discipline as she resumed typing.

The message was clear.

Bri exhaled softly and swallowed the rest of the feeling down, turning back to her notes and forcing her focus back into place.

Halfway through the next round, her phone buzzed on the counter. She got up and walked over to it. It was the group chat.

Clarissa: Are you studying rn??

Maddie: Hey, we’re studying at the library if you want to come Bri.

Bri hesitated, then typed back:

Can’t. Sorry, busy right now.

A pause.

Clarissa: Okay we’ll be here if you change your mind!!!

Bri set the phone face-down and refocused, her jaw tightening just a little.

Adrienne noticed.

“You okay?” she asked quietly, eyes still on her screen.

“Yeah,” Bri said. “My friends are studying. They asked me to join.”

Adrienne nodded once. “You could, if you want to.”

Bri smiled faintly. “No. This is better. They’d just gossip, honestly.”

Adrienne hummed in agreement, and they finished another round before getting up to stretch. Bri drifted closer during the break, stealing a kiss—then another—slow and unhurried.

Adrienne broke away first, her forehead resting briefly against Bri’s.

“Later,” she said gently. “Okay?”

“Okay,” Bri agreed, her fingers curling around Adrienne’s hand for a second before letting go.

At six, Adrienne stood and preheated the oven.

“Frozen pizza,” she announced. “Low effort. We earned it.”

“Agreed.”

Adrienne went to the cupboard, pulling down a bottle and a couple of small glasses.

“Want to take a shot with me?”

“Sure,” Bri said, getting up to join her in the kitchen.

Adrienne poured two small shots and handed one over.

“To me not forgetting my lyrics tomorrow during the presentation,” she said dryly.

Bri lifted her glass. “And to me not failing.”

They clinked and drank, the burn making Bri cough softly as she laughed.

“Oh, you’ll pass,” Adrienne said, setting her glass down. “The others? I’m not so sure.”

Bri’s smile faltered. She wiped her mouth and set her glass on the granite, the soft click sounding louder than she expected.

Adrienne followed her gaze.

“Watch how this place clears out during midterms,” Adrienne said. “It happens every semester. It’s like a ghost town.”

She stepped closer and pulled Bri in, one arm firm around her back.

“Don’t be sad,” she murmured. “Some people just don’t do well in this environment. It is what it is.”

Bri looked up into Adrienne’s eyes, the tightness in her chest easing.

They kissed—slow, brief. Adrienne pulled back first, her gaze lingering, heavy-lidded, tracing the line of Bri’s mouth and the curve of her cheek.

“Tell me a secret,” Adrienne said quietly.

“A secret?” Bri asked, breath a little uneven.

Adrienne nodded. “Something you don’t tell anyone.”

Bri hesitated, but Adrienne didn’t rush her.

“Alright, I’ll go first,” Adrienne said quietly.

She leaned back against the counter, eyes unfocused for a moment. “Sometimes I’m not sure I’ll actually use my law degree,” she admitted. “I do everything right. I work toward the thing I’m supposed to want.” A small huff of a laugh. “And then I picture myself doing something else entirely.”

“Like what?” Bri asked.

“Disappearing,” Adrienne said. “Living somewhere quiet. Off the grid. No expectations.” She shrugged. “I don’t talk about that.”

Bri absorbed it, the admission settling heavier than she expected. Adrienne met her gaze again—steady, searching.

“Your turn,” she said gently.

Bri swallowed, feeling Adrienne’s warm breath on her face, considering and trying not to reveal too much.

“I don’t… always trust my mind,” she said. The words felt thin once they were out, but true. “I try to keep everything structured. Studying. Schedules. Lists.”

She glanced down at Adrienne’s neck, noticing a faint blue vein there—something she hadn’t seen before.

“Because if I don’t, I worry I’ll lose track of myself,” Bri said, looking up. “Forget where I am. Little things.” She hesitated. “Does that make sense?”

Adrienne didn’t interrupt. She waited a moment, as if expecting Bri to say more—but she didn’t.

When Adrienne spoke, it was quiet. “That does make sense.”

Bri looked up again, surprised—not by sympathy, but by the absence of alarm.

Adrienne drew her closer, her hand coming up to rest against Bri’s cheek, thumb brushing slowly along it.

“You’re doing a good job,” she said. “And I can help you keep structure—if you ever need it.”

Bri exhaled, something in her loosening.

A knock sounded at the door.

They both stilled.

Adrienne’s hand dropped first. “Hold on,” she murmured, already stepping away.

Bri shifted slightly, trying to catch a glimpse of whoever was on the other side of the door as Adrienne opened it.

A guy stood there, a tablet tucked under one arm.

“Hey, Adrienne. How’s it going?” he asked.

“Tom,” Adrienne said dryly. “Don’t we see each other enough in class?”

He snorted. “Yeah, yeah. We’re doing practice runs for oral arguments. A bunch of us are heading up to seven. You coming?”

Adrienne glanced back toward Bri. “Is that okay?”

Bri nodded automatically. “Yeah. Of course.”

“I’ll be right up,” Adrienne said, and shut the door, crossing the room to grab her bag and laptop.

As she grabbed her jacket, Bri asked, “What’s on the seventh floor?”

“Law student housing,” Adrienne said easily. “Upperclassmen. No RA up there—no babysitter—so they get the top floors.”

“Oh,” Bri said. “Why didn’t you live up there?”

Adrienne paused, just long enough to consider it. Then she shrugged.

“I can’t do high floors,” she said lightly. “Bad, bad intrusive thoughts. I don’t tempt myself.”

The words landed harder than they were meant to.

Bri felt it—the tight pull in her chest, the way something old and sharp flickered through her before she pushed it down. Her face stayed smooth.

Adrienne was slipping on her shoes, but she looked up, studying her more closely now.

“Did I say something wrong?” she asked.

“No,” Bri said quickly. “No. I’ll just miss you. That’s all.”

It wasn’t a lie. Just not the whole truth.

Adrienne watched her for another second, then nodded. “I’ll be back later.”

Bri smiled. “Okay. Good luck.”

Adrienne leaned in and kissed her once—brief, grounding—before heading out. The door closed softly behind her.

Bri stood there for a moment longer than she needed to. The apartment felt too quiet, too contained. She gathered her things without overthinking it and headed back out, telling herself she’d just check the dining hall—see what it was like this late.

The dining hall was quieter than it had been earlier, but still alive with low conversation and the steady hum of students hunched over laptops. Bri sat near the wall with her hood up and headphones on, notebook open in front of her, highlighter uncapped but unmoving.

She stared at the page more than she read it.

Someone stopped in front of the table.

Bri looked up, pulling off her headphones. Hunter stood there with a paper coffee cup in hand, dark hair cut short in loose waves. His brows were heavy, his gaze sharp in a way that always made him look more serious than he probably meant to.

“Oh,” she said, tone flat. “Hey.”

“You studying?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

He nodded, eyes flicking briefly to her notes, then back to her face. She didn’t smile. Didn’t ask him how he was. Just looked back down at the page.

Hunter shifted his weight.

“You doing alright, Bri?”

Bri exhaled through her nose. “Just tired.”

It was the same answer she used whenever depressed. Same tone. Flat. Contained. Hunter had known her long enough to see through it. He didn’t push, just pulled out the chair across from her and sat.

He watched her work in silence for a minute. Bri highlighted a line she’d already highlighted earlier.

After a while, she spoke without looking up. “I just… thought of Luke.” Her voice stayed steady. “I don’t really want to talk about it. I’m just trying to stay focused.”

Hunter’s jaw tightened, just slightly.

“That’s okay,” he said. “We don’t have to talk about anything.” After a beat, he added, quieter, “I miss him too.”

Bri nodded once.

“The girls are still studying,” he said, shifting gears. “I think they moved to the library if you want to go over there. I can walk you.”

“I really don’t,” Bri said.

“Okay,” Hunter said easily. “Totally up to you.”

He stood and pushed in his chair. “I’m over there with Sam. We’re just grinding through flashcards. If you want to join us, you can.”

Bri hesitated, fingers still resting on the page.

Then she closed her notebook and reached for her bag.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I’ll join you.”

Hunter gave her a small nod—no smile, no commentary—and waited while she packed up.

***

Morning light spilled across Bri’s bed in pale bands, catching at the edge of her pillow and the curve of the wall.

She blinked awake slowly, disoriented for a moment, then reached for her phone.
6:25 a.m. Five minutes before her alarm.

She lay there staring at the ceiling, listening to the quiet hum of the building waking up around her. Somewhere down the hall, a door opened and shut. Water ran briefly, then stopped.

Bri swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood.

Adrienne’s door was closed.

She paused in the living room, just long enough to register that fact, then turned toward the bathroom instead. She didn’t knock. Didn’t listen for movement. This was the part of herself she knew well—the instinct to pull back, to create space. Maybe this was all moving too fast anyway.

The bouquet of roses had been moved to the bathroom vanity. They were more open than the day before, petals loosening at the edges, even more beautiful because of it. The soft scent filled the room.

Bri breathed it in.

The shower sputtered to life, steam fogging the mirror almost immediately.

As she set her phone on the counter, the screen lit up.

A message sat there, timestamped just after midnight.

Adrienne: You up? Just got back.

Bri stared at it, time stretching.

She remembered slipping back into the apartment around eleven, the lights still off, Adrienne not being home yet. She stood there with her bag half-unzipped, phone in her hand, debating whether to text her at all. She hadn’t done that yet.

Finally, she opened a new chat.

Bri: Still up on the 7th floor?

No reply had come before she’d fallen asleep.

The water warmed, steady now. Bri stepped under it, closing her eyes as the spray hit her shoulders.

Her mind drifted back instead to the dining hall—to sitting across from Sam and Hunter, flashcards spread out between them. The easy rhythm of it. The way Hunter hadn’t hovered or asked too many questions. No pity. No careful looks.

She’d shown them the mnemonic strategies Adrienne taught her, watched Sam laugh as they came up with several new ones together. It felt—briefly—normal.

She felt capable.

When she’d left, she’d said goodbye easily. Walked back to her room alone without feeling like she was bracing for something.

That mattered more than she wanted to admit.

Bri shut off the water and dressed quickly, movements efficient, practiced. She checked her phone once more—no new messages—then slipped it into her bag.

As she passed Adrienne’s door again, she slowed.

For a moment, she considered knocking. Waking her. Saying something small and ordinary.

Instead, she adjusted the strap of her bag and kept walking.

Outside, the morning air was cool and sharp. Bri headed toward her lecture hall, already mentally reviewing what she needed to go over before the exam.

She felt ready.

Tired—but ready.


Chapter Three

The lecture hall was already half full when Bri arrived.

She chose a seat near the back and set her bag down, rolling her shoulders once to settle herself. Around her, students murmured under their breath, voices edged with nerves. Someone nearby flipped frantically through a printed packet. Another whispered, “I don’t even know what half of this means.”

Bri opened her notebook and flipped to the next section without hesitation. She’d already gone through the material once—enough to recognize it, enough not to panic.

The professor entered a minute later, set her things down at the podium, and surveyed the room with a look that was almost kind.

“Good morning,” she said. “I know today’s exam is weighing on everyone.”

A few strained laughs followed.

“The exam is open now,” she continued. “You have until midnight to complete it. Take your time. Read carefully. Remember no notes, no books. You are only allowed a blank sheet of paper and a pencil… or a pen, what have you. Now, that said we’re moving onto the next section.”

Someone a few seats over scoffed quietly. “We’re supposed to move on today?”

The professor paused, eyes flicking briefly toward the back of the room. “Yes. You’re going to do better than you think.” Then, evenly, “Since you should already have studied, we’ll be moving on for today’s lecture.”

A low ripple of disbelief moved through the room.

Bri didn’t look up. She just turned the page and followed along as the lecture began.

For the next two hours, the professor walked them through new material—terms Bri recognized easily, concepts she could slot into place without strain. She took notes where it mattered, underlined once, twice, and kept going.

When the lecture ended, the room emptied quickly. Students gathered their things in small, anxious groups, already rehashing what they’d missed, what they didn’t understand, what they were sure they’d fail.

Bri stood and stepped aside as Clarissa and Maddie passed her, their conversation spiraling into worst-case scenarios.

“I’m literally going to bomb it,” Clarissa said.

“I don’t even know where to start,” Maddie added.

They barely noticed Bri as they hurried past.

She didn’t follow.

Instead, she waited until the hall had mostly cleared, then approached the professor’s desk.

“Excuse me,” Bri said. “Is there somewhere on campus I can take the exam? Somewhere quiet?”

The professor looked up, surprised—but not displeased. “Yes, actually. There are testing rooms down the hall, past the advising offices.” She smiled faintly. “Planning to take it soon?”

“I think so,” Bri said. “Just get it over with.”

The professor nodded. “That’s not a bad idea.”

She walked Bri to the sign-up sheet, pointed out an open room, then left her with a simple, “You’ve got this.”

The testing room was small and windowless, but quiet. Bri sat alone at the desk, pulled out her notes, and gave herself fifteen minutes. She flipped through pages she knew well, not cramming—just reminding herself what she already understood.

When she was ready, she packed everything away and logged in.

The exam took her two hours.

By the end, her eyes ached and her shoulders felt tight. She submitted the final question with a steady click, heart thudding once—then stilled.

You definitely failed, a familiar voice whispered.

She exhaled and waited.

The score loaded.

90%.

Bri stared at the screen for a long second—didn’t smile, didn’t move. Then she closed the laptop carefully, like she might break something if she wasn’t gentle.

She stepped back into the hallway and stood there, letting the feeling settle. Not elation, exactly. Relief—layered with something quieter.

She’d done the work. As she walked toward the bathroom, she was already cataloging what she could’ve done differently—where she’d hesitated, which questions she’d overthought. Next time, she’d get the 100%.

In the mirror, she splashed cold water over her face. Her brown hair had gone slightly frizzy at the ends. She dragged her fingers through it and pulled it back into a low ponytail.

She studied her reflection for a second longer, ready to leave quickly if someone walked in.

Plain enough. Fine. Easy to overlook.

Sweatshirt. Worn-in joggers. Slide-on boots. The usual. On days she didn’t need scrubs, she defaulted to comfortable and invisible.

That was easier.

Outside, campus moved on around her in that noontime way—students crossing paths, coffee cups in hand, conversations already turning toward whatever came next. Bri walked without a clear destination at first, letting her steps slow.

She wasn’t ready to go back yet.

Not quite.

She checked her phone to turn the ringer back on.

A message waited from Adrienne.

Adrienne: Want to meet for lunch? It’s okay if not.

Something in Bri’s stomach tightened. She stared at the screen for a moment, then locked the phone without replying and turned toward the library.

Inside the café, she bought a coffee, a water, and a falafel wrap, then took the stairs up to the study rooms. It surprised her to find one open; she made a mental note of it for the next exam.

She wanted to disappear for a while. Away from her friends. Away from Hunter. Away from Adrienne.

Adrienne hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d just brushed against something Bri wasn’t ready to open yet.

And even if she were—what would she say?

My little brother killed himself in the house. With me in the next room over.

The thought hit too cleanly, too fast. Bri pushed it away and set her things out on the desk.

She stayed longer than she meant to. Long enough to work through multiple subjects, pulling textbooks from her bag, jotting notes by hand, reviewing material she already knew just to keep herself anchored. Time passed without her tracking it.

At some point, the light through the windows shifted. The afternoon brightened, then softened. By the time the sun dipped low and the room dimmed, Bri was still there.

When she finally packed up, it was dark outside.

She turned her phone back on as she stepped out of the elevator.

Missed calls. Messages.

Her chest tightened.

She opened the voicemail first.

“Hey—your friend Hunter stopped by earlier,” Adrienne said, her voice careful. “He seemed worried about you. Could you call me when you get this?”

Bri covered her mouth with her hand.

Another voicemail followed.

“Honey,” her mom said. “Maddie called me—said she hadn’t really seen you today. Just wanted to check in. Call me back, okay?”

Bri leaned against the wall, closed her eyes, then typed quickly:

I’m fine. Just studying.

She sent it before she could think better of it. Having her mom worry like that about her was the last thing she wanted.

***

Bri rode the elevator up with four other residents, standing quietly as the doors slid shut. No one spoke. When it opened again, she stepped out and walked down the hall, slowing as she passed the turn toward Maddie and Clarissa’s room.

She thought about knocking. About offering to help them cram, sitting on the floor with flashcards until it all blurred together.

She didn’t have the energy.

Instead, she kept going.

Adrienne was at the stove when Bri entered the apartment, a pan sizzling softly. She looked up and flicked the pan, sending the vegetables briefly into the air.

“Hey,” Adrienne said, easy and warm.

“Hi,” Bri replied.

She kicked off her shoes and walked straight to her room, closing the door behind her—then opening it again, just a few inches. She dropped her backpack by the bed and lay down, staring at the ceiling.

A few minutes passed.

Adrienne knocked softly.

“Are you hungry?” she asked. “I made stir-fry.”

“I don’t think so,” Bri said, her voice flat.

Adrienne didn’t argue. She came in and sat on the edge of the bed, not touching her, not speaking at first.

They sat like that for a moment.

“Needed some space today? I get it” Adrienne asked gently.

“No,” Bri said. It came out barely above a whisper.

“Do you want me to go?”

“No.”

Adrienne nodded. “Did you take your exam?”

“Got a ninety.”

A small smile crossed Adrienne’s face. “That’s really good.”

Bri didn’t respond.

After a beat, she said, “Hunter stopped by?”

“Yeah,” Adrienne said. “He said you were dealing with something. That you might be feeling off. Looked pretty scared when I said you weren’t here.”

“I am. Off.”

“That’s okay,” Adrienne said quietly. “Happens.”

Bri looked at her. Adrienne’s hair was pulled back in a neat French braid, medium-sized gold hoops catching the light as she moved.

She’s beautiful, Bri thought, unbidden.

“He told me about your brother,” Adrienne said. Not accusing. Not cautious. Just honest.

Bri sat up with a tired sigh. “It happened years ago. I shouldn’t still feel like this.”

Adrienne shook her head. “That’s not how the mind works,” she said gently. “That’s not how grief works.”

She hesitated, then added, “I’m sorry. I think what I said yesterday—the thing about jumping from the seventh floor—I didn’t think. I might’ve set this off. I say stupid things all the time.”

Bri swallowed. “No. And honestly? Everything sets it off.”

Adrienne nodded slowly. “My mom died eight years ago,” she said. “And it still wrecks me.”

She didn’t elaborate. She didn’t compare.

She just stayed.

Bri looked at her, wincing as tears gathered. She blinked them back, pressing her lips together. She knew an I’m sorry wasn’t what she wanted to hear—and so she didn’t offer one to Adrienne either.

The silence stretched. It wasn’t uncomfortable. It was necessary.

Bri shifted.

“The food you made smells really good,” she said softly.

Adrienne’s mouth curved, just a little. “Will you eat some with me?”

Bri made an unsure sound, but she smiled anyway.

“Oh, come on,” Adrienne said lightly. “You can just have a bite. I’ll even let you roast me if it’s bad.”

Bri huffed a quiet laugh. “Yeah… I guess.” She shifted. “I’ll just change first.”

“Yes,” Adrienne said. “Do that.”

She stood, then took a step toward Bri—hesitated, like she was about to reach for her—then seemed to think better of it and turned away instead.

It was the first time Bri had seen her hesitate.

A quiet, dull ache spread through her chest.

Bri went to her dresser and changed into a soft T-shirt and joggers, moving slowly, trying to steady herself before going back out.

They ate on the couch, knees brushing, talking about easier things. Bri asked Adrienne about her presentation, voice careful but curious.

“The professor didn’t show up,” Adrienne said, nudging her fork through the rice. “So it’s rescheduled. I’m pissed.”

“That’s understandable,” Bri said gently.

Adrienne lifted a brow. “How’s the food?”

Bri took another bite, nodding. “Honestly? Better than takeout. It’s incredible.”

Adrienne’s mouth curved, a quiet flicker of pride softening her expression.

They put something on Netflix after they finished eating—a documentary Bri hadn’t heard of. She curled into the corner of the couch, half-watching, half-listening.

Beside her, Adrienne reached up and slipped off her earrings, setting them carefully on the side table. She tilted her head from side to side, rolling her neck until it cracked softly.

“I can honestly say I’ve never watched a documentary for fun,” Bri said.

Adrienne huffed a quiet laugh. “You say that now.”

It turned out to be true crime. Bri asked questions, and Adrienne answered them easily, almost absentmindedly—facts, context, patterns.

“I did a few ride-alongs with cops for my program,” Adrienne said. “Once we ended up at a house where someone was being kept in a basement against their will just like this.”

Bri’s head snapped up. “What?”

“Yeah,” Adrienne said calmly. “You never knew what the day would hold. Could be traffic stops. Could be elder abuse. Could be murder.” She shook her head once. “It’s wild.”

She glanced at Bri. “I’d never be a cop. Never.”

Bri watched her for a moment longer, then leaned back against the cushions, letting the normalcy of it settle in.

After a beat, Adrienne shifted closer. There was still a cushion between them. Then she moved again, just slightly.

Bri glanced over, eyebrow lifting.

“Yes?” Adrienne asked.

She stretched her arm along the back of the couch, then looked pointedly at the space beneath it before meeting Bri’s eyes again.

“This spot’s free,” she said lightly. “If you want it.”

“That’s tempting,” Bri said, her smile small but unmistakable.

“Only if you want to.”

That was all it took.

Bri closed the distance, smiling as she curled into her side. Adrienne took a slow breath and wrapped her arm around her, looking down as Bri settled against her chest.

Adrienne leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to Bri's temple, and Bri's eyes fluttered shut at the touch. When she opened them again, she looked up at Adrienne, a question passing between them without words. Bri shifted, then kissed her properly, moving to straddle her hips. Her hands found Adrienne's breasts through the thin fabric, tentative at first, then more certain. Adrienne’s eyes tracked her, her expression unreadable but present. Contained as usual.

Adrienne reached down, hooking her thumbs under the edge of her sports bra and pulling it up, exposing herself to Bri's touch. Bri's hands moved over her skin, exploring, testing reactions. Then Adrienne leaned forward, trailing kisses down Bri's chest before pulling Bri's bra up and over her head. Bri lifted her arms to help, then tugged her shirt off, baring herself in the dim light of the room.

Adrienne quickly shed her own top and bra the rest of the way, then pulled Bri down on top of her. As Bri's mouth found Adrienne's nipple, Adrienne's hand came to rest on Bri's face, her thumb stroking her cheek. She watched Bri's every movement, her attention complete and unwavering, her breath hitching slightly as Bri's tongue traced patterns against her skin.

Adrienne murmured something soft, encouraging as Bri shifted to her other breast. Then her lips moved lower, tracing the line of Adrienne’s stomach. Adrienne’s hips lifted just enough to let her settle, to make space. Bri looked up once, caught in the sudden stillness between them, then began to slide Adrienne’s sweatpants down, slow, deliberate. Adrienne helped, lifting slightly, and the underwear came down with them, pooling on the floor around her ankles.

Bri shifted first.

She leaned in, her hair brushing Adrienne's shoulder as she moved to kiss her again. Soft. Unhurried. When she pulled back, Adrienne was watching her—eyes dark, breathing steady.

Bri let her hand drift lower, fingers trembling slightly against Adrienne's stomach. She traced circles there, then lower still, testing, watching the way Adrienne's breath hitched when she found her.

Adrienne's hand covered hers, not stopping, just guiding. “There,” she whispered. “Like that.”

Bri's cheeks burned, but she didn't look away. She watched Adrienne's face as she circled, precise and controlled. The way her eyelids fluttered. The soft sound she made when Bri pressed harder.

Voices in the hallway made them both snap toward the door, then back to each other. The moment hung suspended between them.

Bri shifted, lowering herself until their bodies aligned, the warmth of skin on skin sending a shiver through her. Her breath caught as Adrienne looked up at her, fingers tracing light patterns across Bri's breasts before leaning in to press soft kisses along her neck.

“I—” Bri started, but the words caught in her throat.

Adrienne's gaze softened, a small smile playing at her lips. “Damn, you're sexy.”

Bri's gaze dropped to Adrienne's hands on her chest, then lifted to her eyes. “Want to move to the bedroom?”

“Yeah,” Adrienne breathed, grinning, her voice low and even, “Which one?”

“Yours,” Bri murmured.

They sat up, Adrienne pulling on her pants while leaving her top off, Bri the same. The air between them had shifted—quieter now, heavier.

Adrienne led the way to her bedroom and closed the door softly behind them. She crossed the space without hesitation, kissing Bri as she reached her, guiding her backward with gentle pressure until the backs of her knees met the bed.

They knelt there together, mouths slow and unhurried. Adrienne hovered just slightly over her, one hand steady at Bri’s waist, the other braced against the mattress. Then she broke away, hand teasing Bri’s waistband before tugging her pants and underwear down. They hung around her knees, before Bri shifted to pull them off the rest of the way.

Bri met Adrienne’s eyes, close enough now that the air between them felt tight.

“Can I touch you?” she asked softly, her fingers brushing over Adrienne’s lower stomach.

Adrienne didn’t answer right away. Her lashes fluttered, but she forced her eyes back open. Her jaw tightened once, a subtle clench, like she was holding herself steady against something she didn’t want to give into.

“I just want to touch you,” Adrienne said instead.

The words landed wrong—not harsh, but closed. Bri felt it anyway, the small sting of it.

“But I want to make you feel good,” Bri said, trying to keep her voice steady. “Did you not like it when I just touched you on the couch?”

Adrienne shook her head immediately.

“It was great,” she murmured. “It’s nothing you did. Really.”

She looked away as she said it, just briefly, and Bri caught it—the way Adrienne’s shoulders lifted, the way her breath changed. Not rejection. Something held back.

The moment stretched, quiet and tense.

Bri swallowed and tried again, slower this time.

“Can I give you a back massage?” she asked. “I just… want to touch you.”

Adrienne hesitated. Bri could see it in the pause, in the way Adrienne’s fingers curled once at her side before relaxing again.

Then she nodded. “Sure. That’d be fine.”

Adrienne turned around and swept her braid out of the way, exposing her back. The movement was efficient, controlled—like she’d decided on this and wasn’t going to second-guess it.

Bri’s hands hovered for a moment before she placed them on Adrienne’s skin.

Warm. Firm. Tighter than she’d expected.

“Why don’t you lay down?” Bri suggested gently. “That way you can fully relax.”

Adrienne nodded again and stretched out on her stomach, pulling a pillow close and wrapping her arms around it. Bri climbed over her carefully, straddling Adrienne’s hips without putting her full weight down.

Adrienne made a low sound—brief, involuntary—and tightened her hold on the pillow.

Bri froze. “Is that okay?”

“Yes,” Adrienne said quietly. “That’s fine.”

Bri started slowly, broad strokes at first, letting her hands warm Adrienne’s skin. She could feel the tension immediately—dense, coiled muscle that resisted before gradually yielding under her palms.

She worked carefully, paying attention. When Adrienne’s breath hitched, she eased up. When Adrienne sighed, she stayed right there.

Minutes passed. Bri wasn’t sure how many.

“Right there,” Adrienne murmured at one point.

Bri adjusted without thinking, following the sound of Adrienne’s voice more than the words themselves. The way Adrienne trusted her enough to guide her—to say what felt good—sent a quiet, steady satisfaction through Bri’s chest.

She leaned forward now and then, pressing soft kisses to Adrienne’s shoulder, the middle of her back. Each time, Adrienne’s breathing caught, fingers flexing briefly against the pillow before settling again.

Bri kept going. Longer than she meant to. Longer than Adrienne seemed to expect.

Adrienne’s body grew heavier beneath her hands, the tension loosening inch by inch. Eventually, Adrienne let out a slow breath and turned her cheek into the pillow, still and quiet.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

Bri didn't answer. She just left her hands where they were—warm, steady—like the moment didn't need words to hold it in place.

“Get up for a minute,” Adrienne said.

Bri leaned forward and to the side while Adrienne turned over to be on her back. She shimmied off her pants, and they were both naked.

“Lay on top of me,” Adrienne said, placing her hands on Bri’s hips.

“Okay.”

Bri lowered herself slowly, hovering above Adrienne. Her breath caught as their bodies aligned, breasts hanging down between them. The air between their legs felt warm, charged.

Adrienne's hands traced Bri's sides before cupping her breasts, massaging them possessively. Her thumbs circled Bri's nipples as a low hum vibrated in her throat.

Bri's breath hitched as Adrienne's stare swept over her. It was so intense Bri felt her entire core clench, drawing an involuntary whimper from her lips. Adrienne’s gaze locked on her face. She chewed slowly on her bottom lip, nodding once like she was holding something back—like she might combust if she didn’t.

Adrienne tilted her head back, back arching into the bed, eyes drifting down to where their bodies almost met.

“Mmmm,” the sound rumbled from Adrienne's chest. “That's right where I want you.” Her fingers flexed against Bri's skin. “You feel so good on me.”

Adrienne looked up, her gaze catching on Bri's once more. Her mouth parted slightly as she took in the sight of Bri above her. The raw need in Adrienne's expression sent a slow pulse through Bri’s stomach.

Bri lowered herself until their skin pressed together, a slow moan came from Adrienne’s lips as their breasts finally met, warm and soft against each other.

She bent forward, her mouth finding Adrienne's in a deep kiss. Their tongues circled as Adrienne's hand came up to cradle the back of Bri's neck. Breaking the kiss with a sharp exhale, her lips swollen and parted, Adrienne's fingers dug into Bri's hips, holding her there.

“I want to get a strap.”

Bri freezed. “Like… a strap-on?”

Adrienne nodded slowly. Her gaze dragged over Bri’s face, her body—unblinking. Intent. Breath heavy.

Adrienne's hands moved down Bri's back, fingers tracing the curve of her spine before cupping her ass. She squeezed, her grip firm but not rough, and Bri couldn't stop the soft moan that escaped her lips. Her hips moved instinctively, pressing back against Adrienne's hands. The air felt cool against her pussy, sending shivers through her body.

“Yeah, I want to take you to a sex shop,” she said quietly. “And I want you to choose the one you want me to wear.”

Bri inhaled sharply.

“I want to tie you to this bed,” Adrienne continued, voice steady. “Would you like that?”

Bri’s breath stuttered and her heart hammered in her chest.

Adrienne tilted her head. “I’m not guessing. I want to hear it.”

Bri tried to look away, but Adrienne shifted beneath her, catching her eyes again.

“Look at me,” Adrienne murmured. “Tell me what you want. What’s your fantasy, Bri?”

Bri let out a nervous laugh, cheeks flushed, lips parted.

“What’s yours?” she deflected.

Adrienne studied her. “Whatever yours is.” A pause. “I have ideas. But I don’t want to decide for you.”

A shift of weight, a quick roll, and Adrienne had Bri pinned beneath her. She settled, a solid presence, her thumb tracing the soft curve of Bri's lower lip before claiming her mouth in a kiss Bri surrendered easily to. Adrienne broke away to press a line of kisses down Bri’s cheek.

“What goes through your mind when you’re all alone?” Adrienne's voice was a low murmur against Bri's ear. “Tell me. There's no judgment here.”

Bri's throat worked, a nervous swallow. “You promise?”

“I promise,” Adrienne breathed, a warm puff of air against Bri’s neck.

The silence that followed was thick, heavy with unspoken things. It stretched, filled only by the distant sound of footsteps in the hallway and the frantic beat of Bri's own heart. Adrienne's fingers began a slow, careful exploration of Bri's chest, mapping the terrain. She would pause, her head bowing to press a tender kiss to the skin she'd just touched, a silent claim.

“My hands,” Bri said finally. “I want them tied.”

Adrienne paused and looked up. “How tied?”

“Like… restrained. I don’t want to move.”

Adrienne’s jaw tightened just slightly—not losing control, but absorbing it.

“And then?” she asks.

“I want you to spank me.” Bri’s voice trembled, but she didn’t look away. “And tell me what to do.”

Adrienne nodded slowly, looking down at her. “I know.” Her gaze swept over Bri, measured and assessing. “What else?”

The silence stretched, filled by the ragged rhythm of Bri's breathing. Each exhale stirred the fine hairs near Adrienne's temple.

“I want to wear a collar.”

The words hung between them, a declaration that shifted the very foundation of the room.

Adrienne’s eyes stayed locked on hers, unblinking. She leaned forward a fraction, claiming the space without saying a word. The smile that followed was slow and certain.

“Then we'll find you one.”

Bri tipped her head back into the pillow, breath catching as Adrienne’s hand skimmed her breast and rose to her throat.

“We should go look at toys,” Adrienne whispered, kissing Bri’s neck.

“When?” Bri whispered.

“Now,” Adrienne murmured against her skin.

Bri blinked. Adrienne seemed to sense it immediately and pulled back just enough to see her face.

“Do you not want to?”

She shifted her weight off Bri and sat back on her heels. Bri followed the movement, pushing herself upright too.

The space left her restless. She didn’t want to get up. Didn’t want to move forward. She just wanted to stay here—close enough to feel Adrienne’s breath against her skin.

“I guess we could…” Bri’s hand came up, resting against Adrienne’s knee. “But, you have to tell me yours.”

Adrienne stilled at that, eyes studying her.

“What’s your fantasy?” Bri pressed, softer now.

Adrienne held her gaze. Something in her expression shifted—darker, more intent.

“To watch you,” she said simply.

Bri’s breath caught, the sudden warmth coiling low in her belly too sharp. Adrienne’s smile was a slow, knowing thing, a little crooked, a little dangerous.

Her hand slipped between Bri’s thighs, cupping the heat there with unbearable pressure.

“Let’s go,” Adrienne murmured, the words a quiet command against Bri’s temple.

Bri’s lips parted, a ragged sound escaping her.

“Get dressed,” Adrienne said, her voice dropping lower, leaving no room for argument. “Five minutes.”

Bri nodded and went to her room.

***

The bell above the door chimed softly when they stepped inside.

It wasn’t a shady, hole-in-the-wall place. It was discreet. Clean. Soft lighting. Bright shelves. Everything arranged with careful neutrality, like the store refused to blush for anyone. A pride flag hung behind the employee at the counter. They looked up from their book, smiled briefly, then turned the page.

Adrienne didn’t hesitate.

She walked in like she owned the air, hands in the pocket of her hoodie, scanning the shelves with sharp, assessing eyes. She stopped at a small tower of shopping baskets and grabbed one.

Bri lingered half a step behind.

“You nervous?” Adrienne asked without looking at her.

“No.”

Adrienne smirked faintly. “Liar.”

She didn’t press it. Instead, her hand drifted back, fingers brushing briefly against Bri’s wrist—grounding, steady. Not mocking. Just there.

They moved further inside.

Adrienne paused at a display and picked up a slim box, weighing it once before setting it down again.

“You’re choosing,” she said casually.

Bri blinked. “What?”

“You heard me.”

Adrienne turned, slow and calm. “Pick what you want.”

Bri’s throat felt tight.

Her gaze skimmed over the shelves. Color. Silicone. Clean packaging that felt louder than it should have. She touched one box, then another, pulling her hand back too quickly.

Adrienne stepped closer—not crowding, just near.

“Don’t rush,” she said quietly.

Bri exhaled.

Her fingers brushed over a box, something curved. Flexible. Double-ended.

She picked it up.

Adrienne went still.

Subtle. Almost imperceptible.

“That’s interesting,” Adrienne said evenly.

Bri didn’t look at her right away. “It’s… different.”

“For you?”

Bri hesitated.

“For both,” she said, barely above a whisper.

Silence. She turned the box and on the back was an illustration of two women with each side of the toy inserted.

Adrienne’s jaw flexed once, then relaxed.

“It says it responds to your movements and changes the vibe to that,” Bri said.

“Yeah,” Adrienne said. “We’ll think about it.”

She didn’t take it from Bri. Didn’t dismiss it either.

Instead, she nodded toward another section.

“Come here.”

Bri set the box down carefully—knowing she wasn’t finished with it—and followed.

Metal caught the light. Leather. Rope.

Adrienne reached for a restraint kit without ceremony and dropped it into the basket. Then a coil of rope. Efficient. Decisive.

Bri’s stomach fluttered.

Adrienne noticed.

Her voice softened just slightly. “Still breathing?”

Bri nodded.

Adrienne’s mouth curved faintly. She didn’t tease. She reached up and adjusted a loose strand of hair behind Bri’s ear—a small, steadying gesture.

They stopped in front of a display of collars.

Adrienne ran her fingers over one—simple black leather, clean buckle.

“Collars?” she murmured.

Bri’s cheeks warmed instantly.

She reached toward the display, lifting one carefully from its hook. The leather was lighter than she expected. Softer.

Her fingers lingered on it.

Adrienne watched her.

It wasn’t the restraint that made Bri’s stomach flip. It was the symbolism of it—the quiet declaration. A collar wasn’t about being overpowered. It was about being chosen. About belonging somewhere specific and to a very specific someone.

Bri had spent most of her life trying not to take up space. Trying not to want too loudly. Trying to stay good, small, manageable.

A collar felt like the opposite of that.

It felt like saying: I am here. I am yours in this moment. I’m not hiding.

It felt structured. Contained. Defined.

And, strangely, that felt safe.

Her thumb traced the edge of it again, thoughtful now.

She wasn’t drawn to it because she wanted to disappear.

She was drawn to it because she wanted to be seen—and held in that seeing.

Adrienne didn’t interrupt her.

She watched.

Head slightly tilted.

“You like that one?” she asked, low.

Bri swallowed.

“Yes.”

“Let’s get it,”

They moved on.

Bri drifted toward a section of vibrators. She didn’t say anything—just picked up a box and held it for a moment.

Her fingers lingered on it.

“You like that one?” Adrienne said quietly.

Bri swallowed.

“Yes.”

A beat.

Adrienne tipped the basket slightly toward her.

“Put it in.”

The aisle narrowed slightly toward the back of the store. Bri slowed without meaning to. The harnesses were arranged neatly, black against white shelving, buckles catching the soft overhead light.

She hesitated.

Adrienne stepped in behind her.

Not touching.

Just close.

Close enough that Bri could feel the warmth of her through her sweatshirt. Close enough that when Adrienne exhaled, it brushed the back of her neck.

“Go on,” Adrienne murmured.

Bri’s hands hovered before settling on one of the boxes. Adjustable. Minimal. Clean lines. She lifted it, glanced at the back, then quickly away as if someone might be watching.

Adrienne’s hand came to rest lightly at Bri’s hip.

Not gripping.

Just there.

“Don’t rush,” she whispered.

Bri felt the warmth climb up her chest.

She picked up a second one to compare. Set it back. Picked up the first again.

Adrienne leaned closer.

“This one,” she said softly, her voice close to Bri’s ear. “You’re already holding it.”

Bri’s breath caught.

She didn’t turn around.

“You like the way it looks,” Adrienne continued, almost thoughtful. “Or the way you think it will feel?”

Bri’s fingers tightened around the box.

“I don’t know,” she admitted quietly.

Adrienne’s thumb traced a slow line along Bri’s hip—unhurried, familiar.

“We’ll get that piece,” she said simply, “but a different harness.”

She reached past Bri and picked up a sleeker one from the shelf, weighing it briefly in her hand.

“This will fit me better.”

The certainty in her voice made Bri’s pussy clench.

Silence settled between them. Charged. Private.

Bri shifted slightly, suddenly aware of how close they were standing in a public store.

Adrienne took the box from her hands and placed it neatly in the basket.

Her hand slid from Bri’s hip to the small of her back, guiding her forward.

“Anything else?” she asked, calm as ever.

Bri turned around.

She really looked at her this time—the low knot at the nape of Adrienne’s neck, a few pale strands slipping loose. The clean line of her collared sweater. Composed. Unbothered. Like none of this rattled her at all.

Bri’s stomach tightened.

“Let’s get the first one I picked up,” she said, motioning vaguely back toward the aisle.

Adrienne’s brow lifted slightly. “Which one?”

She was pretending.

“The double-sided one.”

A beat.

“I don’t know.”

Bri’s cheeks warmed. “We don’t have to use it today. It can be a… later thing.”

Adrienne said nothing.

Bri shifted her weight, then added softly, “Please.”

Another pause.

Adrienne studied her for a second longer than necessary.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Since you asked nicely.”

The corner of her mouth curved—small, satisfied.

Bri exhaled before she could stop herself and hurried back down the aisle to retrieve it.

When she returned, Adrienne took it from her without comment and set it into the basket like it had always been part of the plan.

They moved to the front of the store and stood in line behind another customer.

The space felt smaller now. Warmer.

Adrienne caught Bri’s eye.

And smiled.


Chapter Four

The door shut softly behind them.

For a second, neither of them moved.

The room felt smaller than it had that morning. Charged. Quiet in a way that wasn’t empty.

Adrienne dropped the bag onto the chair and looked at Bri, really looked at her—checking, not assuming.

“So,” she said evenly, toeing off her shoes. “Do you want to do this now? Or do you have homework or anything?”

It wasn’t impatient. It was practical.

Bri swallowed.

The question alone made her pulse jump.

“I… don’t have anything due tonight,” she said, then shook her head slightly. “I want to. Now.”

Adrienne held her gaze for what felt like an eternity, like she was weighing the answer. Making sure it was steady.

“Okay,” she said simply.

She unpacked everything in the kitchen without rushing. No theatrics. Adrienne opened each item one at a time, rinsing them carefully in the sink, drying them, and laying them out on a clean towel. When she was done, she gathered the corners of the towel around them and carried the bundle to her bedroom, eyes flicking over Bri and tilting her head for her to follow.

Bri did.

She laid everything out one by one on her bed. The collar. The rope. The cuffs. The harness. Dildos. Vibrators. The paddle resting flat against the comforter.

Adrienne stepped back, hands resting on her hips, surveying the spread like she was assessing options rather than showing off.

Then she turned to Bri.

“What first?”

Bri blinked, a ragged breath escaping her.

“What?”

Adrienne tilted her head slightly. “What do you want to try first?”

The air shifted.

“You want me to decide?” Bri asked quietly.

Adrienne’s mouth curved faintly, not mocking—curious.

“Yes.”

Bri stood there, caught and unprepared.

“I thought you would just…” she gestured vaguely toward the bed.

“Just what?” Adrienne asked.

“Pick.”

Adrienne stepped closer, not touching her yet.

“I could,” she said calmly. “But I didn’t buy things I don’t plan to use.” A beat. “And I know you want something.”

Bri’s breath hitched.

Adrienne’s voice didn’t harden. It softened.

“You just have to say it.”

Silence stretched between them.

Not uncomfortable. Just full.

Bri’s gaze dropped to the bed. To the collar. The cuffs. The harness.

Her stomach fluttered.

“I don’t know how to choose,” she admitted.

Adrienne studied her for a moment—not disappointed. Not amused. Just attentive.

“That’s fine,” she said. “We’ll figure it out.”

She reached past Bri and picked up the collar, turning it in her hands thoughtfully—not fastening it yet.

“Let’s start simple,” she murmured.

Then she looked at Bri again.

“Look at everything,” she said quietly. “And tell me which one makes your pussy clench the most.”

Bri exhaled sharply. Adrienne’s bluntness caught her off guard every time. She adored it—how unapologetic she was—how the slightest remark made Bri’s body respond instinctively.

She suspected Adrienne enjoyed it too.

Adrienne waited, face filled with a calm certainty.

And that waiting—patient, controlled—made the choice feel heavier than anything on the bed.

“This,” Bri said, her fingers hovering over the silicone cuffs, “and this.” She pointed to a simple wand vibrator. Her voice was quiet, like admitting something she’d been holding back.

“Okay,” Adrienne said. Her gaze was steady, unblinking.

Adrienne leaned in, kissing Bri slowly. Her fingers traced down the column of Bri’s throat as she pulled back. She watched the way Bri’s breath hitched, the way her pupils dilated. Her hands drifted lower, teasing over the fabric of Bri’s shirt, then down to the waistband of her jeans. Bri’s hips moved forward toward her touch without thinking.

“Want me to put the collar on you?” Adrienne asked.

Bri nodded, not trusting her voice.

Adrienne’s fingers were steady as she buckled the leather around Bri’s neck. The click of the buckle sounded loud in the quiet room.

“How’s it feel?”

Bri closed her eyes, “Really good.”

“It looks so perfect on you,” Adrienne murmured, her thumb brushing against Bri’s throat.

Adrienne's fingers found the hem of Bri's shirt, lifting it slowly. Her knuckles brushed against Bri's ribs as she pulled the fabric over her head, tossing it aside. Then her hands moved to Bri's pants, undoing the button with care. She knelt, her mouth pressing soft kisses to Bri's stomach as she worked the jeans down over her hips. The denim pooled around Bri's ankles, and Adrienne helped her step out of them.

Bri hesitated, her hands hovering at the edge of her own underwear. Her fingers trembled slightly as she hooked them under the elastic. She pulled them down, sitting on the bed to take them off fully. Then just as quickly, she stood, her cheeks flushed as Adrienne's eyes swept over her naked body.

“Sorry, I probably shouldn’t have sat down,” Bri said, suddenly self-conscious.

“Why?” Adrienne asked, hand coming out to touch Bri’s arm.

“Because I’ll make your bed smell.”

Adrienne’s mouth curved. “Yeah, you’ll make it smell good. Also, I can do laundry. But I probably won’t now.”

Bri looked up at her, lip trembling. Adrienne’s hand stroked her cheek, grounding her. Bri’s fingers found the button of Adrienne’s jeans, undoing it with shaky hands. She pulled them down, then her underwear. Adrienne lifted her shirt and quickly unclasped her bra, letting it falling away.

They stood there for a moment, naked, before Adrienne guided Bri back to the bed. They lay down, legs tangling together, mouths meeting in hungry kisses.

Adrienne reached for the cuffs at the foot of the bed, testing the stretch between her hands first. The silicone gave easily, smooth and matte beneath her fingers.

Then shifted back next to Bri.

“Hold still,” Adrienne murmured.

Bri’s breath hitched, but she lifted her wrists without being told twice.

Adrienne guided one cuff into place, easing it over Bri’s hand and settling it around her wrist. The material hugged her skin—snug, but not tight. Then the second.

There was no click. No metal. No threat.

Just the quiet slide of silicone against warm skin.

Adrienne’s thumbs brushed along the inside of Bri’s wrists, checking the fit.

“You like that?” she asked softly. “I figured these would be more comfortable than regular ones.”

Bri swallowed, testing the gentle resistance when she pulled her hands apart. The stretch gave but held. The sensation sent a small, unexpected shiver through her.

“I like them,” she said, cheeks flushed. “They feel… safe.”

Adrienne’s gaze flicked up at that.

“Good,” she replied evenly.

She lifted Bri’s hands slightly, studying how the cuffs rested against her skin—not restricting movement entirely, just reminding her they were there.

“You can pull out anytime,” Adrienne added, matter-of-fact. “They’ll stretch.”

The reassurance wasn’t dramatic. It was simple. Thoughtful.

Bri's shoulders lowered slightly as the collar settled against her throat, a grounding pressure. The cuffs on her wrists were a cool, firm reminder of her position. Being exposed like that sent a current through her, a prickle of awareness that made her nipples tighten into hardened peaks.

Adrienne came closer then, her hand settling at Bri’s waist—not rushing, not overwhelming. Just closing the space.

“Still good?” she asked quietly.

“Yes,” Bri answered, and this time her voice didn’t shake.

Adrienne’s mouth curved faintly.

“Oh, hold on,” Adrienne said, getting up. She grabbed the rope, tying a quick knot around the middle of the cuffs, then securing the other end to the headboard. Bri’s heart hammered against her ribs. Naked, collared, handcuffed to the bed. It sent a jolt straight through her.

Adrienne checked if the cuffs were too tight and if Bri could escape if needed. She looked her over, breathing deeply. “Holy fuck,” she breathed, the words slipping out soft and stunned.

Bri watched the muscles in Adrienne's arms tense as she shifted on the bed, her thighs flexing with each movement. The curve of her breasts in the light as she leaned over, searching for the vibrator's power button. Bri found herself hoping Adrienne would let her touch her afterward. A low hum started and a few clicks while Adrienne tested the vibrator on her palm before turning back to Bri.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Yes,” Bri breathed, voice soft.

Adrienne used one hand to part Bri’s folds and gently press the top of the vibrator to her clit Bri moaned and ground her hips into the bed. Adrienne shifted and tucked her arm behind Bri’s head, watching her face as she moved. Adrienne’s breath was hot against her skin as she controlled the rhythm, watching every flicker of pleasure on Bri’s face. Bri arched again, a whimper escaping her lips.

Adrienne kissed her neck, still holding the vibrator in place. Bri moaned, pulling on the cuffs, forgetting for a moment that she was restrained. The realization made her clench, another moan tearing from her throat. Adrienne’s mouth moved lower, her lips wrapping around Bri’s nipple. She sucked hard, then flicked her tongue as Bri looked down at her. She nipped gently with her teeth, and Bri thought she might come apart.

“You’re doing really well, Bri,” Adrienne murmured against her skin. “How’s that feel?”

“So good,” Bri cried out.

Adrienne brought the wand up to tap Bri on her thigh.

“Open your legs.”

Bri obeyed without hesitation, her body responding to Adrienne's command. The vibrator drifted lower, its hum a constant presence as Adrienne pressed it against Bri's entrance. Bri squirmed, her hips rolling instinctively, seeking more pressure, more contact. Adrienne held it firm against her, and Bri's head fell back against the pillows, a soft moan escaping her lips.

“I want...” Bri began, her voice trailing off into a breathy gasp. The words seemed to catch in her throat, uncertain.

Adrienne eased the toy back just enough for Bri to speak, her lips brushing against Bri's ear. “You want?” she whispered, her voice low and husky. “Baby, what do you want?”

“I... I want something in my mouth,” Bri finally managed, her gaze flicking upward to meet Adrienne's, then drifting down to her breasts.

“I'm glad you told me,” Adrienne said, her voice rough and teasing.

She shifted, guiding her breast to Bri's lips. Bri's mouth closed around her nipple, her tongue tracing slow circles as she suckled gently. Above her, Adrienne's breathing grew ragged, her body tensing with each touch.

Adrienne watched her, circling the wand, find the perfect pressure that made Bri tense and held it there.

Bri broke away with a cry as she came, her body arching into the pleasure. Adrienne held her through it, keeping the vibrator pressed against her clit, prolonging the sensation until Bri’s trembling stopped beneath her.

Adrienne's lips pressed soft kisses against Bri's brow and cheeks as her breathing slowed. The room was quiet except for their breathing and a constant low hum. Bri closed her eyes, letting the warmth of Adrienne's skin and the comforting weight of her body wash over her. When she opened them again, Adrienne was watching her, her expression soft, her eyes dark with something Bri couldn't quite name. It made her chest ache, regardless.

Adrienne's voice was a low murmur against Bri's ear, the words washing over her skin like summer wind. “Bri? Can I lick you? I want to taste your come.”

Bri's stomach fluttered at the question, the desire warring with a sudden rush of shame. Heat crawled up her neck, blooming across her cheeks. She turned her face away, unsure how to answer.

Adrienne seemed to understand. She clicked off the vibrator, the sudden silence feeling louder than the toy's hum had been. She set it aside, her fingers tracing a path down Bri's waist to rest against the sensitive skin between her legs. Bri's breath hitched, a soft whimper escaping her lips.

“I'll be gentle,” Adrienne promised, her voice soft but steady.

Bri turned to face her then, meeting Adrienne's gaze. Before she could stop herself, she found herself nodding—a small, shy movement of her head.

Bri looked up at the handcuffs, she wriggled her hands free of the silicone loops, and she immediately brought her hands to Adrienne's face, pulling her down into a deep kiss.

When they broke apart, Bri sat up slightly. “Just a minute,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I think I have to pee.”

Adrienne paused, her expression unreadable for a moment before a slow smile spread across her face. “You could pee in my mouth,” she suggested, raising her eyebrows and biting her lower lip.

Bri froze, her eyes wide. She couldn't tell if Adrienne was joking or completely serious. A nervous giggle escaped her as she sat up straight, shaking her head slightly.

Adrienne's mouth curved into that slow, satisfied grin again. “Okay, I'll be here,” she said, settling back against the pillows, unconcerned. “Take your time.”

The bathroom was small, the tile cool under Bri's bare feet. She caught her reflection in the mirror—collar still snug around her neck, cheeks flushed, eyes dark. She turned away. Her stomach was tight with a mix of anticipation and a lingering, stubborn insecurity. She did what she needed to, her movements efficient, and the sound of the toilet flushing was loud in the quiet apartment.

When she came back out, she didn't immediately climb onto the bed. She just sat on the edge, her fingers worrying a loose thread on the comforter. Adrienne had taken her hair down, it flowed over the pillows.

Adrienne sat up, moving to her knees, facing her. The soft light caught the curves of her body. For a second, uncertainty flickered across Adrienne's face as she took in Bri's posture.

“Can we... do something else instead?” Bri asked, her voice quiet.

The tension in Adrienne's expression vanished, replaced by that steady calm. She moved closer, the mattress dipping with her movement.

“Of course,” Adrienne said, her voice soft.

Her fingers found their way into Bri's hair, combing through it gently before she leaned in and kissed her. Bri's eyelids fluttered shut.

“What is it that you want to do?” Adrienne murmured against her lips.

“I want to try the double-ended toy.”

A pause. Adrienne let out a long, slow breath.

“Okay.”

“Do you not want to?” Bri asked, bringing the backs of her fingers to Adrienne's cheek. This time, Adrienne's eyes closed as she nuzzled into the touch.

“It isn't that,” Adrienne said, her eyes still closed. “I just... I don't really get off on myself getting fucked. Does that make sense?”

Bri nodded. “I can wear the bigger end. I can be the one... taking it.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah,” Bri said, her voice gaining a little confidence. “I think we'd both enjoy it.”

“Alright,” Adrienne agreed. “We can try it.”

Bri reached for the curved purple toy they'd chosen. She ran her thumb over its smooth surface, searching for the button.

“Is this it?” She pressed, feeling a click. Nothing.

“Try holding it down,” Adrienne suggested from behind her.

“Oh!” The toy hummed to life in Bri's hand. A small laugh escaped Adrienne.

“Who should put it in first?” Bri asked.

“Probably me,” Adrienne said. “Can you hand me that lube?”

Bri's gaze fell on a small, clear bottle she hadn't noticed before among the other items. She picked it up and handed it to Adrienne, along with the toy.

Adrienne clicked the toy off and leaned back against the pillows. She squeezed a dollop of clear lube onto her palm and slicked the shorter end of the vibrator. Her legs parted as Bri watched, transfixed. The sight of Adrienne’s body so open and bare made her throb.

Adrienne tried to ease the toy in, but winced slightly.

“Can you move to this side of the bed?” Adrienne asked.

“Sure.”

Bri crawled to the other side, the cool air brushing against her skin.

“Good,” Adrienne said. “Now, get on your hands and knees.”

Bri's breath caught. “Like this?”

“Yeah,” Adrienne's voice was lower now. “And tilt your ass up so I can see your pussy.”

Bri shifted, her ass rising, breasts hanging down beneath her. The collar felt different like this—a weight, a statement. She felt a distinct clench as she imagined Adrienne's eyes on her, taking in every inch of her exposed skin.

“HOLY SHIT,” Adrienne yelled, the sound ragged. “Now that’s a fuckin’ view.”

Bri tensed immediately, caught off guard. The whole building definitely heard that.

Relax. They won’t know why she said it.

She risked a look over her shoulder. Adrienne was panting, her gaze locked on her, eyes moving from her back, over her stomach to her swaying breasts. The toy slid into Adrienne easily, and a soft moan escaped her lips.

“Come here,” Adrienne gestured with her fingers, a come-hither motion that was both commanding and inviting.

Bri moved with a hint of hesitation.

Adrienne tapped her own hips. “Straddle me.”

Bri did.

“Lean forward,” Adrienne instructed.

Adrienne squeezed more lube into her hand, coating the longer end of the toy that pointed up toward Bri.

Bri reached back, her fingers closing around the slick silicone. Adrienne let out a sudden, sharp moan, her head falling back against the pillows.

“Gentle,” Adrienne gasped.

“Sorry,” Bri whispered.

Adrienne's hands settled on Bri's hips, guiding as Bri lowered herself carefully onto the toy. When the tip of it touched her, she flinched.

“Take your time, it’s okay,” Adrienne murmured, rubbing her thigh.

Bri nodded and worked it in slowly, wincing as it pushed in.

Their eyes locked as Bri’s breath caught. Adrienne herself was breathing shallowly, mouth slightly parted. Her fingers wrapped around Bri's wrist, her thumb stroking the sensitive skin there.

“Okay,” Bri said, her voice raspy. “I think it's in.”

Bri pushed herself up slowly, testing the feel of it.

“Is it okay? It's pretty big,” Adrienne murmured, eyes scanning over her slowly.

Bri nodded, her cheeks flushing. “Yeah, it is. I like it.”

A slow smile spread across Adrienne's face, like she'd been handed something precious. She let out a shaky breath and looked away for a moment, composing herself.

“This part can go on your clit,” Adrienne murmured, adjusting the small protrusion so it pressed against Bri. “I'm going to turn it on.”

“Okay.”

Adrienne reached down, her brow furrowing until the toy came to life, causing her to jolt.

A soft chuckle escaped Bri's lips, but it caught in her throat as the vibrations began to build. Each shift of her hips sent a stronger pulse through the toy, making her gasp. She fell forward, catching herself on her palms as she hovered over Adrienne.

“Mmmmm, like that, baby just like that,” Adrienne groaned, pushing against the toy, “Do you like it?”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Bri cried.

Adrienne’s hand moved to Bri’s neck, thumb brushing over the collar as Bri’s back arched, the sensations washing over her in waves. Adrienne sat up, her mouth closing around Bri's nipple as one hand kneaded her breast and the other gripped her hip, holding her steady.

Bri's fingers tangled in Adrienne's hair, her breath shallow as she pushed back on the toy, drawing a moan from Adrienne against her skin.

Adrienne pulled away, pushing her head back into the pillow, chest arching upward. Bri's hands brushed over Adrienne's breasts as she writhed beneath her. Adrienne's gaze snapped to hers, eyes glossy, cheeks flushed, breasts rising with each ragged breath.

Bri felt something inside her soften and drop all at once.

Then she was pulled down.

Adrienne claimed her mouth, a possessive kiss that completely consumed her. Bri's lips parted on a gasp, and Adrienne took the offered surrender, her tongue sweeping in to taste and conquer.

When she finally pulled back, it was only to let her hands begin their own thorough exploration. They traced the curve of Bri's hips, gripped the soft flesh of her thighs, then rose to cup and weigh her breasts, as her tongue licked hungrily along Bri’s jaw.

Each touch was precise, a silent declaration of ownership as Adrienne mapped every inch of her skin, leaving Bri trembling under the weight of her focused attention. Bri bit down on her lip, trying to muffle the moans rising in her throat, but some escaped past her guard, unrestrained.

Adrienne’s grip closed around her forearms and Bri felt her thighs tighten beneath the backs of her own.

“Ride it,” Adrienne said, her voice low and lingering, the words settling into Bri’s skin.

Bri’s mouth fell open at the suggestion. She braced herself on the bed while Adrienne's hands moved to grip Bri's ass as she began to grind against the toy. Bri could feel Adrienne's thighs trembling beneath her, could see the way she fought to keep her own sounds in check.

“Baby, you take it so, so good,” Adrienne growled, biting down on her bottom lip. “You like it big, huh?”

“Yeah,” Bri cried, sitting up straighter.

Bri looked down at her. Adrienne raised her eyebrow, her lids heavy.

“I knew you would.”

The words were quiet, meant for her alone, the certainty in them curling low in Bri’s body like smoke.

Bri shifted, trying a new angle. Her thighs trembled at first, uncertain.

Then she found it—the slow roll of her hips, the push and pull of her body against the silicone. She bounced gently, then more firmly, finding a rhythm that made her breath catch.

Adrienne's gaze was heavy on her, tracking the sway of her breasts, the arch of her back, the way her thighs strained. It made Bri's movements bolder, made her push down harder, take more.

Bri faltered, catching herself with one hand against the mattress. She was panting, skin flushed.

“Here,” Adrienne said, offering her hands, Bri took them, lacing their fingers together. She pushed against Adrienne’s hands as she found her rhythm again. Up and down, hips rolling. Her moans and whimpers coming more frequent. Her head fell back, exposing the line of her throat, the collar standing out against her skin.

Adrienne's tongue slid over her lips as she watched. Her eyes were dark, locked on Bri's body—on the sway of her breasts with each movement, the soft sound of skin meeting skin. A flush crept up Bri's neck at the noise, but beneath it, she clenched around the toy, knowing Adrienne wanted to see her like this. And she wanted her to. She pushed down harder, riding faster.

Bri glanced down at Adrienne once again.

Her pupils were blown wide, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts. The sight sent a fresh wave of heat through Bri, making her thighs tremble.

“God,” Adrienne breathed out, her voice rough. “You look so fucking good.”

The words, raw and unfiltered, made Bri's movements more unrestrained. She shifted, rolling her hips in a way that made the vibrating toy press even deeper. A choked sound escaped her throat.

Adrienne was close. She had to have been. Bri could see it in her face—the way her jaw clenched, the slight flush creeping up her neck in the soft light.

Bri's hips rolled again, more deliberate this time. She unlinked their fingers, shifting her weight until her palms came to rest on Adrienne's shoulders. The new position let her press down harder, grinding her clit against the vibrating nub of the toy.

Adrienne's breath hitched. Her own hips began to move in response, a slow, rolling grind that pushed the toy deeper into them both. The dual sensation was sudden, overwhelming. Bri's eyes squeezed shut, a sharp cry tearing from her throat.

Adrienne reached up and grabbed Bri's breast possessively, squeezing and massaging, giving it a smack. Bri looked down at her, moaning as she clenched around the toy, but didn't stop her movements.

Suddenly, Adrienne reached forward and dug her fingers into Bri's back, pulling her down as she buried her face in Bri's neck. A rough, shaking cry muffled against her skin as she came—Bri had never heard Adrienne make that sound before, so raw and unrestrained.

The vibration of Adrienne's moan against her neck sent Bri over the edge. The orgasm was deeper, more radiant, more chaotic than anything she'd ever experienced. A sob caught in her throat, something between a cry and a moan, as pleasure crashed through her. Adrienne's arms tightened around her, her fingers digging into Bri's skin. Adrienne's hips kept moving as she panted, grinding against the toy. Bri felt herself tighten around it uncontrollably, her own body going limp.

Adrienne's mouth moved to her neck, pressing soft, open-mouthed kisses against her skin. She found a sensitive spot just above Bri's collar and began to suck gently, the pressure just enough to make Bri whimper. At the same time, her hand moved to Bri's breast, massaging and kneading in wide, rough circles.

Each shift sent a fresh wave through her, aftershocks making her tremble. It felt intimate—extremely intimate—feeling Adrienne's movements like this, connected so completely. Tears pricked at the corners of Bri’s eyes, spilling over before she could stop them.

They lay tangled together, breathing ragged against each other's skin. Bri could feel Adrienne's heartbeat against her cheek, fast and wild like her own.

Adrienne must have felt the wetness against her shoulder. She lifted her head, brushing damp strands of hair from Bri's forehead, her knuckles brushing tears away.

“Hey,” she murmured, her voice had a slight tremor. “You okay?”

Bri nodded. She sniffled, turning her face into Adrienne's neck.

“Was that too much?” Adrienne asked, her hand moving slowly up and down Bri’s spine.

Bri shook her head. “No,” she managed, her voice barely more than a whisper. “It was perfect.”

“I know,” Adrienne breathed.

The words were so soft Bri almost thought she’d imagined them.

She leaned in and kissed Bri, softer than before, like she was handling something fragile.

Adrienne shifted her weight, carefully rolling to the side, pulling the toy out from herself at the same time. The movement sent a final shiver through Bri as the toy shifted inside her. Adrienne reached down, her fingers finding the base to turn it off. She paused, her gaze meeting Bri's.

“Do you want me to take it out of you?”

Bri nodded.

Adrienne eased the toy out slowly, the sudden loss of fullness lingered. Then Adrienne shifted, easing her thigh between Bri's legs. The pressure was a soft, steady weight, the feeling of Adrienne’s skin against her own a quiet comfort.

Adrienne leaned in, close enough that Bri felt surrounded by her before their mouths met again. Bri's hands found their way to Adrienne's back, pulling her closer. Their bodies aligned perfectly, breasts warm against each other, heartbeats gradually slowing to a shared rhythm.

Bri shifted to mirror Adrienne's movement, bending her knee until her thigh pressed up against Adrienne's core. A sharp gasp escaped Adrienne's lips against Bri's mouth. They kissed like that, tangled into each other, a slow, sweet exploration. The air in the room felt charged still, but different, too—softer.

Like something had settled between them, steady and there to stay.

***

Bri woke before the alarm.

6:02 a.m.

The room was still blue with early light, the kind that made everything look softer than it was. Adrienne’s arm was heavy across her waist, breath slow and even against the back of her neck.

For a long moment, Bri didn’t move.

She just lay there and listened.

The steady inhale.

The warm press of a body that had held her through the night.

The faint scent of soap and something distinctly Adrienne.

She turned her head carefully.

Adrienne was asleep on her side now, hair loose across the pillow, mouth slightly parted. The tension Bri had grown used to seeing in her jaw was gone. She looked younger like this.

Unarmed.

Peaceful.

Bri’s chest tightened in a way that wasn’t fear. It wasn’t even nerves.

It was weight.

The infinite, terrifying weight of caring too much.

They’d both laughed the night before when they realized it was nearly one in the morning. Had shuffled around in that soft, dazed way, brushing teeth, climbing back into bed like the world outside didn’t exist.

Now it did.

But something had shifted.

Bri slid carefully out from under Adrienne’s arm, easing herself away so slowly the mattress barely dipped. Adrienne stirred once, exhaled, but didn’t wake.

In her own room, Bri gathered clothes in the half-light—something soft, something loose. She placed them on the bed. Her body felt different this morning. Not fragile. Not sore in a way that alarmed her.

Aware.

She paused in front of her mirror and touched the place at her neck where the collar had rested. There was no mark—not there, anyways—just the memory of pressure, of being chosen, of choosing back.

Her fingers lingered there.

It hadn’t felt like losing control.

It had felt like being trusted with it.

The shower steamed quickly. Water ran over her shoulders, and she tipped her face up into it, letting it quiet her thoughts.

Except it didn’t quiet them.

It amplified them.

She replayed the way they’d moved together—the way Adrienne had shuddered against her. The cry she’d made against Bri’s neck when she came. It made Bri’s legs shake beneath her in the shower. The teasing remarks she’d made. The way they’d met in the middle. The way Adrienne had looked at her afterward—not triumphant, not distant.

Present. Reflective.

Bri pressed her palm against the tile and closed her eyes.

This feels like love.

Her eyes opened wide. The thought arrived fully formed and it terrified her.

Not because she didn’t want it.

Because it felt possible. And naïve.

And Bri had been trained—by life, by loss, by the quiet implosions of her own family—not to trust good things.

Good things left.

Good things broke.

Good things were taken.

She turned off the water.

When she stepped out, toweling her hair, she heard the faucet running outside. The sink and vanity light hummed softly.

Adrienne.

Bri hesitated before opening the bathroom door.

Adrienne stood at the mirror, sleeves pushed up, hair caught carelessly in a claw clip as she brushed her teeth. Without the tension she carried in public, she looked softer—collarbone bare, shoulders at ease.

She looked up.

Their eyes met in the mirror.

For a second, something flickered there—awareness. Maybe a trace of the same almost-awkward recognition that things were different now.

Bri stepped out, hugging her towel a little tighter than necessary. She tried to slip past quietly.

Adrienne spit into the sink, rinsed, and turned off the faucet before catching her by the arm.

Not rough. Not urgent. Just firm enough to stop her.

“Feeling okay?” she asked, her voice still low with sleep.

Bri nodded. “Yeah.”

Adrienne held her there a second longer, studying her face like she was checking for something unspoken. Then she leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“Good,” she murmured. “What time do you have class?”

“Seven-thirty.”

Adrienne made a soft sound of sympathy. “That’s awfully early. I wish I could walk you. Gotta review my notes.”

“That’s alright,” Bri said, smiling.

Adrienne’s mouth curved. “Pretty,” she added, scratching lightly under Bri’s chin, almost absentmindedly.

Bri blinked, caught off guard. Her lips parted, but no words came.

The gesture was small. Intimate. Automatic.

Adrienne squeezed Bri’s arm once before letting go and stepping toward the shower.

Bri stood there for a moment after the bathroom door closed, listening to the water start.

Her heart felt so full it almost hurt.

In her room, she dressed carefully. Packed her bag. Checked her own notes. Moved through the motions like she always did—methodical, grounded.

But everything felt… brighter.

Quieter inside her, somehow.

Like something had settled.

But underneath it, something glowed.

And that glow scared her a little.

It felt too perfect.

Like the calm before something shifts.

Like the kind of happiness you’re not supposed to say out loud because saying it makes it fragile.

She zipped her bag and sat on the edge of her bed for a moment longer trying not to spiral.

What if I’m already in too deep?

The question wasn’t dramatic.

It was quiet.

And very real.

She stepped into the kitchen and lingered there, sweeping her hair to one side, fingers combing through the damp strands as she waited for the bathroom door to open.

It did.

Adrienne stepped out, hair wet, a towel wrapped around her, steam trailing behind her. She looked awake now. Alert. Herself again.

Bri crossed the space between them before she could overthink it and kissed her.

It wasn’t urgent. Just steady. Anchoring.

She broke away first, shivering slightly—not from cold.

“When do you get out of class today?” she asked.

“Uhm, around four,” Adrienne said, running a hand through her damp hair. “But I’ll be headed out again to study for a while.”

The words landed softer than they should have.

“Alright… alright. I’ll see you later.”

Adrienne smiled, that small, knowing curve of her mouth. “Most likely.”

Bri turned toward the door, then stopped.

She turned back.

“One more.”

Adrienne stepped forward and kissed her again—slower this time, a hand sliding briefly to Bri’s waist, holding her there for a few more stolen seconds.

When they separated, Bri felt it again—that fullness. That terrifying brightness.

She forced herself to let go first.

“I’ll see you later,” she murmured, almost to herself.

Adrienne nodded.

Then she stepped out into the hallway, the door closing softly behind her.

The happiness came with her.

So did the quiet fear that it may not last.


Chapter Five

The dining hall buzzed with early-morning noise—silverware clinking, espresso hissing, chairs scraping against tile.

Bri stepped inside, wondering if greasy food this early was even a good idea, her eyes flicking up to the clock above the café counter.

7:05.

Good.

She moved straight toward the cooler and grabbed a Celsius—peach vibe. Cold. Bright. Controlled energy. She paid quickly, already mentally mapping her route to class.

If she left in the next three minutes, she’d make it early. Good seat. Quiet room. Time to settle.

“Bri!”

She paused mid-step.

Clarissa and Maddie were wedged at one of the tiny two-person café tables near the windows. Clarissa had her legs tucked beneath her, iced coffee sweating onto a napkin. Maddie was scrolling on her phone, looking mildly haunted.

Clarissa immediately stood and dragged a third chair over with an aggressive scrape.

“Sit.”

Bri hesitated. “I was actually just heading to—”

“Sit,” Maddie said without looking up.

Bri glanced at the clock.

7:08.

She exhaled and walked over, lowering herself into the chair. The metal felt cold through her jeans. She cracked her Celsius open, the fizz sharp and clean.

“Where were you yesterday?” Maddie asked, her hand settling on Bri’s arm. “Jesus, you scared the hell out of me. I called your mom.”

Bri looked down at the table. “Yeah… sorry. I just needed to be alone.”

Maddie searched her face, trying to read it. “It was the test, wasn’t it? I told Hunter that. He thought it was something else.”

Bri’s jaw tightened slightly. She knew exactly what he thought. She just didn’t want to say it out loud.

Clarissa leaned forward before the silence stretched too long. “What did you get?”

Bri glanced up. “On the test?”

“Yeah,” Maddie said flatly.

Bri froze, trying to form the words but none came.

Clarissa groaned. “When are they going to release the grades? I wonder if she’ll hand them out today or something.”

They didn’t receive their grade? Bri thought to herself.

Maddie tossed her phone onto the table. “When they don’t release the grades right away? That means the class tanked.”

Bri took a sip of her drink. Sweet. Cold. Controlled.

She tried not to show it—that her grade had appeared the second she submitted the test.

“Did you get yours?” Maddie asked again.

Bri felt the pause before she answered, wished Maddie hadn’t pressed.

“Uh, no. I haven’t,” she lied.

Clarissa’s eyes sharpened. “Oh, and you were paying attention. Okay. Maybe it’s not so bad.”

Bri’s stomach tightened—not from fear. From guilt.

If she said it, something would shift.

Maddie gave a short laugh. “She’s definitely going to announce retests.”

“God, I feel like I’m going to die,” Clarissa said. “Why is this teacher so strict? I have never read so much in my life.”

Bri didn’t respond.

Clarissa nudged her knee. “What are you up to tonight? We’re gonna go out. Get some drinks.”

Bri checked the clock again.

7:12.

“I don’t know,” she said carefully. “I have to check with Adrienne. See if she’s staying on campus or…”

She trailed off.

Clarissa and Maddie exchanged a quick look.

“Is that getting super serious?” Clarissa asked lightly.

“It’s… steady, I guess,” Bri said quickly.

Maddie raised a brow. “Damn. You got yourself a wife real quick.”

Bri’s throat tightened.

“She’s not my wife.”

Clarissa smirked. “Mmhm.”

Bri stood before she could overthink it.

“I should go. I want to get a good seat.”

“We’re waiting on Hunter so…” Maddie said.

Bri slung her backpack over her shoulder.

“Yeah, I’ll see you guys at class,” she said smoothly. “I have something I have to take care of anyways.”

Another lie.

She just wanted to sit in a quiet room and breathe before class.

Clarissa squinted at her. “What something?”

“Just something,” Bri said, already stepping back.

Maddie watched her a beat longer than Clarissa did.

“Text us if you want to go out tonight,” Maddie called.

“I will.”

She didn’t look back.

Outside, the air was sharp and cool. Bri walked quickly across the quad, her steps purposeful.

7:16.

Perfect.

She slipped into the lecture hall and chose her seat—the way back.

She set her bag down. Took out her notebook. Smoothed the page flat.

Her phone buzzed.

Adrienne: Thinking of you.

The words dragged down her back and struck low in her stomach—slow and cloying. Reading over them made her head feel light. The lecture hall dimmed at the edges. Her pulse softened, then deepened. She worked to catch her breath.

Thinking of you.

Her thumb hovered, useless.

She locked her phone.

The warmth didn’t fade. She glanced up, half-worried it showed—but no one was looking.

The room slowly filled.

She pulled out her textbook and notes. She clicked her pen while flipping through them.

She was definitely leaving earlier next week for class.

And she wouldn’t be stopping at the dining hall.

***

The professor took attendance, then flicked on the projector. She’d already waited ten full minutes for late students to filter in—Maddie and Hunter among them—before stepping to the front of the lecture hall.

“I’ve already had several students ask me this,” she said, folding her hands loosely. “So I’ll address it now. There are no retests in this class. You should know that from the syllabus.”

A ripple of gasps and whispers rolled through the room.

Bri’s stomach dropped. She glanced sideways at Clarissa and Maddie. Neither looked back at her.

“When do we get our grades?” a guy near the front called out.

“If you passed,” the professor said evenly, “your grade is already visible. If you failed, it was not released. I didn’t design the platform. If you want to know your score, you may see me after class.”

More murmuring. A few sharp exhales. Someone swore under their breath.

Bri tensed, her cheeks burning. She forced herself to breathe, eyes scanning the room.

Am I the only one?

Hunter was leaning close to Maddie, massaging her shoulder. Maddie had her head in her hands.

“You can still bring your grade up,” the professor continued. “But you need to take the reading seriously. Study. And come midterms—if you’re still struggling—you may want to consider withdrawing rather than failing outright. Tutoring is available.”

The lecture moved on.

Bri stared at the slide on the screen. She’d already read the material. Still, her chest felt tight. She would spend the rest of the day reviewing it. The weekend too. No shortcuts.

When class ended, she hesitated—hoping to slip out quietly—but Maddie and Clarissa were already pushing toward the front to check their grades.

Bri gathered her things and turned toward the exit.

“Bri.”

Hunter stepped into her path.

“Did you get your grade?”

Bri swallowed. His eyes lingered on her face, searching.

“Thanks for that mnemonic trick,” he added. “I wouldn’t have passed without you.”

Her heart stuttered.

Before she could answer, Maddie and Clarissa appeared. Maddie didn’t even look at her—just brushed past into the hallway. Bri hesitated, then followed.

Maddie spun around so fast her ponytail whipped over her shoulder. There was a tight, almost cruel smile on her face.

“Tell me why you lied to my face this morning, Bri.”

“What?”

“You got a ninety. I just saw it.”

Bri stiffened. “Why were you looking?”

“Because your name isn’t highlighted in red,” Maddie snapped. “You’re one of the only ones.”

Bri instinctively took a small step back.

Hunter moved between them slightly. “Maddie, you can’t be mad at her for passing. She studied.”

Maddie looked at him like he’d betrayed her.

“I’m not mad because she passed,” she said, voice sharp. “I’m mad because she lied. And she didn’t help us study. We’re your friends. Friends help each other. She was with you instead.” Her eyes flicked between them. “And that’s real fucking awesome, by the way.”

The hallway felt suddenly too narrow.

Bri’s mouth opened. “I—”

Nothing came.

Clarissa hovered off to the side, tense and silent, not taking a side.

“Hunter, I swear to God,” Maddie muttered—not loud, but pointed.

She turned and walked off. Clarissa followed.

Hunter lingered a second longer, giving Bri a look that might’ve been sympathy—or guilt—before he went after them.

The hallway emptied.

The noise drained away.

Bri stood there, stunned.

Then she turned and walked a few steps in the direction of the lecture hall, hands trembling.

She pressed herself against the cool wall near the stairwell, trying to breathe.

“Brianna?”

She looked up.

The professor stood there, briefcase in hand.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes,” Bri said automatically.

“You did outstanding on that exam,” the professor said gently. “I’m very impressed. You’re going to do very well this semester, I already know it.”

Bri’s vision blurred.

The professor tilted her head slightly, her expression softening with quiet understanding.

“Would you like to walk for a bit?” she offered. “I have some time before my next class.”

Bri blinked the tears back, forcing her voice steady. “No. I… I’m meeting someone.”

“Alright. Send me an email if you ever need to talk, okay?”

Bri nodded, “I will.”

“Any big weekend plans?”

“Just studying.”

The professor smiled. “Good choice. I’ll see you next week?”

Bri nodded again.

The professor slipped on her sunglasses and headed toward the doors.

Bri stayed where she was for a moment, then drifted toward the bathroom, not quite ready to step back outside.

Inside the handicap stall, she sat on the closed toilet lid and stared at the metal door.

Her chest felt heavy.

She replayed it—Maddie’s face, Hunter stepping in, the word lied landing harder than it should have.

Why did I feel guilty?

She hadn’t cheated. She hadn’t sabotaged anyone.

She’d just… kept something to herself.

Something that might have made the gap between them feel wider.

Her breathing came shallow at first, then steadied. She pulled out her phone, scrolling through her texts without really reading them. Her mom was at work. Adrienne was probably in class.

There was no one she wanted to explain this to anyway.

After a minute, she stepped out of the stall, checked her reflection in the mirror.

Then she left the building and crossed the quad carefully, hoping she wouldn’t run into Maddie.

***

By four o’clock, Bri’s eyes were burning.

She’d been at her desk since eleven.

And she had gotten a lot done.

Three chapters annotated. Practice questions answered. A clean outline drafted in her notebook. The kind of work that felt solid. Earned.

Around two-thirty, there’d been a knock at the door.

Not tentative. Not soft.

Bri had stilled immediately.

She padded quietly to the entryway and leaned toward the peephole.

Maddie.

Clarissa beside her.

They stood there for a long few seconds. Clarissa shifted her weight. Maddie crossed her arms.

Bri didn’t move.

Didn’t breathe.

After a minute, they left.

Her phone buzzed a few seconds later.

She didn’t check it.

She went back to her desk instead.

And for another hour, she managed to focus.

She highlighted. She rewrote a section. She even caught an error in one of the practice rationales and felt a small flicker of satisfaction.

She was fine.

She told herself that twice.

But closer to four, the quiet started pressing in.

The word lied resurfaced.

Hunter stepping between them.

Maddie’s face.

The unread text.

Her pen slowed.

She read a paragraph and realized she hadn’t absorbed it.

She tried again.

Movement outside caught her eye.

Adrienne.

Walking across the quad with a cluster of guys—laughing at something one of them said. Casual. Relaxed. Like she belonged there.

Bri’s stomach tightened.

It wasn’t jealousy exactly.

Okay—maybe a little.

But it was something else too.

The table at the dining hall flashed in her mind. The chicken tenders. The way the whole group had laughed at whatever Adrienne said. The way Bri had felt small and obvious standing there.

Were they laughing like that now?

About her?

The thought came quick and sharp.

About the collar. About the handcuffs. About the sounds she’d made.

Her chest tightened.

They’d probably think she was pathetic.

Adrienne’s voice came to her, God she’s so easy, you should have seen her taking it.

She pressed her lips together, staring too long out the window.

Adrienne’s head tipped back in laughter at something one of the guys said.

Bri turned back to her laptop abruptly and dragged her highlighter across a sentence she didn’t register.

Her breathing went shallow.

She rubbed her face hard and forced herself to inhale.

No. She wouldn’t do that to me. No. No. No.

She wouldn’t.

The thought felt fragile.

When the apartment door opened a few minutes later, Bri straightened in her chair and turned toward the entryway.

“Hey. Had a good day?”

Adrienne dropped her bag by the door. “Yeah. Long.” She glanced at Bri as she stepped toward her room. “You?”

Bri pushed back from her chair and stood, suddenly unsure of herself. She looked at the floor as she spoke.

“Pretty good,” she said. “Got a lot done.”

Adrienne smiled and crossed the space between them. Her hands slid around Bri’s waist. Bri wrapped her arms around Adrienne’s neck automatically. They kissed—warm, steady, familiar.

“Glad I studied,” Adrienne said. “One of my professors cold-calls. You just stand up and defend a position. No warning.”

Bri gave a small laugh. “That’s terrifying.”

“It is.”

Adrienne pulled back slightly, eyes searching her face.

“You okay?”

Bri hesitated. Considered telling Adrienne about what happened with Maddie, then chose something safer. “Yeah. It just sounds like most of my class failed the test. The one I took yesterday?”

Adrienne shrugged. “Yeah. I hear that happens a lot first semester with nursing. Not everyone can handle it.”

“My friends actually failed it too.”

“Mm.” Adrienne didn’t soften. “Not surprised.”

Bri blinked. “You’re not?”

“No offense,” Adrienne said, squeezing her waist once, “but I don’t think those two are finishing that program.”

The bluntness startled her.

Before Bri could respond, Adrienne stepped back, already pulling her shirt over her head as she left the room.

Bri watched her for a second. Then followed her to her room. She lingered in the doorway.

“You headed out?”

“Yeah. Debate prep. We’re practicing arguments.” Adrienne tugged on a t-shirt, then a hoodie over it. “You okay with that?”

“It’s fine. I’ve got reading.”

Adrienne came back toward her, cupping her face briefly. “Will you text me? I missed you today.”

Bri’s breath caught. “You did?”

“Yeah,” Adrienne laughed as if it was obvious.

They kissed again.

“Any dinner plans?” Adrienne asked on her way to the kitchen.

“Probably something frozen.”

“Someone’s ordering pizza… for the debate? I’ll bring you some back.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I will.”

She smiled at her—certain—and left. Bri listened as Adrienne’s footsteps disappeared down the hall.

Silence rushed in.

Bri tried going back to her room to study. She stared at her screen for a full minute.

Then she closed the laptop.

She tried taking a bath.

Tried watching TV.

Tried not thinking about the chicken incident from weeks ago—Adrienne making an entire table laugh.

Tried not wondering if she was just convenient.

Roommate proximity. Easy access.

Of course she was.

Adrienne was just toying with her.

This was something to pass the time for her. Something short-lived. She thought about how confident Adrienne was at the store, how she’d know what harness would fit her. She’d done this many times. Bri didn’t even want to think of Adrienne’s body count. It was probably so high she no longer kept track.

Bri looked at herself in the mirror.

Plain. Soft. Boring.

Her brown hair hung limp around her shoulders, slightly frizzed at the ends from the bath. Her skin looked pale under the overhead light, uneven and flushed across her cheeks. She leaned closer, touching beneath her eye like she could smooth something out.

Why would someone like that want someone like me?

By the time Adrienne came home—closer to nine—Bri was wrapped tight in a blanket on her bed, laptop balanced on her knees. The show played quietly, but she hadn’t registered a single line in the last ten minutes. Her door was closed.

She heard Adrienne kick off her shoes. The dull thud of them hitting the wall. The fridge opening. A cabinet closing.

Then a knock at her door.

“You still up?”

“Yeah.” Bri’s voice came out thinner than she meant it to.

Silence for a moment.

Bri stared at the door.

Part of her wanted Adrienne to push in immediately.

Part of her wanted her to leave.

Her chest felt overfull—like one wrong word would split something open.

She listened to Adrienne moving through the apartment—water running, a chair scraping lightly across the floor.

Then another knock.

The handle turned before Bri could answer.

“Hi.”

That did it.

Bri’s throat tightened so fast it hurt. “Hi.”

Adrienne stepped inside and closed the door quietly behind her. She didn’t comment on the blanket cocoon. She just crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed, close but not touching yet.

“Did something happen?”

Bri paused the show. The sudden silence in the room made everything feel louder—her breathing, the faint hum of the heater.

“It’s just been a long day.”

Adrienne tilted her head slightly, studying her.

“Well, tell me about it. I did bring you back some pizza. It’s in the fridge. Want me to microwave it?”

Bri shook her head, eyes dropping to her hands.

“So what’s been going on?”

Bri’s fingers twisted into the blanket. “Are you just with me because I’m your roommate?”

The question hung in the air.

Adrienne didn’t flinch.

“No. I think you’re really hot. Beautiful actually.” She leaned back slightly, steady, grounded. “I would’ve been trying to get with you regardless if we were roommates. And then I would have asked you to be my roommate.”

Bri let out a weak breath that was almost a laugh. “No, you wouldn’t even see me.”

Adrienne’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “Not true. Everyone notices you.”

“I’m super boring.”

“You are the opposite of boring. Trust me.” Adrienne leaned forward then, closing the gap, her fingers wrapping around Bri’s hand and squeezing once—firm, grounding.

Bri swallowed.

“I know this is gonna sound really petty, but I saw you walking with a group of guys and got jealous. I saw it earlier but didn’t want to upset you.”

“Upset me?” A slow smile tugged at Adrienne’s mouth. Not mocking. Almost pleased. “Why would you being jealous upset me? That’s fucking hot.”

Bri blinked, caught off guard.

“Yeah,” Adrienne murmured, her thumb brushing slowly along Bri’s jawline. “You want me all to yourself, baby?”

The flutter returned—but it felt steadier now. Less frantic.

“Do you talk about me to your friends?”

Adrienne made a face immediately. “What friends? My classmates? They’re not my friends.” She let out a small, dry laugh. “They’re a bunch of scumbag wannabe lawyers.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” She shrugged lightly. “I don’t really have friends. I choose not to.”

That landed.

Bri shifted, pushing the blanket off her lap like she needed air.

“Something happened today with my friends,” she said. “They didn’t pass. I told you. Maddie found out I did and lost it.”

“She what?”

Bri nodded. “Yeah. She basically blamed me for her failing because I didn’t help her.”

Adrienne’s posture changed.

It was subtle—but immediate.

Her shoulders squared. Her expression flattened.

“What’s her room number?”

Bri froze. “What?”

Adrienne was already standing. “What’s her room number?”

“Don’t.”

“I’ll find it.”

The air shifted.

Panic surged up Bri’s spine. She lunged forward, grabbing Adrienne’s arm with both hands.

“Please. Please don’t.”

Adrienne turned slowly.

“I’m just going to talk to her.”

Bri’s fingers tightened. Her hands were shaking. Adrienne’s face looked different—colder. Focused.

“Please.”

Adrienne exhaled through her nose—sharp, contained. Not angry at Bri. Angry for her.

Bri dropped to her knees without meaning to, wrapping her arms around Adrienne’s waist.

“Don’t. Please. I already have enough…”

The fight left Adrienne’s posture immediately.

She crouched down, taking Bri’s face in both hands, forcing eye contact gently but firmly.

“I need you to hear something.”

Bri nodded, tears spilling freely now.

“Your friend manipulated you. She knows you’re kind. She used that. She blamed you for her own failure.”

“No, I should’ve studied with them.”

“No,” Adrienne said, voice steady and unyielding. “You shouldn’t have. They’re losers. And they only have themselves to blame for that.”

She pulled Bri into her chest.

“This is not your fault.”

Bri folded into her, shoulders shaking.

Adrienne’s hand moved slowly up and down her back. Consistent. Calm.

“Okay,” Adrienne said softly after a minute. “We’re going to sit.”

Bri couldn’t get her legs to cooperate.

So Adrienne slid one arm under her knees, the other behind her back, and lifted her without hesitation.

She carried her across the room and into Bri’s bedroom near the door.

Set her down carefully on the bed.

And stayed.

***

They stayed curled together on the bed for a while, the tension from earlier dissolving into something quieter. Bri lay half across Adrienne’s chest, listening to the steady rhythm of her breathing while they talked.

Adrienne told her about debate prep, about one classmate who always volunteered too quickly and another rambled in circles.

“Do you want to be a lawyer?” Bri asked.

Adrienne traced idle patterns along Bri’s arm. “Maybe. If I can be an ethical one.” She tilted her head slightly. “Do you want to be a nurse?”

“We’ll see.”

Adrienne nodded once, like that was enough for now.

After a minute she brushed her knuckles lightly down Bri’s side. “You must be hungry.”

“Maybe a little.”

Adrienne shifted, sliding out from under her. “Come on, let’s go.”

Bri followed her to the kitchen, still a little soft from crying, a little pliable.

Adrienne turned on the oven. “It’ll taste better like this.”

Bri leaned against the counter while she waited. Adrienne stepped into her space again without hesitation, pressing a slow kiss to her cheek. Then another. Bri smiled without meaning to.

Adrienne moved behind her, hands settling at her hips. Bri leaned back into her instinctively. Adrienne kissed along the side of her neck—warm, unhurried—her breath lingering there. Bri’s back arched slightly before she could stop it.

Adrienne’s fingers slipped beneath the hem of Bri’s shirt just enough to brush her stomach. She tickled lightly.

Bri jerked and laughed. “Hey!”

“You ticklish?” Adrienne murmured against her neck.

“No!”

“Hm. I think so.”

Adrienne turned her gently, hands sliding up to rest at Bri’s waist. She didn’t rush. She just looked at her.

She took in the softened eyes. The parted lips. The faint flush across her cheeks. The subtle change in her breathing.

“Oh,” Adrienne said quietly. “I know that look.”

“What look?”

Adrienne leaned closer, her mouth near Bri’s ear.

“Baby, you look horny.”

Bri inhaled sharply, eyes fluttering shut for half a second.

“I’m not,” she said, nodding too quickly.

“No, no, no.” Adrienne’s tone shifted—not teasing now, but steady. “First rule. In this relationship, you tell me what you want.”

Bri blinked. “What I want?”

“Yes.” Adrienne stepped back just enough to see her clearly. “You tell me what you want. When you want it. Where. So I can provide.”

Bri laughed nervously, glancing toward the oven like she could escape into the preheating light.

“I’m not kidding,” Adrienne added, voice calm and grounded. “I’m not going to assume. And I want to hear you say it.”

“Okay…”

“Tell me I’m wrong,” Adrienne said softly. “Are you horny?”

Bri backed up a step, crossing her arms loosely over her stomach. Her mouth opened—then closed again.

Adrienne shrugged lightly and turned to slide the half pizza into the oven.

“You brought back half a pizza?” Bri said quickly.

“Yes. Those fuckers didn’t need it.” Adrienne shut the oven door and turned back to her, leaning forward onto the island, chin resting in her hands like she had all the time in the world.

“I’m waiting.”

Bri took a slow breath, a nervous smile forming.

“Okay… maybe yes.”

“Yes what?”

“I got turned on when you came behind me like that.”

“I know,” Adrienne said, her grin widening—slow and almost devilish—as she tilted her head and peered up at Bri from under her brows. “You like me behind you.”

Bri swallowed. “Yes. It’s attractive. For a few different reasons.”

Adrienne’s gaze sharpened slightly. “Tell me.”

“It’s romantic,” Bri said, searching for the words. “Not just sexy. It feels… close.”

Adrienne stilled. Her eyes softened, unfocused for a heartbeat, like the words had settled somewhere deep. She shook her head slightly, smiling to herself.

“I like where you’re going with that.”

Their eyes locked across the counter.

“Let’s eat in my room,” Adrienne said, smirking.


Chapter Six

They kissed on the bed, their plates set on the bedside table, pizza gone, Adrienne’s leg wrapped around Bri, her hand drifting to Bri’s waistband. Bri’s head fell back resting on the pillow, Adrienne watched her face as she teased her.

Adrienne reached in and gripped her warmth gentle as first, drawing a soft sound from Bri. Then her fingers parted her and went to her clit.

“You’re so wet,” Adrienne whispered.

Bri nodded, her eyes dropping to Adrienne’s chest then back up to her eyes.

Adrienne’s fingers stilled, “You have to tell me.”

“I want your shirt off,” Bri murmured, heat rising to her face.

Adrienne looked at her satisfied. She reached down and peeled her shirt off in one fluid motion. Bri took her in, she wore a black unlined bra, her nipples already pressing against the fabric. The sight made her breath catch.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Adrienne murmured, grinning.

Bri pulled on her waist to bring her closer, “Like what?”

Then she put her face between Adrienne’s breasts and kissed them slow and unhurried, the soft kisses loud in the quiet room. Bri looked up, eyes wide and unguarded.

“Like what?” Bri asked again.

Adrienne’s breathing was heavy, as she looked down at Bri she shook her head softly, as if in disbelief.

“Like you’re interested.”

“Oh, I’m very, very interested.”

Bri kissed her.

“Can I…” Bri hooked her thumb under Adrienne’s bra strap and pulled on it watching Adrienne’s lips part.

Bri pulled the strap down and cup down slowly, Adrienne’s breast spilling free. Bri kissed the skin around Adrienne’s nipple, then let her tongue swirl around it, flicking it. Adrienne looked down at her.

She had gone very still.

Her hand came up to Bri’s cheek while Bri took the nipple into her mouth and sucked, kneading it around her mouth. Then Bri pulled the strap of Adrienne’s other cup down and sucked on her other breast. Adrienne let out a soft sound as she watched.

Adrienne lay back against the pillow and pulled Bri down with her. Bri kissed her lips before shifting lower again.

With one hand Adrienne cradled Bri’s head as she suckled, Bri’s cheeks flushing.

Bri’s fingers drifted to Adrienne’s stomach, fingers ghosting between her hips. Each sound of Adrienne’s breath catching sent chills down her spine. She pulled back to look at her chest then up at Adrienne.

“I love them, they’re so perfect.”

Adrienne scoffed, a flush spreading across her cheeks as she propped herself up. Her fingers drifted down Bri's side, coming to rest on her hip. The touch was light, almost hesitant, but it sent a jolt through Bri's body.

Bri continued to suck and massage Adrienne's breasts, drawing soft pants and moans from her lips. As Bri worked, Adrienne's fingers slid beneath the waistband of Bri's pants. Bri looked up, her own hand finding Adrienne's waistband in return. Her fingers grazed across Adrienne's pussy, and Adrienne's eyes fluttered shut. She swallowed hard, then looked down at Bri.

“No, just let me,” Adrienne said, reaching up to pull Bri's hand away.

“But I want to,” Bri said simply.

Adrienne leaned forward, pressing a soft kiss to Bri's forehead. “Maybe later,” she murmured.

Still, Adrienne hadn't let her touch her. Bri tried not to let the disappointment show, the uncertainty. She returned her attention to Adrienne's breast, the sounds Adrienne made as she did so making her own pussy pulse with need.

Adrienne circled Bri's clit, and Bri ground against her fingers, moaning against her breast. Then Adrienne moved to circle her opening, and Bri pulled back with a wince.

“Are you okay, Bri?”

“Yeah, I think I’m just sore from last night.”

Adrienne’s eyes narrowed slightly, assessing. She moved down lower to be level with Bri. “You want me to… help? I could eat you out.” A small smirk tugged at her mouth. “I’ve been told I’m very good at it.”

Bri’s breath hitched—then she froze.

“I could make you feel better,” Adrienne murmured, kissing Bri.

Bri sat up straighter.

Adrienne’s teasing expression faded. “Hey. Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Um.” Bri tucked her hands into her lap. “I have to ask you something.”

Adrienne reached back to unhook her bra, then threw it aside. “Yeah? Ask away.”

Bri swallowed, trying not to stare.

“How many people have you been with?”

Adrienne blinked once. “I don’t know.” A half-smile. “Are you worried about STDs? I’ve been tested.”

Bri shook her head. “Oh? Uh, yeah I’ve been tested too. That’s not it though.”

“Okay, what is it?”

“No. I just… I don’t know. I feel inexperienced. I guess I just wonder how many women you’ve… slept with.”

Adrienne went quiet for a second.

“Oh.”

Adrienne looked away, thinking.

“There was a girl I was with for years. It was complicated.” She gave a small shrug. “Small town. Not a whole lot of options.”

Bri waited.

“Other than that, I’ve fooled around with like… four girls? Nothing serious.” She tilted her head. “You?”

“I had a girlfriend in high school. Didn’t work out.”

“Let me guess, she’s with a guy now?”

Bri hesitated. “Uh. No. Well, yes? Probably. She… transitioned. Into a man.”

Adrienne blinked. “Oh.”

“And now only dates guys.”

Adrienne let out a soft breath. “Oh. That’s… yeah. That’s interesting.”

Bri nodded. “But even before that, it wasn’t right. We weren’t right together.”

Adrienne stared at the wall for a moment.

“Yeah… I don’t think I’ve ever been with an actual lesbian.”

Bri looked at her. “Really?”

“No.” Adrienne let out a quiet, almost humorless laugh. “That girl I mentioned? She has a husband and a kid now.”

Bri frowned. “Really?”

“Yeah.” Adrienne’s jaw flexed. “When we were teenagers—and mind you, we were together like as each other’s firsts—she told me she couldn’t wait until she found a man who… fucked her senselessly.” She stopped herself, then waved it off. “It was excellent to hear. I still can’t believe it. We had just had sex.”

Bri stared at her.

“She said that to you?”

“Yeah.” Adrienne nodded once. “She’d try to get me to dress more masculine too. Cut my hair. Act different.” A pause. “I can’t believe I put up with it as long as I did.”

Silence settled between them.

“She still messages me,” Adrienne added quietly. “Calls me her best friend.”

That one landed differently.

Bri felt something shift inside her.

Not jealousy.

Not insecurity.

Something softer.

Adrienne wasn’t some experienced, untouchable force who’d been desired endlessly.

She’d been doubted.

Adjusted.

Misunderstood.

Bri moved closer without thinking, her hand resting lightly on Adrienne’s thigh.

“You didn’t deserve that,” she said softly.

Adrienne looked at her then—really looked at her.

Bri lifted her hand slowly, almost cautiously, and threaded her fingers into Adrienne’s hair. She didn’t tug. She just combed through it gently, like she was memorizing the texture.

“I like your hair like this,” she murmured.

Adrienne went very still.

Bri’s thumb brushed along her temple, pushing a strand back into place. There was no teasing in her expression now. No insecurity.

Just certainty.

She shifted closer on the bed, knees brushing Adrienne’s thigh, leaning in until her lips were near her ear.

“I want you,” she whispered.

Not breathless.

Not shy.

Not asking.

Choosing.

When she pulled back, their eyes met.

And something in Adrienne’s expression changed—

something softer. Almost stunned.

Bri didn’t look away this time.

She held the eye contact.

Letting it settle.

Adrienne's hands found the hem of Bri's shirt, her fingers brushing against the skin of her stomach as she lifted it upward. Bri raised her arms, helping Adrienne pull the shirt over her head. The fabric whispered against her skin before falling away. Then Adrienne reached around, her movements practiced as she unhooked Bri's bra. The straps slid down Bri's shoulders, and she let it fall away.

Adrienne's gaze drifted down Bri's body before she hooked her fingers into the waistband of Bri's sweatpants. She tugged them down along with Bri's panties in one smooth motion. Bri laid back, lifting her hips to help, then pulled them the rest of the way off. She watched as Adrienne laid back beside her, shimmying out of her own jeans and underwear until they were both naked.

Adrienne reached for Bri's hand, her fingers wrapping around her wrist. She guided Bri's hand down, between her legs, pressing Bri's palm against her wet heat.

Adrienne's breath caught.

“Lay down with me,” Adrienne murmured, her voice thick.

Bri shifted, settling beside her. Adrienne guided her hand at first, showing her how she liked to be touched. But Bri found her rhythm quickly, her fingers moving with increasing confidence. Adrienne bit her bottom lip, her hips lifting to meet Bri's touch. Her nails dug into Bri's arm.

“You don't have pizza on your fingers, do you?”

“No,” Bri breathed, a small smile playing on her lips. “I licked it off.”

Adrienne let out a breathy laugh, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

Bri shifted, moving between Adrienne's legs. She leaned down, pressing soft kisses to Adrienne's breasts before taking a nipple into her mouth. Adrienne's fingers tangled in Bri's hair, gathering it into a loose ponytail. The gesture made Bri's cheeks flush.

“You can go harder,” Adrienne panted.

Bri nodded, her eyes locking with Adrienne's as she increased the pressure and speed of her strokes. Adrienne propped herself up on her elbows, pulling Bri's face closer for a kiss. As their lips met, Adrienne let go of Bri's hair, her hand moving down to massage Bri's breast. Then she spread her legs wider, reaching down to guide Bri's fingers inside her.

Bri's mouth fell open at the feeling of Adrienne's warmth surrounding her fingers. Adrienne laid back, a soft moan escaping her throat. Bri leaned forward, capturing Adrienne's lips in a hungry kiss.

She curled her fingers, and Adrienne responded by sucking on Bri's lower lip. Bri squeezed her thighs together, the act of pleasuring Adrienne sending waves of arousal through her own body.

Adrienne looked down between them, her own fingers finding her clit. Her other hand came up to the back of Bri's neck, holding her close. Bri panted against Adrienne's skin, her fingers moving in and out as Adrienne's moans grew louder. The sounds made Bri's face flush with heat.

“Stay here with me,” Adrienne said, her voice ragged.

Their eyes locked, breath mingling in the space between them. Adrienne grunted, her body tensing as her orgasm built.

A rope coiled in Bri's belly, tightening until it snapped. A sharp cry tore from her throat as the wave crashed over her. Adrienne's mouth was instantly on hers, swallowing the sound, her own moan vibrating against Bri's lips as the space between them tightened.

Bri's mouth brushed Adrienne's cheek, a fleeting warmth that drew a shudder from Adrienne. Her lips traveled lower, pressing a lingering kiss to the sensitive skin of Adrienne's neck before she carefully withdrew her fingers. Adrienne's breath hitched, her gaze fixed as Bri brought her glistening fingers to her own mouth. Her eyes never left Adrienne's as she licked them clean. She savored the moment, watching Adrienne's teeth sink into her own bottom lip, her breath ragged.

Leaning in, Bri closed the remaining space until their faces were a breath apart, the warmth of Adrienne's exhale brushing over her lips.

“You taste so amazing,” Bri whispered.

Adrienne's eyes widened.

In one fluid motion she rolled on top of Bri, her body pressing Bri into the mattress as she claimed her mouth in a rough, hungry kiss.

Adrienne's lips traveled down Bri's throat, leaving a trail of fire across her collarbones, between her breasts, over the soft curve of her belly. Her hands gripped Bri's hips, fingers digging into skin as she settled between her legs. Adrienne parted Bri's folds with reverence, her face close enough that Bri could feel her warm breath against her sensitive skin.

“Can I taste you?” Adrienne asked, her voice low. She bent to kiss Bri's inner thigh.

Bri sat up slightly and nodded, biting her lower lip.

Adrienne's breath bloomed against Bri's clit, her tongue began to trace a deliciously slow, wet pattern. A soft whimper escaped Bri's lips, answered by a low moan that vibrated through her core. She fought to keep her gaze locked with Adrienne's, but the sensation was overwhelming. Her head lolled against the pillows, spine bowing off the mattress as something inside her gave way.

Adrienne lapped at her, each breath and moan bringing Bri closer to another orgasm. Adrienne's hands came up to grip her hips, holding her steady as her tongue moved.

Bri's fingers tangled in the sheets, her knuckles white as she tried to hold herself together. The room seemed to fade away, leaving only the feeling of Adrienne's mouth on her, the sound of her own ragged breathing. Adrienne's grip tightened, her thumbs pressing into Bri's hips, a possessive touch that sent shivers down Bri's spine.

The pressure built, a slow, steady climb toward the edge, and Bri could feel herself teetering, ready to fall.

Bri looked down at Adrienne, her hands moving to cup her own breasts. Adrienne's moan vibrated against her pussy, making her whole body clench.

Bri's fingers found her own nipples, pinching and rolling the sensitive peaks until they stood erect. She leaned down, her gaze locked with Adrienne's, and captured one between her lips. The intensity in Adrienne's eyes sent a jolt straight through her core, drawing a moan from her throat as she released her nipple. Her mouth then moved to the other side, lavishing it with equal attention.

Adrienne's tongue traced a path downward, finding that perfect spot that made Bri's entire body tense. Her stomach clenched as waves of pleasure built within her.

A cry escaped her lips as her orgasm broke over her, hips grinding against Adrienne's mouth. Adrienne's grip tightened on her hips, holding her as she rode it out. Even after Bri's movements stilled, Adrienne continued her licking, her tongue now gentle, lapping at her in slow, deliberate strokes. Bri shuddered, aftershocks rippling through her as Adrienne pressed soft kisses against her overly sensitive skin.

Adrienne slowly withdrew, her warm breath ghosting over Bri's heated skin. Her fingers parted Bri's folds, and her tongue dragged over her one final time, drawing a whimper from Bri's lips.

Adrienne shifted upward, her body gliding against Bri's until their faces were level. She cradled Bri's jaw in her palms, thumbs stroking the soft skin of her face as their lips met.

The air in the room felt warm and intimate, filled only with the sound of their soft breathing and the occasional sigh as they lost themselves in each other's embrace.

“Did you come with your fingers inside me? Before?” Adrienne asked pressing a kiss to

Bri’s collar bone.

“Yes,” Bri said.

“What did it?”

“Feeling you on my fingers, watching you, seeing your body, hearing the sounds you make, hearing your breath.”

“God you’re…” Adrienne whispered against her skin.

“What?” Bri asked.

Their eyes locked.

Adrienne looked down, shaking her head. She grinned, raising an eyebrow.

“You’re just very, very hot.”

Bri’s knuckles grazed her cheek, catching the softness Adrienne tried to bury, even if she wouldn’t press it.

***

The next day slipped into something soft and steady.

They studied more than they talked.

The apartment carried the low hum of productivity—laptop keys tapping, pages turning, the faint scrape of highlighter across paper.

Bri built momentum.

Chapters outlined.

Quizzes submitted.

Virtual labs completed.

Discussion posts drafted and posted before anyone else in her class.

An essay started—then rewritten—then started again.

Her phone buzzed occasionally.

Maddie.

Clarissa.

She turned it face down without reading them.

Adrienne worked at the coffee table, casebooks stacked beside her. Sometimes she’d read aloud a sentence just to hear how ridiculous it sounded. Sometimes Bri would laugh without looking up.

They took breaks without announcing them.

Adrienne would stand, stretch, and wander over, pressing a distracted kiss to Bri’s temple.

Bri would end up half in Adrienne’s lap on the couch for ten minutes that turned into twenty.

Then back to work.

In the afternoon, while Bri stood in the kitchen refilling her water bottle, Adrienne came up behind her.

Arms around her waist. Chin resting lightly on her shoulder.

“Tonight,” Adrienne murmured, lips brushing just below her ear, “I’m going to give you what you want.”

Bri’s breath caught. “What does that mean?”

“Keep being good,” Adrienne said calmly. “Keep studying. You’ll find out.”

She let her go like nothing had happened.

Bri stared at the counter for a long second before going back to her notes.

Late afternoon, Bri lay on her stomach on the living room rug, laptop open in front of her. Her hair was piled messily on top of her head. One foot kicked absently in the air.

Her face tightened.

Adrienne glanced up from the couch.

“What’s wrong, babe?”

“This essay is done,” Bri muttered. “It’s just really, really, really bad.”

Adrienne set her book aside. “Can I read it?”

Bri rolled onto her side dramatically. “Yes. It’s bad.”

Her eyes were already glassy.

“I’m sure it’s fine.”

Adrienne sat beside her and pulled the laptop closer. She read quietly, occasionally adjusting a sentence, fixing punctuation, tightening phrasing. Once, she added a line at the end of a paragraph.

Bri watched her face the entire time.

Adrienne handed it back.

“It’s ready to submit.”

“What?”

“Yeah. I made some minor grammatical corrections and added your thesis statement up top where it belongs.”

Bri stared at the screen. Then at Adrienne.

“Oh my god, thank you.”

She kicked her legs behind her, an involuntary little burst of happiness.

Adrienne watched her—openly. Face warming as she took her in.

Just… watching.

“What?” Bri asked, squinting up at her.

Adrienne held her gaze for a second too long. Then she cleared her throat and stood, retreating back to the couch like she needed distance.

“Nothing.”

But she kept glancing over at Bri from her spot—quiet, thoughtful—like she was studying something she hadn’t expected to find.

A few minutes passed.

“Hey,” Adrienne said casually, not looking up from her book. “Did your parents take you to church growing up?”

Bri blinked. “Uh… actually, yes. Well. Yes I went to church.” She pushed herself upright. “My parents didn’t take me. I just went on my own.”

Adrienne slowly lowered the book.

“I’m sorry,” she said carefully, “you went to church… voluntarily?”

Bri’s face warmed instantly. “Yes,” she said, laughing nervously. “I found it kind of comforting. My mom hated it. I’d cry and tell her she’s going to hell. I feel horrible about it now, of course.”

Adrienne stared at her—long blink. Another.

“Why do you ask?” Bri said.

Adrienne tilted her head slightly.

“You just seem… I don’t know. Pure.”

Bri made a face. “Pure?”

“Yeah, like a nun.”

“Like a nun?” Bri repeated, half-offended, half-embarrassed.

Adrienne’s mouth curved faintly. “Not in a weird way.”

“In what way then?”

“In the way that you’re always assuming you did something wrong.” Adrienne leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Even when you didn’t.”

Bri went quiet.

“It’s like you always want to be good,” Adrienne continued, softer now. “Like you need to earn being okay.”

Bri swallowed.

Adrienne’s eyes darkened slightly—not teasing now. Intent.

“It’s kind of endearing,” she said. A beat. “And very fucking sexy.”

Bri’s breath hitched.

Adrienne didn’t smirk.

“You always want to be good,” she repeated quietly.

“I do,” Bri whispered.

She looked down, cheeks flushing—then back up at Adrienne.

Adrienne was still on the couch, legs spread slightly, book resting open across her thighs. Her cheeks were flushed too. Her mouth parted just enough to suggest she was about to say something.

Neither of them moved.

The air felt heavier.

“I’m almost done,” Adrienne said finally, voice lower now. “Then we can—”

A knock came at the door.

Adrienne’s expression shifted instantly—irritation flashing across her face. She set the book down on the coffee table a little harder than necessary and stood.

Bri’s stomach dropped.

What if it was Maddie. Or Hunter.

She moved without thinking, stepping in front of Adrienne and placing both hands on her shoulders.

Adrienne’s eyes dropped to Bri’s hands.

“It’s okay,” Bri said quickly. “I’ll get it.”

Adrienne’s mouth curled—slow, devious.

She slid a hand to the small of Bri’s back and pulled her in closer, close enough that Bri could feel the warmth of her through her shirt.

“You don’t have to,” Adrienne murmured, pressing a kiss just below her ear, then another below it.

Bri’s breath faltered.

Adrienne pulled back just enough to look at her.

Bri’s eyes moved over her face—the darkened gaze, the control, the patience. It made her knees feel weak.

Another knock.

Bri stepped away this time, pulse thudding.

She gestured toward the couch. “Go study. Please.”

Adrienne held her gaze for one more beat—then a slow smile spread across her mouth.

“Okay.”

Bri walked to the door, every step deliberate.

She leaned toward the peephole.

Maddie.

Clarissa far too close, trying to look in through the peephole.

Bri took a slow breath and opened the door.

Maddie startled slightly, like she hadn’t expected it to open so quickly.

“Hi, guys.”

“Bri, I’ve been trying to text you,” Maddie said, pushing her hair behind her ear.

“Yeah, I’ve been super busy.”

Clarissa’s eyes drifted past Bri into the apartment.

“Are you busy now?” she asked.

“Kind of. What’s up?”

“Can we just go for a walk? Around the quad?” Maddie said.

“Uh… yeah. One second.”

Bri shut the door carefully.

She grabbed her keys, slipped on her shoes.

“Adrienne, I’ll be right back.”

“Okay,” Adrienne said casually from the couch. Then she leaned forward, reaching toward the coffee table. “Don’t forget your phone.”

She held it out.

Bri stepped closer to take it.

“It’s getting late,” Adrienne added quietly.

“I know. I’ll just be a minute.”

Adrienne stood then, closing the distance in two easy steps. Her hands settled on Bri’s hips, steady, claiming.

She leaned in and kissed her.

Slow.

Intentional.

When she pulled back, her gaze dropped briefly between them before lifting again.

“Mhm,” Adrienne murmured.

“What?” Bri asked, breath uneven.

Adrienne raised her brows slightly. “I’ll tell you later.”

Bri’s cheeks flushed.

Adrienne sat back down, grabbing her textbook.

“Have fun.”

Bri headed back to the door and stepped out.

“Ready?” Maddie asked, clearing her throat.

“Yeah.”

The hallway felt colder than it should have.

“Your door tags are new,” Clarissa said as Bri closed the door behind her.

Bri glanced at it. “Oh. Yeah. Our RA likes to decorate I think.”

“They’re cute,” Clarissa said, nodding once.

Maddie shoved her hands into the pocket of her hoodie. “It’s freezing out.”

“Yeah,” Bri said. “It dropped like ten degrees.”

They stood there for a few seconds longer, the silence gathering.

“Let’s just walk,” Maddie suggested.

They started down the path toward the quad. The wind cut across the open space, sharp enough to sting Bri’s cheeks.

“Midterms are going to be brutal,” Clarissa muttered.

“Yeah,” Bri said.

Maddie kicked at a pile of leaves near the curb.

“I shouldn’t have snapped at you,” she said finally.

It wasn’t dramatic. It was almost casual.

Bri kept her gaze forward. “Okay.”

“I was embarrassed,” Maddie added quickly. “I did the readings. Just… the parts I thought were important.”

Clarissa gave a small huff of agreement. “Same.”

Maddie shrugged, defensive but not aggressive. “I mean, I didn’t think I was slacking. I thought I was doing what everyone does.”

Bri nodded once.

“But this isn’t like our other semesters,” Maddie went on. “All of our classes are like this. They’re absurd. I didn’t realize that.”

The wind pushed Maddie’s ponytail across her shoulder.

“I realize now I need to actually work,” she said. “Like really work. Or I’m going to fail.”

Her voice tightened just slightly.

“I don’t want to fuck up.”

That was the closest she’d come to vulnerability.

Bri slowed her pace a little.

“At community, it was structured differently,” Bri said. “Classes were smaller. You couldn’t really hide if you didn’t understand something. It kind of forced you to stay on top of it.”

She shrugged lightly. “I had to figure out how to study early. Honestly, these just feel like my accelerated classes. I did a fast-track math and Intro to Lit. You really couldn’t take a day off.”

Maddie glanced at her. “Yeah. That makes sense.”

There was a small pause.

Bri remembered how jealous she’d felt when they’d announced they were doing their core classes at the university while she enrolled at community college. She’d acted like it didn’t bother her that she couldn’t afford to.

She wondered now if she’d actually been the lucky one.

“I guess I just assumed it would translate,” Maddie admitted. “Like, we’ve always been fine.”

“Yeah,” Clarissa said. “We’ve never really had to spend so much time studying.”

Bri absorbed that.

“I didn’t leave you,” she said quietly.

“I know,” Maddie replied quickly. “I didn’t mean that. It just… felt like you were already ahead. Like you’ve always been better at focusing.”

“I just studied,” Bri said, shoulders tensing.

Maddie nodded. “I know.”

They walked another stretch in silence.

“Would you maybe study with us sometime?” Maddie asked. Not demanding. Not dramatic.

“Yeah,” Bri said after a second. “Sure.”

“But like actually study,” she added.

Maddie gave a small, almost sheepish smile. “Yeah. Actually study.”

“No scrolling,” Clarissa said.

“No phones, no gossip,” Bri agreed.

The tension didn’t disappear.

But it softened.

And that felt like enough for now.

They looped the quad once more, drifting into safer topics—next week’s clinical schedule, a professor who assigned too much reading, Clarissa’s almost-relationship with a girl from her chem lab.

“What about Ben?” Bri asked.

Clarissa shrugged. “We’re casual. He’s kind of busy right now. He actually takes classes here.”

“Oh I didn’t know that,” Maddie said.

There was a small pause before she added, lighter, “We could actually study tonight. If you want to, Bri.”

“Uh, actually I studied earlier,” Bri said. “Adrienne and I have plans.”

Maddie’s brows lifted slightly. “Oh. How’s that going?”

Bri couldn’t help it—she smiled. She felt her face warm.

“She’s really smart,” she said, trying to sound casual. “And, um… you know. Gorgeous.”

“That’s true,” Clarissa said with a small grin.

“And scary,” Maddie added. “Don’t forget scary.”

“She’s not scary,” Bri countered immediately.

Maddie shrugged. “She’s not someone you want to get on the wrong side of.”

Clarissa nodded. “There’s a vibe.”

Bri knitted her brows.

She hadn’t seen that side. Not really. Not the temper people hinted at.

They reached the dorm entrance.

“Thanks for the walk,” Bri said. “Froze my ears off.”

“Is your room freezing too?” Maddie asked. “We can’t get our thermostat to work.”

“Uh… yeah,” Bri lied easily. The heat in her room had been steady all week. “I like it cold, so I haven’t noticed. You could reach out to housing?”

“Ugh, they won’t do anything,” Maddie muttered.

Bri pulled out her keys, lingering.

“See you tomorrow?” Maddie asked.

“Yeah. Maybe,” Bri said, already turning down her hallway.

“Bye, Bri!” Clarissa called.

Bri smiled over her shoulder and lifted a hand before unlocking her door.

Inside, warmth.

Adrienne was at the counter, leaning back against it. She tilted her head the moment Bri stepped in.

“Hi, Bri!” Adrienne said brightly, mimicking Clarissa’s bubbly tone.

Bri shut the door and kicked off her slides. “Oh, don’t be mean.”

Adrienne’s mouth curved. “What did your friends want?”

Bri crossed the room toward her. “Uh… Maddie kind of apologized. They want me to study with them.”

Adrienne’s expression cooled slightly. “Yeah right. They’re just going to try and bring you down with them.”

“No,” Bri said gently. “I can help them. They just need better habits.”

“Not your job.”

Adrienne stepped closer, lifting her hand to Bri’s shoulder, then letting it slide up to cup her cheek.

“Please,” she said quietly. “Learn to be selfish. Do that for me?”

Bri scoffed softly, looking down. “You want me to be selfish?”

“I want you to protect your energy,” Adrienne corrected. “And look after yourself. You won’t have time to do your homework and be their tutor. Your program’s only going to get more intense.”

Bri’s posture softened. She nodded slowly.

Adrienne studied her for a second—then leaned in, pressing her forehead to Bri’s.

“But,” she murmured, “you worked hard today. So I think it’s time for a reward.”

Bri’s lips curved. “Oh really? What do you have in mind?”

Adrienne’s mouth brushed hers briefly before she pulled back.

“Let’s start with dinner,” she said. “And go from there.”

A mischievous grin flashed.

“Takeout? I’m buying.”


Chapter Seven

They sat cross-legged on Bri’s bed with the takeout containers spread between them. The air was thick with coconut milk, lime, and chili oil. Every so often their eyes drifted to one another—catching, holding for a charged beat before sliding away again.

Bri’s curry was pale green and glossy, steam curling lazily upward. Adrienne’s was darker, red pooling at the edges where the oil separated.

“I can smell the spice,” Bri said, wrinkling her nose.

Adrienne smirked, lifting her spoon. “It’s not bad. I was expecting spicier.” She tipped her chin toward Bri. “Want to try it?”

“Sure.”

Adrienne scooped up a spoonful and held it steady in front of her.

“Here.”

Bri leaned forward, bracing one hand on the mattress. She wrapped her lips around the spoon while Adrienne still held it.

At first it tasted rich. Smoky. Almost sweet.

Then the burn bloomed.

“Oh God— oh God,” Bri choked, pulling back and pressing her palm to her mouth.

Adrienne laughed, low and bright. “Okay. You cannot do spicy.” She reached for Bri’s fruit punch and pressed it into her hand. “Here.”

Bri gulped it, eyes watering, cheeks flushing pink. “I guess not.”

“I’m sorry,” Adrienne said, still smiling. “It really isn’t spicy to me.”

“Oh, it’s okay,” Bri muttered, fanning her mouth.

They went back to eating. The mattress dipped each time Adrienne shifted. Bri could feel her watching—could feel it even when she didn’t look up. When she did glance through her lashes, Adrienne’s gaze was already there.

Outside, a door thudded somewhere down the hall. Voices drifted faintly, then faded.

“Are you done with all your assignments for the weekend?” Adrienne asked.

“Yeah. I just want to read over that essay again before I hand it in.”

“Good.”

Adrienne wiped her fingers on a napkin and leaned back against the headboard, stretching her legs out casually.

“Would you want to do something tomorrow? I just have some laundry I gotta throw in but other than that…”

“Yeah,” Bri said, scraping the last of her rice together. “What were you thinking?”

“There’s an old building I like to go to sometimes on campus.” Adrienne’s eyes flickered. “It’s kind of creepy. But in a good way.”

“It’s open on a Sunday?”

“If you know how to get in.”

Bri smiled despite the fear creeping in. “Okay. That sounds a little adventurous. We can try it.”

Adrienne’s grin curved sharp and slow, the kind that made Bri’s stomach flip.

After a moment, Adrienne glanced around the room.

“Your room is bright.”

“Well, compared to yours? Yes,” Bri said, following her gaze.

Adrienne’s room was gray and dark bedding. Minimal. Controlled.
Bri’s was softer—cream blankets, pale wood shelves, a plant by the window, everything lined up neatly.

“No,” Adrienne said quietly. “I like it. We should spend more time in here.”

Warmth spread through Bri’s chest.

“I do like your room,” she said. “It’s relaxing. But… we could sleep in here tonight.”

Adrienne studied her for a second—slow, measuring, gentle.

“Sure, we could,” she said lightly.

Then, just as casually:

“Wanna have sex?”

Bri froze, spoon hovering inches from her mouth.

“Huh? Right now?” she asked, her face burning.

Adrienne nodded once, like she’d suggested watching a show. “Yeah.”

She didn’t move closer. Didn’t touch her.

She just watched.

Waiting.

“When you’re done eating, obviously,” Adrienne added, softer now. “I thought maybe you’d like to try the strap. I could give it to you. Would you like that?”

Give it to you.

The words lodged somewhere in Bri’s throat.

She set her spoon down too quickly and coughed, reaching for her fruit punch again.

Adrienne watched her over the rim of her container, finishing the last bite of curry and rice.

“You seem nervous,” she said gently. “Penny for your thoughts?”

“I am,” Bri admitted. “A little nervous.”

“About what?”

Bri swallowed. “I’ve never done it before. My ex talked about me wearing one, but we never… got there.”

“Oh,” Adrienne said, something thoughtful passing across her face. “Okay.”

She shifted closer, but still didn’t touch.

“We’ll take it slow,” she said. “We go at your pace. Always. Okay?”

Something tightened low in Bri’s stomach—not fear. Not exactly. Something bigger.

She nodded, breath shallow. “Sure. We can… try it.”

Adrienne gave her one last look—checking, confirming—then gathered the empty containers.

“All done?”

Bri nodded, pushing her container to Adrienne.

“I’ll clean this up,” she said.

Bri watched her disappear into the kitchen, the sound of water running faint in the background.

Left alone, Bri stared at her hands in her lap.

She briefly considered taking a shower first. Freshening up. Preparing.

Then she hesitated.

She didn’t want it to look like she was stalling.

She didn’t want to upset Adrienne.

That old instinct—don’t inconvenience, don’t disappoint—flickered.

She pushed it down.

Adrienne returned a minute later with a small bag in her hand. She’d taken off her hoodie; the soft blue t-shirt she wore clung lightly to her shoulders.

She paused in the doorway.

“Still okay?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

Adrienne took out the lube, some toys and the harness.

“I'll put this on but not put the piece in yet, while we warm up,” Adrienne said, pulling her long hair into a high ponytail. The motion exposed the nape of her neck, and Bri found herself watching the way her muscles shifted.

“That makes sense,” Bri murmured, her voice softer than she intended.

Adrienne pushed her pants down briefly, then paused, her gaze drifting toward the window.

“Oh shit! Your blinds are open,” Adrienne laughed, crossing the room quickly and pulling her pants back up. “I just mooned everyone. It's no big deal.”

Bri's cheeks burned. “I'm so sorry! I totally forgot.”

“It's okay,” Adrienne said, pulling the cord until the blinds snapped shut. “They shouldn’t have been looking, right?” she added with a smirk, turning back to Bri.

Adrienne returned to the bed, letting her pants fall to the floor this time. Bri watched her, noticing the hair on Adrienne's pussy was trimmed short, as if she did it that morning.

“Do you trim your pubic hair?” Bri asked, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

Adrienne paused, her fingers adjusting the straps on the harness. She looked at Bri, then down at herself. “Yeah, I do. I don't like to shave it. Hope that's okay.”

“No, I... I think it looks really good.”

“Oh? Honestly?” Adrienne's fingers paused on the straps. “It's fine if you shave yours. I just... I think it feels better than shaving it. For me.”

“It's kind of time consuming to shave it,” Bri admitted, her voice softer now. “And I don't like how it feels when it grows in. I don't really like how it feels to not have hair down there. I just didn't know what to do with it.”

Adrienne nodded, her expression thoughtful. “You could try growing it out. I can show you how I trim mine.”

“I'd like that, I think.”

A small smile played on Adrienne's lips as she pulled the harness through her legs. “Okay, I might need help tightening these.”

“I can help,” Bri said, sliding off the bed.

They laughed together as Bri fumbled with the straps, her fingers brushing against Adrienne's hips. Eventually, Bri gently pushed Adrienne's hands away.

“Let me do this,” Bri said, her voice warm.

Bri tightened the straps, her movements careful. Adrienne watched her, their eyes meeting in the soft light of the room.

“What?” Bri asked, her fingers stilling.

“I just love the way your hands feel on me,” Adrienne murmured. “Your touch is so soft. Gentle.”

Their gazes held for a moment longer. Bri's fingers slid along the strap of the harness, the material smooth against her skin.

“Hold on,” Bri said, turning Adrienne's body slightly. “You have a really nice ass.”

“I do?” Adrienne asked, a hint of surprise in her voice.

“Yeah,” Bri murmured. “Wait, bend over a little bit.”

Adrienne complied, laughing softly. Bri's fingers caressed the curve of her ass, nearly brushing against her lips.

“I can see your pussy when you bend over,” Bri whispered, her voice barely audible. She gave Adrienne's ass a light slap. “Wow, do you do squats?”

“Uh, no, I don't.”

“Damn,” Bri murmured, her eyes darkening. “Well, you look so good in that, baby.”

Adrienne turned, her face warm. “I'm glad you think so.”

Bri rose to her feet, and Adrienne met her halfway, their lips crashing together. They stood there for a moment, lost in the kiss, Adrienne's fingers tangling in Bri's hair, tugging just enough to make Bri gasp. Adrienne's mouth moved to her neck, sucking gently, leaving a searing trail over her skin.

Adrienne's hands found the hem of Bri's shirt, lifting it over her head. Bri's fingers fumbled with the buttons of Adrienne's shirt, then reached behind to unhook her bra. As the fabric fell away, Adrienne pushed her backward, guiding her onto the bed until Bri was nestled against the pillows.

The harness pressed against Bri's heat as Adrienne thrust her hips forward. A soft moan escaped Bri's lips, her head falling back against the pillows. Adrienne's hands cupped her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples as they kissed again, deeper this time.

“I want to watch you play with your pussy,” Adrienne murmured against her ear, her voice low and rough.

Bri's breath caught.

She pulled back, her eyes wide as she met Adrienne's gaze. “You want to?”

Bri nodded, her voice barely a whisper. “Yeah.”

“Are you sure?” Adrienne asked, her fingers tracing the line of Bri's jaw. “You don't just want to because I want you to?”

“I want to,” Bri said, her voice gaining strength. “I want you to watch me.”

“Good.” A slow smile spread across Adrienne's face. “And wear your collar for me?”

“I will,” Bri moaned, the word barely audible.

“Mmmm. Good kitty.”

Adrienne kissed her lips, then her chin, then down her throat. She reached for the nightstand, retrieving the vibrator and collar. Hovering over Bri, she carefully fastened the collar around her neck.

“Too tight?” Adrienne asked, her finger rubbing against the leather.

“No,” Bri breathed, a sense of relief washing over her as the collar settled into place. “It's perfect.”

Adrienne sat back on her heels, handing her the vibrator. “You don't have to use that,” she said softly. “You can use your fingers.”

“I want to try it,” Bri said, her voice steady.

Adrienne helped her turn it on, showing her how to cycle through the settings. Bri opened her legs and touch the top of the wand to her clit.

“Ohhhh!” Bri gasped, pulling the vibrator away. “That's strong.”

Adrienne bit her lip, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth as she watched Bri.

Bri found her rhythm, her hips moving in small circles as she pressed the vibrator against her clit. Adrienne lifted an eyebrow, and the simple gesture sent a jolt through Bri. She moaned, nearly tipping over the edge.

“Can I feel you?” Adrienne scooted closer, her voice low. “Can I put my fingers in?”

“Yes, please. Please.”

Adrienne slid two fingers inside, her breath catching. “God, you have such a nice pussy, don't you?”

She curled her fingers inside Bri as Bri went back to using the vibrator on her clit.

Bri cried out, her legs falling open wider. She ground against Adrienne's fingers, her back arching off the bed. The fact that Adrienne was watching her, taking in every detail of her body as if she owned it, sent a thrill through Bri. Adrienne's tongue darted out to wet her lips, her eyes fixed on Bri's every move.

Bri came, shuddering, and Adrienne leaned over, her free hand holding the back of Bri's neck as she came undone beneath her.

“You did so good for me, baby, didn't you? So good,” Adrienne murmured.

“I want to be good for you,” Bri breathed.

“I know, baby. You are. So good. You're a good girl, aren't you? You're perfect.”

“I want to be,” Bri whispered.

“You're my perfect angel,” Adrienne said, and Bri shuddered again.

The words made Bri's head feel fuzzy as Adrienne showered her in kisses.

“Do you want the strap or do you want to be done?”

“I want it.”

“Okay.” Adrienne kissed her and carefully pulled her fingers away.

She went over to the bag, pulling out a red dildo, its silicone surface gleaming in the soft light. “This one?”

Bri shook her head, her gaze flicking between the toy and Adrienne's face. “No, I want the bigger one. The dark blue one.”

“Are you sure?” Adrienne's voice was gentle, her fingers hovering over the selection.

“Yeah.” Bri's response was quiet but firm.

A slow smile spread across Adrienne's face as she pulled out the requested toy. The dark blue dildo was substantial in her hands, its curved shape promising a different kind of fullness. Bri nodded, her eyes fixed on it.

“Want to put it in? I'll show you how.” Adrienne's voice was low, intimate.

Bri nodded, shifting closer on the bed. Her fingers brushed against Adrienne's as she took the dildo, the weight of it surprising her.

“You want to thread it through the ring, right here.” Adrienne guided Bri's hands to the harness, her touch lingering for a moment longer than necessary.

Bri's fingers fumbled slightly as she worked the dildo through the flexible ring, her concentration intense. She could feel Adrienne's eyes on her, the weight of her gaze making her cheeks flush.

When she looked up, Adrienne's lips were parted, her breathing shallow.

“What?” Bri asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“That just looks really good in your hands.” Adrienne's voice was rough, her eyes dark.

Warmth crept up Bri's neck, spreading across her face. She lowered her gaze, suddenly shy under Adrienne's intense scrutiny.

“Lay back,” Adrienne murmured, her hand coming to rest on Bri's shoulder, guiding her down against the pillows.

Adrienne reached for the lube, her movements focused as she pumped a generous amount onto the dildo. The slick liquid coated the toy, making it glisten in the dim light.

“Ready?” Adrienne asked, her voice soft.

Bri nodded, her uncertainty evident in the slight tremor of her hands.

Adrienne positioned herself between Bri's legs, her hips hovering just above Bri's. “Hey, it's okay. You can guide it in and I'll push when you tell me to, okay?”

“Okay,” Bri breathed, her heart pounding against her ribs.

They kissed, a slow, deep exploration that left Bri breathless. When they parted, Bri reached down, her fingers wrapping around the slick dildo. She guided it to her opening, the cool silicone a stark contrast against her heated skin.

“Okay, it's there,” she whispered. “You can push.”

As Adrienne pressed forward, Bri let out a soft sigh, her body yielding to the gradual stretch. The fullness was overwhelming at first, a strange mix of discomfort and pleasure that made her gasp.

“It’s okay?”

“Yeah, it feels good.”

“Okay.”

Adrienne pushed forward slowly, her movements careful and deliberate. Bri gasped as the toy slid deeper, her body adjusting to the stretch. When their hips finally met, Bri shuddered, a soft moan escaping her lips.

“Still good?”

“Yeah, oh it feels so good,” Bri breathed, her voice shaky.

Adrienne adjusted her position, her arms braced on either side of Bri’s head. She pulled back slightly, then thrust forward again, gentle but firm. The motion made Bri arch her back, a broken cry tearing from her throat. She wrapped her arms around Adrienne’s neck, pulling her down until their faces were inches apart.

“Adrienne fuck me hard, please,” she whispered against Adrienne’s ear, the words ragged and desperate.

Adrienne groaned, her control slipping. She picked up the pace, her hips snapping forward with increasing force. Bri wrapped her legs around Adrienne’s waist, her body moving in rhythm with each thrust. The weight of Adrienne’s breasts against her own, the sound of her heavy breathing—it was all too much, not enough. Bri sucked on Adrienne’s neck, her moans vibrating against the skin there. Her fingers found her clit, rubbing in tight circles as Adrienne drove into her.

“You’re so beautiful,” Adrienne whispered, her voice thick with emotion.

The words sent Bri over the edge. She came with a sharp cry, her body convulsing. Adrienne grabbed her chin, forcing her to meet her gaze as she shuddered. Tears welled in Bri’s eyes, spilling over and tracing paths down her temples. Adrienne held her, pressing soft kisses to her eyelids, tasting the salt of her tears. When she tried to pull the toy out, Bri’s hands flew to her hips, stopping her.

“No not yet, not yet,” she said, her voice hoarse.

Adrienne stilled, her body hovering over Bri’s. They stayed like that for a long moment, their breathing slowly returning to normal. Bri pressed her lips to Adrienne's chest, her tongue darting out to taste the salt of her skin. Adrienne's fingers threaded through Bri's hair, gently pushing it back from her face. She leaned down, pressing a soft kiss to Bri's forehead.

“Okay, you can pull it out,” Bri whispered.

Adrienne carefully withdrew the toy, the emptiness leaving Bri feeling strangely bereft.

Adrienne sat back, hands moving to the harness strap.

“I want it again,” Bri said, sitting up.

“You do? You’re not sore?”

“A little... but I want it. I want it from behind,” Bri whispered, her voice trembling.

Adrienne moved forward on her hands in knees, inches from Bri's face.

“That's what I like to hear,” Adrienne murmured, leaning in to kiss her. Her thumb grazed over Bri's lower lip, pulling it down slightly.

Adrienne pulled Bri up onto her knees. She tapped on Bri's hip.

“Lean against the headboard,” Adrienne instructed, her voice low.

Bri turned as she felt Adrienne's knuckles sliding down her side.

“Ready?” Adrienne breathed, her hands settling on Bri's hips.

“Yeah,” Bri confirmed, her hands braced against the wood.

Bri reached down, her fingers nudging the slick silicone as she guided the dildo to her entrance. She bit her lip as it pressed against her, the soreness making her thighs tremble.

“Push your butt back a little more,” Adrienne murmured, her hands massaging the soft curve of Bri's ass, spreading her cheeks slightly.

“Is it good?” Adrienne asked, her voice barely audible.

“Yeah, try that,” Adrienne encouraged.

Adrienne pushed forward, and the toy slid inside, drawing a soft gasp from Bri's lips.

Bri leaned forward, her hands pressing against the wall for support. Adrienne pressed her body against Bri's back, her lips finding the sensitive skin of her neck.

“Does that feel good?” Adrienne whispered against her skin.

“Ohhh, yeah,” Bri moaned, her head falling back against Adrienne's shoulder, a moan escaping her lips.

Adrienne's hands tightened on her hips, and she began to thrust, slow and deep at first. One arm crossed over Bri's front, her hand cupping Bri's breast, massaging it, claiming it. Bri leaned back against her, surrendering to the rhythm. Adrienne's other hand splayed across Bri's lower stomach, holding her close. Bri whimpered as Adrienne pumped into her, her hands seeming to touch every part of her at once. Bri's hand covered Adrienne's as Adrienne moaned into her skin, teeth nibbling her neck.

Adrienne's fingers tangled in Bri's hair, tugging gently until Bri turned her head to meet her lips.

“It feels so good,” Bri panted against her mouth.

“What does?” Adrienne asked, her voice thick.

“My pussy,” Bri breathed, the words barely audible.

“Can you come on my strap?” Adrienne asked, her hips snapping forward with each word.

“I want to,” Bri moaned.

“Then do it,” Adrienne murmured, the smile in her voice edged like a dare.

“Bend me over,” Bri said suddenly, her voice firm.

“What?” Adrienne asked, surprised.

“Bend me over and fuck me as hard as you can,” Bri breathed.

Adrienne's arm wrapped around Bri's hips, pivoting them with surprising ease. Then her hand pressed against the back of Bri's neck, pushing her down. Bri caught herself on her hands, her back arching. With one hand on Bri's shoulder, Adrienne thrust into her twice, hard and deep. It felt incredible at first, but then a sharp pain shot through her.

“Wait,” Bri said, her voice tight. “Wait.”

Adrienne stopped immediately, pulling back slightly.

“Are you okay?” she asked, her voice laced with concern.

“Yeah, it just hurt... when you pushed it in,” Bri admitted, her cheeks burning with shame.

Adrienne carefully withdrew from her, her movements gentle.

“Wait, I want to keep going,” Bri said quickly, panic rising in her chest. She shouldn't have said anything. She'd ruined it.

“I know, baby, but I think this toy is too long,” Adrienne said softly. “It's probably hitting your cervix.”

“I'm sorry,” Bri whispered, unable to meet her eyes.

Adrienne looked at her as if she hadn't heard her right. She quickly unfastened the harness, letting it fall to the side.

“Bri, why are you sorry?” Adrienne asked, her voice gentle.

“I shouldn't have said anything,” Bri mumbled, her eyes fixed on the sheets.

“No, no, I'm glad you did,” Adrienne insisted, her fingers tilting Bri's chin up. “You need to tell me when something hurts. Always.”

“Oh,” Bri said, her eyes widening slightly.

“I only want you to feel good,” Adrienne said, her thumb stroking Bri's cheek.

“But I liked that position,” Bri admitted quietly.

“I know, God, I like you in that position, too,” Adrienne said with a small smile. “We'll just get a shorter toy for next time. So you can really enjoy it.”

“Okay,” Bri agreed, relief washing over her.

Adrienne pulled her into her arms, holding her close.

“Did you feel full enough?” Adrienne asked after a moment.

“Yeah, it felt good,” Bri said, her voice muffled against Adrienne's shoulder.

“Are you sure?” Adrienne murmured, her fingers tracing slow circles along Bri’s back. “We could get a thicker one.”

She paused, thinking.

“Or we could switch halfway. You seemed to like it when I was on top, right?”

For a moment, Bri just stared at her.

The world narrowed to the space between their faces—the quiet hum of the room fading, the air heavy and still.

Adrienne was still half in planning mode, eyes thoughtful, lips slightly parted as if she might keep talking.

Bri wasn’t hearing logistics anymore.

She watched the way Adrienne’s lashes cast faint shadows against her cheeks. The warmth in her voice. The easy way she spoke—like there was time. Options. A future.

Adrienne’s words tapered off.

She tilted her head slightly.

“What?” she asked softly.

They held each other’s gaze in that suspended space.

Bri didn’t answer.

Adrienne didn’t rush to fill it. She didn’t look away. Her thumb moved along Bri’s hip—steady, grounding.

“It’s okay,” she murmured.

The words weren’t dramatic.

But they felt enormous.

Bri swallowed. Her vision blurred. Everything hit her at once—relief, tenderness, the overwhelming urge to pull Adrienne close and say something irreversible.

She didn’t.

Adrienne watched her—open, unbothered, patient. No disappointment. No frustration.

Just there. She reached up and undid the collar at Bri’s throat, then tossed it aside.

A few loose strands of hair had fallen across her forehead. Her breathing was calm.

Something inside Bri gave way.

She lifted her hands, slow and deliberate, brushing her thumbs over Adrienne’s brow, smoothing the faint crease there as if memorizing her.

Adrienne’s eyes fluttered closed.

Bri leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to one eyelid.

Then the other.

Adrienne inhaled—not sharply, not hungrily—just deeply.

Bri rested her forehead against hers, and for a second it felt like standing at the edge of something vast and endless.

Nothing rushed.

Nothing demanded.

They moved beneath the blankets without speaking. Adrienne pulled her close, arm firm around her waist.

Bri folded into her, cheek against her chest, listening to the slow rhythm of her breathing.

Her fingers traced soft, careful patterns along Adrienne’s back.

A kiss pressed into her hair.

And the world quieted.

They stayed like that, wrapped together, as if nothing outside the room could reach them.

***

The old law building was technically condemned. But the door wasn’t locked.

Adrienne didn’t even hesitate—just pushed it open and stepped inside like she’d done it a hundred times, her black hoodie blending into the gloom as the door creaked shut behind her.

“You sure we’re allowed in?” Bri asked.

Adrienne grinned over her shoulder, a sharp flash in the dim light. “It’s condemned. Not cursed.”

“That’s a no.”

“The ghosts here already know me.”

Dust floated in the slant of light like held breath. The hall stretched wide and long—lined with shattered glass, peeling paint, broken chairs, forgotten things. Adrienne moved as if she belonged to it.

Bri followed slowly, fingertips brushing the wall.

Then—hands at her waist.

Bri shrieked and jumped back with a laugh.

“Hey!” she yelped.

Adrienne lunged again.

Bri darted away, laughing as she ran—the sound echoing wildly down the hall. She sprinted for the stairs, her shoes slapping tile, heart hammering.

Adrienne came after her with terrifying speed, laughing wildly.

“I’m serious!” Bri called out, breathless. “I will scream!”

“I hope you do,” Adrienne’s voice called back—low, mocking, and entirely too close.

The sound of her footsteps was erratic—quiet, then thunderous. She was banging doors, kicking over broken chairs as she chased her.

“Holy shit,” Bri gasped, dodging down another hallway. “You’re unhinged!”

“You love it,” Adrienne purred, voice slithering around the corners.

Bri ducked into a dark room and crouched behind an overturned desk. Her chest rose and fell in shallow bursts. She bit her lip to keep from laughing, nerves coiling tight in her stomach.

Then: silence.

Then: footsteps. Light. Calculated.

“Bri…” Adrienne’s voice called, soft, taunting.

“Bri, baby…”

It was coming closer.

Bri tensed.

She turned—

Adrienne was there.

Bri let out a breathless scream and bolted again, legs burning as she tore up the stairs and deeper into the building.

She didn’t know where she was going—only that she had to move.

Somewhere behind her, Adrienne wasn’t running.

She was stalking.

“Come out, come out…” came her voice—silk and static and shadow.

Bri stopped at the end of a hallway, hand on a doorframe. Her breath came in shallow gasps. She reached for the knob—

And Adrienne tackled her from behind.

They went down hard.

Dust exploded around them as Adrienne rolled and pinned her face-down to the floor. Her body blanketed Bri’s, thighs straddling hers, one hand on the back of her neck.

Adrienne’s chest pressed to Bri’s back. Bri could feel the strap-on under Adrienne's clothes push against her ass. Her hand slid into Bri's hair and she tugged it lightly. Adrienne leaned down, lips brushing her ear.

“You’re shaking.”

“Jesus Christ. You scared the shit out of me.”

Adrienne chuckled darkly, unbothered. “Did I?”

Her hand slid over Bri’s throat, then down beneath her shirt—possessive, deliberate.

“You ran like you wanted me to catch you.”

Bri let out a soft, choked moan and arched back into her, her thighs instinctively squeezing together. Her body was trembling—needy, exposed, soaked.

Adrienne’s teeth grazed her earlobe.

Her fingers slid beneath Bri’s waistband—slow and rough.

Bri gasped, hips jerking. “God… Adrienne—”

Adrienne smirked, her hand holding her firm. “Say it.”

Bri whimpered, her breath catching again. “I—fuck—I want you.”

Adrienne kissed her temple, her lips lingering just long enough to make Bri shiver. Then she spoke—low, dark, and close to a growl.

“Yeah. You do.”

Then she dipped her head and sucked slow and deep at the base of Bri’s neck. Bri sighed, her breath hitching into soft, desperate moans.

Adrienne’s tongue dragged just beneath her jaw, and then she pulled back—just enough to move her hips. She thrust forward, slow and firm, grinding the strap-on against Bri’s ass through their clothes.

Bri gasped, hips bucking, her body betraying her completely.

“Say it,” Adrienne breathed—right against her ear, low and devastating.

Bri’s eyes fluttered shut. Her body trembled. Electricity sparked low in her stomach.

Adrienne pressed her mouth to her ear, whispering darker.

“Say what you really want, Bri.”

A beat. A breath.

“Please,” Bri gasped. “Please, fuck me.”

Adrienne smiled against her skin.

“Good girl.”

A clank echoed somewhere in the hall and both of them stayed very still for a few seconds. Adrienne let out a breath and her weight shifted off Bri, the old floorboards creaking beneath them. Bri pushed herself upright, as quietly as she could, brushing dust from her palms. She reached for Adrienne and she pulled her the rest of the way up.

Adrienne flicked the flashlight back on and held it under her chin, the beam carving sharp shadows across her face. She grinned, half ghost, half devil.

“Are you gonna wear that under your clothes now?” Bri whispered, eyes dropping briefly to Adrienne’s waistband.

“Only when you’re not expecting it,” Adrienne said, her tone going quiet and serious in a way that made Bri’s pulse jump. “Come on.”

She laced their fingers together and led her down a narrow hallway that smelled faintly of mildew and old paper. Paint peeled from the walls in long, curling strips. Their footsteps echoed too loudly in the emptiness.

At the end of the corridor, Adrienne pushed open a heavy side door.

Cool air rushed in, sunlight bright and blinding.

They stepped out into an overgrown courtyard.

It felt like stepping into another century.

Vines crawled up the brick walls, thick and untrimmed, swallowing windows whole. Weeds split through the cracked stone paths. At the center stood an old fountain—dry now, its basin fractured, a stone angel leaning slightly as if exhausted by the years.

Stairs curved down into the courtyard proper, the iron railing rusted and flaking beneath Adrienne’s palm.

The door shut behind them with a dull echo.

The air outside was cold and clean, sunlight sharp against Bri’s eyes. Late-season light—bright but thin, casting long shadows across the courtyard floor. Leaves skittered across the stone in small bursts of wind.

Bri’s breath caught.

“Wow,” she said softly. “This is… beautiful. I don’t know why they’re getting rid of it.”

Adrienne wasn’t looking at the courtyard.

“I know,” she said. “It’s kind of romantic, isn’t it?”

The word hung between them.

Romantic.

Adrienne stepped closer and kissed her—slow, deliberate, sunlight warming one side of their faces while the other stayed cool in shadow.

They descended the stairs together, Adrienne’s hand firm in Bri’s, steady against the uneven stone.

Somewhere beyond the courtyard wall, branches shifted in the breeze.

Bri glanced back toward the dark doorway they’d exited from.

“Do we have to go back through the building?” she asked quietly. “I really think there was someone in there.”

Adrienne’s mouth curved.

“No. We can cut through the woods.”

She leaned in just slightly.

“I told you it was haunted. You thought I was kidding.”

The wind moved through the ivy, leaves whispering against brick like dry paper.

They sat on one of the stone benches. The surface was colder than Bri expected; she hissed softly and tucked her hands between her thighs.

“I think we should head back to the room for a little bit,” Adrienne said, exhaling. “Then go out. Walk around downtown. Go back to that store we like.”

Adrienne raised her brows.

“I’d like that,” Bri said, cheeks warming under the sunlight.

“Then we can order some food, if you want.”

Bri nodded looking up through her lashes.

Adrienne watched her carefully, something unreadable flickering there.

“Can I ask you something?” Bri said after a beat.

Adrienne took her hand without hesitation, warming her fingers with a soft exhale. “Yes.”

The simple tenderness made Bri’s throat tighten.

“How do you afford going out so much?”

Adrienne leaned back against the bench, stretching her legs out in front of her.

“I worked a lot,” she said. “Saved.”

Bri blinked. “You worked while in college?”

“Yeah. This is the first semester I’m not working. I just don’t have the time to. Luckily, I don’t really have to right now.”

Bri pursed her lips.

Adrienne glanced at her.

“We’re surrounded by rich kids,” she said plainly. “Like your friends? Half of them haven’t worked a day in their lives.”

She picked a flake off Bri’s pants.

“It gets exhausting. Being around that.”

There was no bitterness in her voice. Just observation.

“And it’s funny,” Adrienne added, eyes narrowing slightly against the sun. “Because they have no idea what they’re walking into. After this. So who’s really winning?”

Bri looked at her.

Her smile faded.

She came from a single parent household. Money was always tight. It had edges.

The courtyard suddenly felt less haunted and more… chosen. Private. Real.

They eventually stood and made their way back through the narrow tree line behind the building. The woods were thin, sunlight filtering through skeletal branches, the ground soft with fallen leaves.

The dorm sat just up the street.

As they walked, Adrienne’s hand slid to Bri’s waist.

“You got turned on when I chased you,” she said lightly, squeezing. “Admit it.”

Bri’s pulse jumped. “Adrienne—”

Adrienne smiled, not apologetic.

“We’re going to have a lot of fun together, aren’t we?”

Their eyes locked.

Fun.

The word felt too light for the weight pressing in Bri’s chest.

Fun didn’t account for the way her heart stumbled when Adrienne looked at her like that. Didn’t account for the way everything seemed to tilt toward her.

She wondered—fleetingly, dangerously—if Adrienne felt it too.

If this was happening too fast.

If naming it would ruin it.

Adrienne was always watching, though.

She saw the flicker cross Bri’s face. The shift.

Her expression softened—just a fraction—before she masked it again with that familiar edge.

“Don’t overthink it,” she murmured, hand squeezing Bri’s waist.

Her gaze lingered over her, dropping—a second too long.

Then her bottom lip disappeared between her teeth—that quiet, restless habit Bri had started to recognize. The one that meant Adrienne was turning something over. Holding something back.

Bri noticed.

And stored it away.


Chapter Eight

Monday morning, Bri slipped out of the dorm building with a smile she couldn’t quite suppress.

She and Adrienne had spent the evening tangled together, the night folding into soft laughter and quiet touches. They’d stopped at the shop and picked out a few more things—bold, a little reckless—but Bri had been too sore to try any of them. So they’d kissed instead. Slowly. Thoroughly. Exploring with their hands like they had all the time in the world.

That morning she’d woken to Adrienne hovering over her, hair falling forward, eyes warm and unguarded.

“I missed you,” she’d whispered.

“Missed me?” Bri had murmured, still half asleep.

Adrienne had just smiled.

The memory lingered as Bri zipped her coat, stepping into the crisp air. Early fall had turned even sharper overnight—sunlight bright but thin, the wind biting at her cheeks.

Students passed in clusters, bundled in scarves and oversized sweatshirts, their voices low and sleepy. A few birds darted across the pale sky, their song quick and bright against the cold.

Bri adjusted the strap on her bag.

At this point, she didn’t need proof. Adrienne felt it too. That much was clear.

She was just… lighter about it. Holding it carefully. Making it playful instead of heavy.

Bri understood that. Still, she wished Adrienne would just say it. How she really felt. About all of this.

She was halfway across the quad when she heard her name.

“Bri!”

Clarissa came jogging up behind her.

“Bri! God, you go to class early. I was in the dining hall when I saw you.”

Bri slowed, shrugging, a little confused. “Yeah. How’s it going?”

Clarissa let out a breath that was half laugh, half groan. “Oh my god. I barely slept. Hunter and Maddie broke up last night. Well, early this morning.”

Bri stopped mid-step. “What?”

“Yeah. I wanted to catch you before you saw her. She’s… super pissed. Kind of at you.” Clarissa winced. “I’m sorry.”

They resumed walking, slower now.

“What did I do?” Bri asked.

Clarissa hesitated. “Okay. So. From what I heard… Hunter went to your door. Again.”

Bri blinked. “What is with that? He doesn’t even live here.”

“I know. Apparently when he’s hanging out with Maddie or friends, he just… walks the halls? Which is weird. He’s been a little creepy, right?”

Bri didn’t answer.

“He said he heard stuff coming from your room.”

“Stuff?” Bri’s voice was tight.

Clarissa lowered hers instinctively. “Yeah. Like… you and Adrienne. You guys having sex.”

Bri’s stomach dropped.

“Hearing?” she whispered. “Why are they listening?”

“I don’t think they’re listening. I think it’s just dorm walls.” Clarissa rushed the words. “But he told Maddie that she needed to talk to you because people were starting to… you know. Hear things.”

Bri felt the blood drain from her face.

“Moaning,” Clarissa said awkwardly. “He said people could hear you guys together.”

Bri stopped walking. She thought about the apartment—about how quiet it always felt. The walls were thick. She barely heard anything from outside. She’d never even been sure anyone lived next door.

“So yeah,” Clarissa continued, softer now, “in his words, he didn’t want people thinking you were a… ‘slut.’”

The word hit like a slap.

Bri swayed slightly.

“People have heard us?” she asked, barely audible.

“I haven’t,” Clarissa said quickly. “I swear. I haven’t. I don’t know if anyone actually has. He could be exaggerating. I don’t know what he was thinking telling Maddie. She lost it. They got into it. He was there for a minute then left, then called. So she was up yelling on the phone. She broke up with him.”

Bri pressed her hand to her stomach.

“I actually think I need to sit.”

“Oh— okay.” Clarissa looked around. “There’s usually an empty classroom unlocked this early.”

They slipped into a side building and found a classroom with the lights off and no one inside. Bri sank into one of the desks, fanning herself with her hand.

“I’m really sorry to drop this on you,” Clarissa said, hovering near the front. “I just felt like you should know.”

“It’s not your fault,” Bri said, though her voice trembled. “I appreciate it. I do.”

Clarissa sat across from her.

“Maddie’s… kind of jealous of you.”

Bri looked up sharply. “Jealous of me? Why?”

Clarissa shrugged. “You just have yourself figured out in a way she doesn’t. That shows. And you were a volunteer, you actually want to help people. I don’t think Maddie realizes being a nurse involves taking care of people.”

“Oh my god, I can’t.” Bri shook her head. “And I don’t have myself figured out. At all.”

“You do,” Clarissa insisted gently. “You’re sure about what you want. Who you are. Maddie wants that confidence. She doesn’t have it. Not really. God, she spends so much time getting ready everyday. Layers, and I’m talking layers, of makeup. Every single morning.”

Bri stared at the desk.

“I think she hates that you’re… steady,” Clarissa added. “Living with her has felt different this semester. She’s tense all the time. I don’t really know if we should be roommates anymore. It’s becoming bad for my mental health.”

Bri swallowed.

She remembered Maddie once saying she couldn’t live with Clarissa.

Now Clarissa was saying the same thing.

The pit in her stomach deepened.

The room had gone quiet again.

Bri’s breathing had steadied, though her hands still felt cold.

Clarissa leaned back in her chair, staring at the ceiling for a second.

“Can I just say something?”

Bri looked up.

“Like, think about it. You’ve barely been with anyone,” Clarissa said. “And Hunter’s calling you a slut?”

She let out a short laugh, shaking her head.

“I’ve been with, like… so many people. I don’t even count,” She gestured vaguely. “Imagine what he’s calling me.”

There was humor in it.

But not entirely.

Bri frowned slightly. “He wouldn’t.”

Clarissa raised a brow. “Wouldn’t he?”

Bri opened her mouth—then closed it.

Because she knew.

Hunter wouldn’t call Clarissa that.

He wasn’t interested in Clarissa.

The word wasn’t about behavior.

It was about desire.

And who he wanted.

A slow, uncomfortable understanding settled in her chest.

Clarissa watched her expression change.

“Yeah,” she said quietly, rolling her eyes. “Double standards.”

They sat with that for a moment.

Then Clarissa stood. “Okay. Please let me sit next to you today, I can’t be around when the drama hits the room.”

“Sure, we could compare notes? Before class.”

“Uh, yeah those. I need to start taking notes, don’t I?”

“Yes, you do!” Bri said.

***

Lab smelled faintly of disinfectant and dry erase marker.

Clarissa and Bri slid into their usual seats in the second row. Bri pulled out her textbook and notes, stacking them neatly.

“Did you bring a notebook?” Bri asked.

“Uh… yes!” Clarissa fished one out of her bag and flipped it open.

The first page was blank.

Bri laughed under her breath.

“I’m going to go over a few things,” she murmured, leaning closer. Clarissa nodded, actually paying attention this time.

Students filtered in slowly. Chairs scraped. Someone coughed near the back.

Bri glanced at the clock.

Then at the row where Hunter and Maddie usually sat.

“I know,” Clarissa muttered quietly. “I’m like… are they going to work together? God, it’s going to be so awkward.”

“Yeah,” Bri said. “I don’t know.”

She tried not to keep looking.

Hunter walked in a few minutes later, wearing scrubs, backpack slung over one shoulder.

He didn’t hesitate when he saw Bri.

“Hey.”

Like always.

“Hey,” Bri replied evenly.

“You finish the lab questions?” he asked, flipping open his notebook as he paused near their row.

“Yeah.”

“Cool. That last one was kind of annoying, huh?”

“It was alright,” Bri said, her eyes flicking briefly to Clarissa before returning to him.

His tone was casual. Normal.

Like Sunday hadn’t happened.

Like Maddie hadn’t broken up with him.

Like he hadn’t said anything about her.

Clarissa shifted beside her.

Hunter glanced at the empty stool next to his usual seat.

Then he sat down.

“What the actual fuck?” Clarissa whispered.

“Do you think she’s coming?” Bri whispered back.

“I don’t know. Maybe I should text her.”

“Yeah. Do that before class starts.”

Clarissa pulled out her phone and typed quickly.

Bri looked over again.

Hunter looked completely unbothered, setting out his textbook and lab packet with calm efficiency.

Then he glanced toward the back of the room.

“Hey, Connor,” he called easily. “You got a partner?”

Connor shook his head. “No. You?”

“No. Let’s work together.”

“Sooouuuunds good.”

Connor grabbed his things and crossed the room, sliding into Maddie’s seat without comment.

The scrape of the stool against the tile felt louder than it should have.

Hunter spun his pencil between his fingers.

Like nothing had changed.

Like no one had been replaced.

Bri stared down at her lab packet.

Her throat felt tight.

She just hoped Maddie was alright.

***

Bri came back just after three.

The TV was on low. Adrienne muted it the second the door opened and stood.

She smiled.

It faded immediately when she saw Bri’s face.

“Hey,” Adrienne said softly.

Bri tried to smile back.

Adrienne crossed the room without hesitation and wrapped her arms around her.

Bri melted into it.

“Did you not have class today?” Bri asked, voice small against her shoulder.

“Just hybrids,” Adrienne murmured. “Stayed home.”

She tightened her hold slightly—steady, grounding.

Then, without warning, she lifted Bri. Bri let out a small surprised breath, wrapping her arms and legs around her automatically.

Adrienne smiled at that—just a little—and set her on the counter.

“Why are you sad?”

Bri looked down at her hands.

“Maddie and Hunter broke up,” she said. “It’s my fault.”

Adrienne tilted her head.

“Oh really?”

“Yeah. And he acted like nothing happened. Maddie didn’t even show up for class. She’s going to fall behind.”

Adrienne rested a hand on Bri’s thigh—not squeezing, just there.

“Why’d they break up?”

Bri’s throat tightened.

She didn’t want to say it. Didn’t want Adrienne marching over to Hunter and blowing everything up.

“She thought he had feelings for me,” Bri said quietly. “So, she ended it.”

Adrienne studied her.

“Okay,” she said calmly. “Your friend knew your other friend had feelings for you… and still dated him.”

Bri shrugged. “I guess.”

“That’s not your fault,” Adrienne said plainly.

Silence stretched.

“She’s kind of a glutton for punishment,” Adrienne added.

“Yeah.”

“What was she expecting?”

Their eyes met.

“I don’t know.”

Adrienne leaned back slightly.

“You should consider distancing yourself from that,” she said. “Not because I’m telling you to. But because it’s chaos. And chaos pulls focus.”

The wording landed softer.

Bri’s shoulders tensed anyway.

“I’ve known them since elementary school,” she said quickly. “They knew my brother. They knew me before… it’s just not that simple.”

Adrienne’s expression shifted—just slightly.

“I’m not asking you to cut anyone off,” she said evenly. “Just stop giving so much of yourself away. Thinking everything is your fault. I’m saying you deserve some peace.”

Bri looked at her sharply.

Adrienne brushed her thumb lightly along Bri’s knee.

“You don’t owe anyone guilt for not wanting a man,” she added. “And he needs to fuck off.”

Bri winced, feeling misheard.

“Still,” she murmured. “It feels like I broke something.”

“Then let them fix it,” Adrienne said. “It’s not your job.”

Silence settled between them.

Bri swallowed.

“I think I need some air.”

Adrienne nodded immediately and stepped back.

“Okay.”

Bri jumped down from the counter and went to her room.

No resistance.

No control.

Just calm.

“You want me to come with you?” Adrienne asked, but there was no pressure in it.

“No,” Bri said. “I just… need to think.”

“Okay,” Adrienne said again.

Bri grabbed clothes from her room, moving quickly to change out of her training scrubs.

She avoided Adrienne’s eyes as she stepped back into the living room.

Adrienne didn’t follow.

When Bri reached the door—

“Hey,” Adrienne said.

Bri paused, her hand still wrapped around the knob. The space felt suddenly smaller, quieter.

She didn’t turn around right away.

“You’re allowed to keep your old life,” Adrienne said quietly. “I’m not trying to replace it. That’s not what I’m saying. Please don’t misunderstand me.”

There was an ache in her tone—her voice catching slightly on please.

Bri’s lips parted, trying to form words.

Nothing came.

She nodded instead.

For a second, she almost reached for her—almost closed the space between them—but something held her back. Pride. Fear. The sudden weight of everything.

Then she turned and left.

She caught the expression on Adrienne’s face just before the door closed—something stunned there. Maybe something wounded.

But Adrienne didn’t stop her.

The halls blurred as she headed for the elevator.

Outside, the air was sharp with salt.

The sweet, gentle morning faded, leaving only the echo of the day before.

Adrienne’s voice.

We’re going to have a lot of fun together.

And then, when she’d seen the look on Bri’s face—Don’t overthink it.

Fun wasn’t for falling in love.

Fun was what you called something when it didn’t matter.

Bri replayed the way Adrienne had said it. Light. Offhand. Almost amused. As if this—whatever this was—fit neatly into a smaller category than the one Bri had quietly built around it.

Her stomach dipped. She was just going to be one of those girls Adrienne had messed around with.

Number five or six.

Maybe she’d read it all wrong from the beginning. Maybe Adrienne wasn’t pulling back.

Maybe she’d never stepped forward at all.

The thought didn’t detonate. It didn’t need to. It simply settled—slow and undeniable—somewhere beneath her ribs.

Maybe she was already further in than Adrienne would ever choose to go.

Bri crossed the intersection toward the boulevard, hands buried deep in her pockets. The sky stretched gray-blue over the water, restless and endless. The ocean moved in steady, indifferent, crashing waves.

The sky stretched gray-blue over the water, restless and endless.

Tears streamed down her face, and she didn’t bother wiping them away.
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It was a little after five when Bri came back.

Her phone buzzed in her hand before she reached the building.

Adrienne: Are you okay? Do you need me to come get you?

Bri had stared at the message for a long time before replying.

I’m fine.

She wasn’t sure if that was true.

When she pushed open the apartment door, the room was quiet except for the low hum of music leaking faintly from Adrienne’s headphones.

Adrienne sat on the couch, textbooks spread out across the coffee table, pen moving steadily across a legal pad. She didn’t look up right away.

Bri noticed it anyway.

A shot glass sat near Adrienne’s knee on the table. Empty.

Adrienne finally glanced up.

Their eyes met.

A flicker. Relief. Something else.

Bri broke the gaze first.

She walked straight to her room and shut the door.

The quiet pressed in.

She barely had time to sit on the edge of her bed before there was a knock.

Soft.

“Yeah?”

The door opened a few inches.

“I was worried about you,” Adrienne said.

Her voice was level. Too level.

Bri stood.

The red in her eyes.

Sharp against the pale gray. Like this, they looked soft blue.

“Why are your eyes so red?”

Adrienne blinked, almost confused.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I didn’t realize they were.”

Guarded.

And hurt.

Bri swallowed.

“I need to say something.”

Adrienne’s posture shifted slightly—not defensive. Just bracing.

“I think…” Bri exhaled slowly. “I think this has been going too fast. Us. I think we need to slow down a little. Take some space. Um my… my emotions are all over the place.”

She watched Adrienne carefully. Every micro-expression. Every breath.

Adrienne went still.

Completely still.

“That…” she started. A quick, humorless laugh slipped out of her. “That sounds like—”

She stopped herself.

Her jaw tightened.

Like she’d caught the words before they could betray her.

“What?” Bri asked quietly.

Adrienne’s jaw flexed again.

“Nothing,” she said finally, shaking her head. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right. Space.”

The agreement landed wrong. Too easy. What had she expected?

Bri’s lungs expanded with something that felt wrong, empty.

“So… I guess,” Adrienne continued, her voice steady again. “I’ll be here. When you need me.”

Not when you want me.

When you need me.

She stepped back.

Bri thought—just for a second—that she might say something else.

That she might fight.

She didn’t.

Adrienne turned and walked into the living room. She heard books closing.

From her doorway, Bri saw her reach toward the kitchen cupboard.

Toward the bottle.

She carried it away, out of sight.

Her door shut softly, the click deafening.

Bri stood there long after the sound faded.

Her chest ached in a way she hadn’t prepared for.

Three hours passed.

Bri tried to stay in her room.

She texted Maddie.

Mads, are you okay? Missed you in class today.

Unread.

She set the phone down. Then picked it back up.

She opened a game she hadn’t played in months. Closed it. Scrolled through reels without really seeing them. Every few minutes she paused, listening.

Music drifted faintly through the wall.

Alternative rock.

She opened her door and drifted to the bathroom. She started the shower, letting the water grow hot until steam filled the bathroom. The wall beside her adjoined Adrienne’s room. She stood there for a second before stepping in, palm resting against tile, listening to the thud of bass through plaster.

I shouldn’t have said it. Should’ve just asked how she felt.

I’m stupid.

After the shower she made something small to eat. Didn’t taste it.

By ten, the music hadn’t stopped.

By midnight, it had changed.

Quieter now. Slower.

Her chest tightened.

Don’t.

Don’t do this.

But she did.

She walked through the living room slowly, turned the knob and pushed Adrienne’s door open.

The room was dim.

Music played—not rock anymore. Something low and rhythmic. Ambient. The lamp color was low and crimson.

Adrienne lay on her stomach, one arm tucked beneath the pillow, her dark green T-shirt speckled with dried white paint, joggers loose and comfortable.

Still.

Too still.

Bri’s throat closed instantly.

Her mind didn’t go to logic.

It went to memory.

Luke’s door.

Silence.

The wrong kind of quiet.

She crossed the room carefully.

“Adrienne,” she whispered.

No response.

Her hands trembled as she crouched beside the bed. She pressed two fingers gently to Adrienne’s neck.

Pulse.

Strong.

Steady.

She let out a sharp breath and watched Adrienne’s back lift with each slow inhale.

No smell of vomit. No strained, uneven breaths.

Just sleep.

The bottle on the nightstand was half empty.

Not gone.

Half.

Bri swallowed.

You’re projecting.

She sat on the floor beside the bed anyway.

Every few minutes she checked her breathing again.

Counted.

Waited.

Around two, Adrienne shifted.

Her eyes opened slowly.

She startled when she saw Bri.

“What are you doing in here?” she asked, voice rough with sleep.

Bri didn’t move.

“Making sure you don’t have alcohol poisoning.”

Adrienne blinked once.

Then huffed a tired, almost disbelieving sound.

“Pfft.”

She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.

“I’m not dying, Bri. I had a drink. For fucks sake.”

She pushed herself upright and walked toward the bathroom.

Bri stood, grabbed the bottle off the nightstand, and carried it into the living room.

Adrienne came out a minute later, wiping her face with a towel.

“You’re not having any more of this,” Bri said quietly.

Adrienne’s jaw tightened, eyes narrowing.

“Wasn’t planning on it.”

She moved past her.

Bri stared at her back, hands shaking.

“What?” Adrienne asked, turning around. The tone was sharp—different than she’d ever used with Bri.

Bri opened her mouth.

Nothing came.

She exhaled instead and walked to her own room, leaving Adrienne standing there.

Closed the door.

The tears came quietly.

Not dramatic.

Just steady.

She had wanted space. Hadn’t she asked for that? Hadn’t she needed to know it wasn’t just her? With real feelings.

But this didn’t feel like space.

It felt like a wall.
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I’m currently writing across multiple sapphic projects, with new stories already taking shape in several genres.

More connected and standalone releases are on the way.

To stay connected, you can follow me on Amazon here:
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