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      I never meant to fall in love with my roommate.

      It just kind of… happened. Somewhere between sharing late-night ramen on the couch and stealing glances when she thought I wasn’t looking. Somewhere between her stealing all the hot water in the mornings and leaving her soccer cleats in the middle of the hallway like a landmine.

      Harper was a mess. A beautiful, infuriating, ridiculous mess.

      And I was hopelessly in love with her.

      Not that she had any idea. Harper thought I was just the shy, bookish type who blushed too easily and apologized too much. Which, okay, fair. But underneath the messy ponytail and the dog-eared novels I left everywhere, I was basically one long, unspoken confession waiting to happen.

      Our apartment was tiny. Two bedrooms, one bathroom, a living room that doubled as a disaster zone. Half the time it smelled like burnt popcorn or Harper’s peppermint body spray, depending on who’d last stumbled through. There were piles of textbooks on every surface, laundry baskets that never quite got put away, and a kitchen that was more of a suggestion than an actual place to cook.

      But it was ours. Our little slice of barely-adult chaos.

      I was curled up on the couch, laptop balanced on my knees, pretending to work on my literature paper when I heard the front door slam.

      "Yo!" Harper's voice rang out. "They finally fixed the coffee machine on campus. I brought bribes."

      She tossed a paper cup my way, and I barely caught it before it tumbled into my lap. I smiled, cheeks heating up in that way they always did when she was near. Which was just great. Super subtle, Avery. Real slick.

      Harper dropped onto the couch beside me, the whole thing dipping under her weight. She sprawled out like she owned the place—one leg slung over the armrest, head tipped back against the cushion, eyes closed as she took a long, dramatic sip of her latte.

      She was wearing a pair of ripped jeans and a tank top that showed just enough skin to make it hard for me to focus on, well, anything.

      "So," she said, cracking one eye open and grinning at me, "you drown in homework yet, or what?"

      I shrugged, blowing on my coffee. "Maybe a little."

      Harper snorted. "Nerd."

      She bumped her foot against mine, casual and easy, like we weren’t living on two completely different planets when it came to how we felt about each other. Like she didn’t have any idea that even a stupid little touch like that could set my whole body humming.

      I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and stared down at my laptop. Words blurred on the screen. All I could think about was how close she was. How good she smelled. How much I wanted to lean over and kiss her until we both forgot what we were supposed to be doing.

      Instead, I sipped my coffee and smiled like nothing was wrong.

      Like I wasn’t drowning in something way more dangerous than homework.
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        * * *

      

      It always started the same way.

      One of us would be up too late, pretending to study or clean or do anything except actually go to bed like a responsible adult. And somehow, like gravity, we’d end up side by side on the couch, half-wrapped in throw blankets and sipping whatever half-assed tea we could find in the pantry.

      Tonight it was me who broke first.

      I padded out of my room in my oldest hoodie and a pair of shorts, hair a messy knot on top of my head. Harper was already sprawled across the couch, flicking through some dumb sitcom we’d both seen a hundred times.

      She glanced up when she saw me, a lazy smile pulling at her mouth. "Knew you couldn't resist me."

      I rolled my eyes but dropped down next to her anyway, close enough that our knees brushed. Not on purpose. I swear.

      "Yeah," I said dryly. "You and your magnetic personality."

      Harper laughed, low and easy, and for a second I forgot how to breathe.

      She had this way of looking at me sometimes, like I was something interesting. Something worth noticing. And I hated how much I wanted to believe it meant something more.

      We watched TV for a while, joking and quoting lines we knew by heart. It was easy. Too easy. The kind of easy that made you forget how complicated everything underneath really was.

      At some point, Harper shifted to grab her mug off the coffee table and her hand brushed across my thigh. Just a whisper of a touch, but it lingered. Warm. Real. My skin prickled like I'd been set on fire.

      She didn’t pull away immediately, and neither did I.

      Then she cleared her throat, chuckled under her breath, and tossed herself back against the cushions like nothing had happened.

      Meanwhile, I sat there like an idiot, heart doing cartwheels in my chest.

      This was how it always was. Moments that almost meant something. Touches that almost turned into more. Glances that almost said everything.

      Almost.

      Harper leaned her head against my shoulder, casual like always, and I went perfectly still.

      "You ever think about how weird it is," she said, voice soft and half-asleep, "that we ended up living together?"

      I smiled into my tea. "Fate?"

      She snorted. "Nah. I just think the housing office wanted to punish you."

      I laughed, bumping my shoulder against hers. "Yeah, sharing a bathroom with you is definitely my punishment."

      Harper tilted her head, studying me. In the glow of the TV, her eyes looked darker. Softer. Dangerous.

      "You like it, though," she said, teasing.

      God help me, I did. I liked every single chaotic, maddening, beautiful thing about her.

      But all I said was, "Maybe a little."

      Her smile flickered, like she heard something in my voice I didn’t mean to let slip. I felt it, too—the shift in the air. Heavy. Waiting.

      She moved first, pulling back, stretching her arms over her head in a way that made her shirt ride up and expose a strip of smooth, tan stomach.

      I looked. Of course I looked.

      And then I hated myself for it.

      Because Harper could never feel the same. Girls like her didn’t end up with girls like me. Confident, magnetic, impossibly sexy Harper would never look at shy, nerdy Avery and think mine.

      Right?

      I told myself that every day. Repeated it like a prayer, until it almost sounded true.

      Harper yawned, flopping back down dramatically so her head landed in my lap.

      My whole body stiffened, and she cracked an eye open to grin up at me. "Comfy."

      "You're ridiculous," I muttered, trying to pretend I wasn’t dying inside.

      She wiggled to get more comfortable, and her hand brushed the inside of my thigh. Completely innocent. Totally normal.

      Except it wasn’t.

      Not for me.

      Because every touch, every glance, every laugh made me want things I wasn’t allowed to want. Made me wish for things that could never happen.

      Things I was sure Harper would run from if she ever knew.

      I stroked her hair absently, fingers combing through the silky strands, and Harper hummed under her breath, eyes fluttering shut.

      I watched her sleep for a while, my chest aching with everything I could never say.

      Everything I could never have.

      Until finally, when my heart couldn’t take it anymore, I slipped out from under her, tucked a blanket around her shoulders, and fled back to my room.

      And if I pressed my hand to the closed door, eyes stinging, well—nobody had to know.

      I should have just gone to sleep. Should have pulled the covers over my head and let the night claim me.

      Instead, I grabbed my journal.

      And, because apparently I was a complete idiot, I started writing.

      Roommate Desires: Things I'd Do If I Weren't Such a Coward.

      I hesitated, pen hovering over the page. Then I exhaled and wrote.

      1. Kiss her.

      2. Sleep naked together.

      3. Watch her undress.

      4. Shower with her.

      5. Touch her while she’s asleep.

      6. Let her touch me... everywhere.

      I stared at the list for a long time, heart thudding. It was stupid. Reckless. The kind of thing you write and immediately rip out and burn.

      Instead, I slammed the journal shut, tossed it onto the floor beside my bed, and passed out.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning was a disaster from the second my alarm went off.

      I was late. I was so late. I threw on leggings and a sweatshirt, crammed my laptop and textbooks into my bag, then realized I still had notes to grab for my morning class.

      The journal was lying there, looking innocent enough. I scooped it up without thinking, stuffing it between my laptop and my hoodie as I sprinted down the hallway toward the front door.

      Harper was still dead to the world on the couch, mouth slightly open, TV playing some dumb infomercial about non-stick pans.

      In my mad rush, I dumped everything onto the coffee table to fish out my charger—and somehow, the journal slipped free and slid halfway open on the surface.

      I didn’t even notice. Didn’t even think. Just grabbed my charger, slung my bag over my shoulder, and bolted for class.

      I didn’t think about it again until hours later. Until I got out of my last class, checked my phone, and saw Harper’s text:

      You forgot something. ;)

      Followed by a picture of my journal sitting wide open on the coffee table.

      My stomach dropped straight into my sneakers.

      I stared at the screen like maybe if I blinked hard enough, the photo would disappear. No such luck.

      I fired off a quick reply, trying to sound casual.

      haha oops

      don’t read it lol

      A minute later, she texted back:

      Too late.

      I stopped walking. Literally froze right there in the middle of the sidewalk, students swerving around me like I was some idiot tourist.

      My ears burned. My whole body burned.

      She knew. Oh God, she knew.

      And judging by that smug little winking emoji...she didn’t seem mad.

      At all.

      Which was either really, really good news...or the beginning of the most mortifying death spiral of my life.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally got home, I was practically vibrating out of my skin.

      I stood outside our door for a solid thirty seconds, trying to psych myself up. Maybe she hadn’t actually read the list. Maybe she was just messing with me. Maybe I could laugh it off, say it was some dumb writing prompt for class. Maybe—

      I pushed the door open and Harper was right there. Sitting cross-legged on the couch. Waiting for me. "Hey, nerd," she said, all bright and casual, like she hadn’t just detonated my entire existence over text.

      I froze halfway into the room, clutching my bag like a shield. "Hey."

      She grinned, and it wasn’t her usual shit-eating grin. It was something softer. Something... different.

      My stomach did a weird, slow somersault.

      I kicked my sneakers off and tried to act normal, even though my heartbeat was roaring loud enough to drown out the TV.

      "Good day?" Harper asked, head tilted, watching me way too closely.

      I shrugged, dumping my stuff onto the armchair. "Same old."

      She patted the empty cushion beside her. "Come sit." There was something in her voice—light, teasing—but under that, something sharper. Hungrier.

      I crossed the room, cautious, and dropped onto the couch, making sure to leave a few inches of space between us. Harper immediately erased it, shifting closer until our thighs brushed.

      I tensed, waiting for her to say something. Joke about the list. Tease me. Anything.

      Instead, she reached over and plucked a stray piece of lint off my sweatshirt, fingers grazing my chest for just a second longer than necessary.

      My breath caught.

      "You know," she said casually, flicking the lint away, "you should really be more careful with your stuff."

      My ears went nuclear. "Yeah," I mumbled. "Sorry about that."

      She smiled—slow, lazy, and entirely too knowing. "No need to apologize. I thought it was... cute."

      I was going to die. Right here. On the couch. Death by mortification. Before I could think of a way to respond, she bumped her knee against mine, playful but firm.

      "You ever mean to actually follow through on any of it?" she asked, voice low and sweet.

      I whipped my head toward her so fast I nearly gave myself whiplash. "What?"

      Harper just smiled wider, stretching her arms over her head in a way that made her shirt ride up, exposing a strip of toned stomach.

      "I mean," she said, fake-innocent, "some of those ideas sounded pretty good."

      I stared at her, throat dry.

      She leaned in slightly, close enough that I could see the tiny freckle on the side of her neck. Smell the faint hint of her shampoo. Feel the warmth rolling off her skin.

      My brain short-circuited.

      Harper reached out and tugged lightly on the drawstring of my hoodie. Just a little pull, enough to make my heart stutter.

      "Relax, Avery," she said, laughing softly. "I'm just messing with you."

      I tried to smile. I really did. But it came out more like a grimace. She laughed again, gentler this time, and nudged her shoulder against mine.

      "I'm not gonna make it weird," she said. "Promise."

      I nodded, even though everything already felt weird. The air between us thick and buzzing. Every nerve in my body screaming at me to either run away or tackle her onto the couch and kiss her until she forgot how to breathe.

      Instead, I stayed frozen, heart hammering, cheeks flaming.

      Harper picked up the remote and started flipping through channels like nothing had happened. Like she hadn't just shattered the paper-thin wall I'd spent months building between us.

      And somewhere, deep down, a tiny, reckless part of me wondered what would happen if I stopped pretending I didn’t want her.

      If I stopped pretending at all.
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        * * *

      

      After that night on the couch, things got... worse. Or better, depending on how much I loved or hated myself in any given moment.

      Because Harper didn’t just forget about the list. She didn’t let it go. She started playing little games.

      At first, I thought maybe I was imagining it. That maybe my brain was just so completely fried that I was reading into everything.

      But then she started touching me more.

      Little things. Tiny excuses.

      Like brushing her fingers against my thigh when she squeezed past me at the kitchen counter, even though there was plenty of room.

      

      Or reaching over me on the couch to grab the remote, her chest pressed against my back, her breath tickling the side of my neck.

      Every time it happened, she’d smile like it was nothing. Like I was the one going crazy. Which, to be fair, wasn’t entirely wrong.

      The worst was the strap incident.

      I was sitting on the couch, trying (and failing) to focus on my laptop, when Harper plopped down next to me. She was close. Way closer than necessary. Her thigh pressed against mine like she didn’t even notice.

      

      I noticed.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see her scrolling on her phone, her fingers tapping idly, a little smirk playing on her lips like she knew exactly what she was doing to me.

      Then she leaned in. "Your strap’s twisted," she murmured.

      Before I could even react, her fingers brushed my shoulder, tugging gently at the strap of my tank top, smoothing it down.

      It was a totally normal, roommate-y thing to do.

      Except it wasn’t.

      Because her fingers lingered. Just a second too long. Because her nails scraped lightly across my skin. Because the whole time, she was looking at me like she was daring me to say something.

      I swallowed hard and stared at my laptop screen like it held the secrets to surviving public humiliation.

      "There," she said, voice low.

      "Thanks," I managed to choke out, my face burning so hot I was pretty sure I could fry an egg on it.

      She just smiled and went back to scrolling, like she hadn’t just set my entire body on fire with a single touch.

      And then... the towel incident happened.

      I was in the kitchen, making ramen like the sad, broke college student I was, when she strolled out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a white towel.

      Just a towel.

      Tucked in tight around her chest, but not that tight. Water glistened on her skin. Her hair was dripping wet, little beads sliding down her neck, her collarbone, her stomach.

      I almost dropped the pot.

      "Hey," she said casually, like she wasn’t about two inches away from indecent exposure. "Did you move my laundry basket?"

      I opened my mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

      "I—I don’t think so," I stammered, stabbing at the noodles like they’d personally wronged me.

      She padded across the kitchen, barefoot and dripping, every step rattling whatever scraps of dignity I had left.

      "Guess I’ll find it later," she said, plucking a fork out of the drawer. She gave me a devious little smirk and wandered off toward her bedroom, towel swaying dangerously.

      I stood there, chopsticks frozen mid-air, completely and utterly ruined.

      It kept happening after that.

      Touches that lingered. Shared glances that stretched out too long. Little smiles that made it very, very clear she knew I was flustered—and she liked it.

      The worst part? I knew exactly why she was doing it.

      She was... playing. Testing. Seeing just how far she could push before I snapped.

      And I—I was a mess. Jumping at every accidental brush of her fingers. Turning pink if she so much as looked at me too long. Stumbling over my words like a lovesick idiot.

      I couldn’t bring it up. I couldn’t even think about bringing it up. Because if I did, it would be real. It would mean admitting everything.

      That I wanted her. That I wanted more.

      So instead, I buried myself in homework and kept pretending nothing was happening.

      Even as everything inside me screamed that something had already changed—and there was no going back.
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        * * *

      

      I was almost asleep when I heard the knock. Soft. Tentative. Two taps against my door. I froze, blinking into the dark.

      "Avery?" Harper’s voice, quiet and a little raspy. "You awake?"

      I sat up, heart already thudding stupidly hard. "Yeah," I said, voice cracking. "What’s up?"

      There was a pause, and then the door creaked open. Harper stood there in an oversized T-shirt and a pair of sleep shorts, looking so soft and rumpled it physically hurt. "I, uh..." She scratched the back of her neck, eyes sheepish. "I had a nightmare."

      A nightmare. Right. Totally normal. Definitely not suspicious at all. "You had a nightmare?" I repeated, trying not to sound like I was panicking.

      She shrugged, flashing a quick, lopsided smile. "Or maybe I just didn’t feel like being alone." I couldn’t breathe. "Can I...?" She gestured vaguely toward my bed.

      I nodded before my brain could even catch up. "Yeah. Of course."

      She slipped inside and closed the door behind her, crossing the room in three quick steps. The mattress dipped under her weight as she crawled in beside me, tugging the blanket up over us both.

      And just like that, we were lying there. Together. Under the same blanket. In the same bed.

      I was going to die. This was how it ended. Death by unrequited longing.

      Harper shifted closer, her bare thigh brushing mine, her arm pressing lightly against my side.

      

      Totally innocent. Totally normal. Roommate stuff. Except my heart was slamming against my ribs like a trapped bird. I stared at the ceiling, too terrified to move.

      "You’re tense," she said after a minute, voice warm and teasing.

      "No, I’m not," I lied.

      She laughed under her breath and tucked her head against my shoulder, her hair tickling my collarbone.

      

      Slowly—so slowly—I let my hand drift down, hovering over the curve of her waist. I told myself it was fine. She wouldn’t even notice. It was nothing.

      My fingers brushed against the hem of her T-shirt, barely grazing the bare skin of her hip. She noticed.

      She made this soft, almost imperceptible noise, a tiny hitch of breath, and then she shifted closer, pressing her body along the length of mine.

      I bit the inside of my cheek so hard I tasted blood.

      We stayed like that for a long moment. Breathing. Listening. Waiting. Then Harper’s hand slid up, resting lightly over mine. Her fingers toyed with the tips of mine, slow and deliberate.

      "You know," she whispered, so close I could feel her breath against my neck, "I’ve been thinking about that list." I went perfectly still. "I can’t stop thinking about it," she murmured.

      Her thumb brushed over the back of my hand, slow and rhythmic, and I was pretty sure I was about to combust.

      "I keep wondering..." she said, voice dropping even lower, "if you really want those things."

      I turned my head slightly, just enough to see her face in the moonlight spilling through the blinds. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, her mouth inches from mine.

      "I..." I swallowed hard. "I don’t know."

      She smiled, this soft, devastating thing, and tilted her head just a little closer.

      My heart stopped.

      We were going to kiss.

      Oh my God, we were going to kiss.

      I could feel it—electric in the air between us, pulling us together like gravity. Her lips brushed mine—barely a whisper of contact, not even a real kiss yet—and my whole body lit up like a struck match.

      I panicked. I jerked back, heart hammering, breath coming in short, shallow bursts. Harper froze, her hand still tangled with mine.

      For a second, neither of us moved. The world held its breath.

      Then she pulled away, slow and careful, giving me space. "Sorry," she whispered, her voice almost too soft to hear. "I didn’t mean to—"

      "No," I said quickly, shaking my head. "It’s not—it’s not you. I just—"

      I couldn’t finish. Couldn’t explain how terrified I was.

      

      How badly I wanted her.

      

      How badly I didn’t want to ruin everything.

      Harper smiled again—gentler this time—and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. "It’s okay," she said.

      She settled back down, curling into me, keeping just enough space between us to make it clear she wasn’t going to push. And even though my heart was breaking from the ache of it, I was grateful.

      Grateful that she stayed. Grateful that she understood.

      I closed my eyes, willing my body to relax, willing my brain to shut up. But long after Harper drifted off to sleep beside me, I lay there staring at the ceiling, wide awake, listening to her breathe.

      And wondering if I’d just made the biggest mistake of my life.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to sunlight slanting through the blinds, Harper’s steady breathing warm against my neck—and an immediate, crushing wave of panic.

      I hadn't meant to fall asleep. I hadn't meant to stay curled up against her like some lovesick idiot. And now it was morning, and everything was real and raw and way too bright.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, pretending to still be asleep, but Harper stirred beside me.

      

      Stretched.

      

      Yawned.

      Then she sat up. I felt the bed shift as she slipped out from under the covers, padding barefoot across the room. She didn’t say anything. Didn’t even look at me.

      The door clicked shut behind her.

      And I was alone. Staring up at the ceiling. Feeling like my heart had cracked clean down the middle.

      By the time I worked up the nerve to leave my room, Harper was already in the kitchen, fiddling with the coffee maker.

      She was dressed now—jeans and a hoodie—and she looked... normal. Too normal.

      "Morning," she said without turning around.

      "Morning," I croaked.

      I hovered awkwardly by the counter, hands twisted in the hem of my sweatshirt, trying not to visibly vibrate with anxiety.

      The coffee maker gurgled.

      

      The clock ticked.

      

      The silence stretched until I wanted to scream.

      Finally, Harper turned to face me, mug in hand. "We should probably talk," she said, voice gentler than I deserved.

      I swallowed hard and nodded.

      She set the mug down and crossed her arms over her chest, studying me in that way that always made me feel like she could see things I didn’t even know I was showing. "You’re freaking out," she said.

      I laughed, brittle and sharp. "Little bit."

      She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. "You think you ruined everything," she said softly.

      Tears stung the backs of my eyes. "I’m sorry," I blurted out. "I didn’t mean—I never meant for you to find that list. It was stupid. It was just a dumb fantasy thing and I know you don’t feel that way and I—"

      "Avery." Her voice cut through my rambling, firm but kind.

      I blinked up at her, my throat closing up.

      She shook her head, smiling this sad, sweet smile that nearly wrecked me. "You didn’t ruin anything."

      I opened my mouth to argue, but then she crossed the space between us in two steps, grabbed my face between her hands, and kissed me.

      Hard.

      Tender.

      Perfect.

      It wasn’t a tease. It was an answer.

      I made a soft, broken noise against her mouth, my hands clutching the front of her hoodie like I was afraid she’d disappear if I let go.

      When she finally pulled back, we were both breathing hard.

      "I wanted the same thing," she whispered, forehead resting against mine. "I’ve wanted you for so long." I squeezed my eyes shut, a tear slipping free. She brushed it away with her thumb, smiling. "No more freaking out," she said. "Okay?"

      I nodded, still too choked up to speak. She kissed me again—softer this time, slower—and it felt like every cracked, terrified part of me was being stitched back together.

      When we finally broke apart, she laced her fingers through mine and gave them a squeeze. "Come on," she said. "We’ve got a list to work through."

      Harper didn’t even give me a chance to overthink it. Which, honestly, was the only reason I didn’t totally implode on the spot.

      She kissed me again, right there in the kitchen. Soft at first. Gentle. Like she was giving me a chance to back out if I wanted to.

      I didn’t want to.

      I surged up onto my toes and kissed her back, clumsy and desperate, my fingers clutching her hoodie like a lifeline.

      She made a soft sound in the back of her throat—half groan, half gasp—and then her hands were on my hips, tugging me closer.

      The kiss deepened, messy and hungry, our mouths sliding together like we couldn’t get enough.

      I wasn’t sure who moved first. Maybe both of us.

      

      But suddenly we were stumbling toward my bedroom, bumping into walls, laughing breathlessly between kisses.

      Harper kicked the door shut behind us, and then her hands were under my sweatshirt, hot against my skin.

      "Off," she muttered, tugging at the hem.

      I fumbled to pull it over my head, nearly getting stuck in the sleeves like a complete idiot.

      Harper laughed in a low hum, and helped me yank it free.

      She tossed it onto the floor and stared at me, her chest rising and falling a little faster now. "God, you’re beautiful," she said, voice rough.

      I blushed so hard I thought I might actually pass out. Before I could say something stupid like you’re drunk, go home, she kissed me again—slow and deep and dizzying—and all the air rushed out of my lungs.

      Her hands skimmed up my sides, featherlight touches that made me shiver. She traced the edge of my bra, fingers teasing but not quite slipping underneath.

      "Okay?" she whispered against my mouth.

      I nodded, too wrecked for words.

      She smiled and finally, finally, her hands slid under the cups, cupping my breasts, her thumbs brushing over my nipples.

      I gasped into her mouth, and she kissed me harder, swallowing the sound.

      We removed each other’s clothes in a slow dance that felt more like a dream than reality.

      Harper peeled my leggings down my legs, kissing the newly exposed skin, working her way down to my ankles.

      

      She grinned up at me as she tugged them free, and I almost laughed—but then her hands skimmed up my calves, my thighs, and the laugh caught in my throat.

      She stood and shucked off her own hoodie and jeans, leaving her in nothing but a black bra and matching boyshorts.

      I couldn't look away.

      Every inch of her was perfect. Strong. Soft. Beautiful.

      She caught me staring and smirked. "See something you like?"

      "Shut up," I whispered, cheeks flaming. But she just grinned and stepped closer, hooking a finger under the waistband of my panties.

      Slowly, teasingly, she slid them down.

      And then I was standing there, naked, shaking, completely vulnerable—and completely hers. Harper's gaze darkened as she took me in.

      "Fuck," she breathed. "You’re gonna kill me."

      I almost said something snarky, but then she kissed me again, and the words dissolved on my tongue.

      She guided me back onto the bed, climbing up after me, blanketing me with her body. Everywhere she touched me—hands, mouth, skin—I felt like I was being lit from the inside out.

      She kissed a trail down my throat, across my collarbone, lower and lower until she reached my breast.

      Her mouth closed around my nipple, sucking gently, and I whimpered, my hands tangling in her hair.

      She spent what felt like forever teasing me there, switching sides, worshipping every inch of me until I was writhing under her.

      And then she kissed her way down my stomach, slow and lingering, nipping lightly at my hips.

      "Harper," I gasped, hips jerking.

      She laughed softly against my skin. "So impatient."

      I opened my mouth to argue, but then her tongue flicked out, tasting me through the slick heat between my legs, and all I could do was moan.

      She licked me slowly, deliberately, like she had all the time in the world.

      Long, slow strokes that made my toes curl. Tiny flicks against my clit that had me gasping her name. Every time I tried to move, to grind against her mouth, she pinned my hips with strong hands, keeping me right where she wanted me.

      Building me up.

      

      Driving me insane.

      She slipped a finger inside me, crooking it just right, and my whole body seized.

      "That’s it," she murmured. "Let go, Ave. I’ve got you."

      I shattered, crying out, my vision going white at the edges.

      She didn’t stop. She kept licking, kept teasing, riding out every aftershock until I was a boneless, trembling mess.

      When I finally caught my breath, Harper crawled back up my body, kissing every inch of skin along the way.

      She hovered over me, her eyes soft and searching. "You good?" she whispered, brushing my hair back from my sweaty forehead.

      I nodded, still too wrecked to form words.

      She smiled and kissed me—slow and sweet, letting me taste myself on her tongue—and it was the hottest thing I’d ever experienced.

      I tugged at the waistband of her boyshorts, finally finding enough strength to push them down her hips.

      She kicked them off and lay down beside me, pulling me into her arms.

      For a long moment, we just lay there, skin to skin, breathing each other in.

      And then it was my turn.

      I kissed her slow and deep, tasting the faint salt of her skin. My hands explored her body, learning every curve, every gasp, every shiver.

      I slid lower, lower, until I was between her thighs.

      She opened for me easily, trust and want written all over her face. I licked her slowly, savoring the way she arched and moaned, her fingers clutching at the sheets.

      She tasted like honey and warmth and Harper—better than I ever could have imagined.

      I teased her the way she had teased me, slow and careful, building her up until she was cursing under her breath, her thighs trembling around my head.

      When she came, she cried out my name, her body clenching, shuddering, falling apart under my mouth. It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.

      Afterward, we tangled together under the covers, sticky and laughing and still a little breathless. Harper pressed a kiss to my temple and murmured, "Worth the wait."

      I smiled, tucking my face into her neck. "Yeah," I whispered. "So worth it."

      And when she tightened her arms around me, holding me close like she had no plans of ever letting go—I believed her.

      For the first time in forever, I believed it.
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        * * *

      

      After that first night, something between us cracked wide open.

      And for once, instead of overthinking it to death, I let myself have it. Have her. Harper wasn’t shy about it, either.

      The next morning, I woke up tangled in the sheets, completely naked, Harper’s arm slung lazily over my waist. Her bare skin pressed against mine like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      Which, apparently, it was now.

      I lay there for a minute, just breathing her in. Sunlight pooled across her back, catching in the messy knots of her hair. She was still asleep, face soft, lips slightly parted.

      God, she was beautiful. God, I was so screwed.

      I tucked my face into her neck, smiling like an idiot. Maybe being screwed wasn't such a bad thing after all.
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        * * *

      

      The list came back into play that night.

      We were half-watching a terrible romcom on the couch, Harper stretched out with her feet in my lap, when she grinned and said, "You know you’ve got homework, right?"

      I blinked. "What?"

      She sat up, eyes sparkling with mischief. "The list," she said. "We’ve only checked off, like, two things."

      I groaned, covering my face with my hands. "Can we not talk about that?"

      She pried my fingers away, laughing. "Nope. You wrote it. Now you have to live it."

      "I was drunk!"

      "Drunk words, sober thoughts," she sing-songed, wagging her eyebrows.

      I groaned louder, but inside, a little thrill skittered up my spine. Harper leaned in, her voice dropping to a low, teasing whisper. "Come on, Avery. Don’t be a coward." She kissed me, slow and sweet, and I melted against her like always. When she pulled back, she smirked. "Besides, you look really cute when you’re embarrassed."

      "Shut up," I muttered, blushing furiously.

      But I didn’t say no. Of course I didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      The first dare was sleep naked together.

      Which, fine, we’d technically already done. But Harper insisted on making a thing out of it.

      "No clothes," she said, peeling off her hoodie with theatrical slowness.

      I rolled my eyes but followed suit, tossing my T-shirt onto the floor.

      We climbed into bed skin to skin, Harper wrapping around me like an octopus, her hands roaming lazily over my body as I tried very hard not to spontaneously combust.

      She kissed the back of my neck, whispered filthy promises in my ear, and basically didn’t let me sleep for a good two hours.

      Zero regrets.

      The next night was shower together.

      It started innocently enough. We were both sweaty from jogging around campus (her idea, obviously), and Harper just waggled her eyebrows and said, "Two birds, one steamy shower?"

      I followed her into the bathroom, heart hammering.

      The water was already running, steam curling around us, when she stripped and stepped under the spray like some kind of goddess.

      I hesitated for half a second before ditching my clothes and joining her.

      Harper grinned and pulled me under the water, her hands sliding up my arms, over my back, around my waist. She lathered me up slowly, taking her time, kissing my shoulders, my throat, my mouth.

      I returned the favor, soapy hands slipping over her curves, and somewhere between kissing and touching and laughing, we ended up against the tiled wall, Harper’s thigh pressed between mine, grinding slow and sweet until we both gasped each other’s names.

      Safe to say, showers were never the same after that.

      The day after that, it was make out on the couch while watching TV. Which sounded innocent.

      It was not.

      

      We lasted maybe five minutes into a new show before Harper was in my lap, straddling me, her hands buried in my hair.

      She kissed me slow, deep, thorough—like she had all the time in the world to explore my mouth, my neck, my collarbone.

      Her hips rocked lazily against mine, sending hot little shocks through my core. I clutched at her, breathless, every nerve ending sparking under her touch. By the time we remembered we were supposed to be watching something, we were half-naked and very, very distracted.

      Totally worth it.
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        * * *

      

      But the best—the best—was when Harper pulled out a scarf one night, twirling it between her fingers with a wicked grin.

      "New game," she said.

      I eyed her suspiciously. "What kind of game?"

      "The fun kind."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Define fun."

      She laughed and climbed onto the bed, straddling my hips.

      "Blindfold," she said simply.

      I went very still.

      "You trust me?" she asked, voice softer now.

      I nodded, heart hammering.

      She kissed me—slow and reassuring—and then tied the scarf gently around my eyes.

      The world went dark.

      Every sense sharpened.

      I could hear the rustle of her clothes slipping off. Feel the shift of the mattress as she moved. Smell the faint, sweet scent of her skin.

      Then her fingers were brushing over my body, featherlight, tracing my curves, teasing every inch of me.

      I gasped when her mouth found my nipple, sucking lightly, her hands pinning mine to the bed.

      I moaned when her tongue dipped lower, swirling between my thighs, slow and torturous.

      I whimpered when she teased me to the edge and pulled back, over and over, until I was practically sobbing with need.

      "Please," I breathed, writhing helplessly under her.

      She kissed her way back up my body, untying the scarf and tossing it aside.

      Her eyes were dark, burning.

      "You’re so fucking beautiful when you beg," she whispered. And then she kissed me hard, pressing into me, giving me everything I needed and more.

      I came undone in her arms, trembling and gasping her name, and she held me through all of it, kissing me softly, grounding me.

      Later, we lay tangled together, sticky and spent and laughing quietly. Harper toyed with a lock of my hair, her voice teasing. "So, uh... I think we’re gonna need a new list."

      I smiled against her shoulder, feeling happier—and braver—than I had in a long, long time. "Yeah," I said. "Maybe this time we can write it together."

      She kissed my forehead, pulling me closer. "Deal."
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