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Chapter One: New Keys

Bri Russo balanced a plastic storage bin against her hip and nudged the apartment door open with her toe. The air inside was still and scrubbed clean, sunlight pooling through wide windows onto bare counters and white walls. One bedroom door stood open. The other was closed, marked with a glossy door tag:

Adrienne – Room 2B

Her mom followed close behind, slightly out of breath and carrying a Trader Joe’s bag stuffed with frozen meals. “This place is adorable,” she said, setting the bag down on the counter with a satisfied little nod.

“I guess,” Bri said, glancing again toward the closed door.

It was nicer than she'd expected—modern, bright, with a full kitchen and enough space that it almost didn’t feel like student housing. Definitely a step up from the cramped double she'd dreaded and planned on. After a year of going to community college, living at home, and volunteering at the hospital, she was finally here. Officially a nursing student. On campus.

It should’ve felt like everything was starting.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Clarissa lit up the screen: Coming to see your room. You better have snacks.

A few minutes later, her two closest friends from high school arrived like a gust of chaotic energy. Clarissa and Maddie—loud, stylish, and already settled in—came through the door laughing, arms open and grins wide. Clarissa had long, straight strawberry-blonde hair tucked behind her glasses, dressed in denim shorts, a tank top, and a half-zipped hoodie. Maddie wore her brown hair in pigtail braids, paired with leggings and slides—comfortable, confident, and effortlessly in charge, the kind of girl people naturally followed without thinking too hard about why.

They squealed over the sleek kitchen, made a beeline for the fridge, and flopped dramatically onto the couch.

“Hunter was looking for you,” Clarissa said, popping a grape from the counter.

“Oh.” Bri blinked. “I’ll text him.”

Maddie and Clarissa exchanged a quick glance, but didn’t say anything. Bri missed it.

Then Clarissa’s eyes caught on the closed bedroom door. She squinted at the tag.

“Oh no. You didn’t.”

“What?”

“You’re rooming with Adrienne Kelly?”

Bri frowned. “Who?”

Clarissa turned to her, wide-eyed. “She’s the one who drove her roommate out last year. Like—literally screamed at her until she moved out mid-semester.”

“She yelled at front desk staff too,” Maddie added. “Someone said she got written up and didn’t even care. Just kept doing it.”

“She had her own room for the rest of the year,” Clarissa said. “No one wanted to move in with her after that.”

Bri’s face twisted. “Why isn’t she here yet?”

“Law students move in later,” Maddie said. “Their classes start next week I think.”

“Oh,” her mom said brightly from the kitchen. “A law student? That’s a good friend to have.”

“Mom,” Bri said. “She yells at people.”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” her mom replied, trying for a calm tone. “Your friends tend to exaggerate.”

“They don’t! I have to switch rooms. ASAP.”

Maddie and Clarissa just grinned and wandered over to the closed door.

“Don’t go in there!” Bri called after them.

Too late. The door creaked open.

“Oh wow,” Clarissa’s voice rang out. “It’s definitely bigger than yours.”

“Bri,” Maddie said, reappearing from the other room, “you should take that room. It makes more sense.”

“I can’t just take it,” Bri said, arms folding. “It has her name on it.”

Clarissa leaned on the doorframe. “So? She’s not even here.”

“It’s still hers,” Bri said firmly. “I’m not messing with that.”

Maddie shrugged and wandered back toward the couch. “You’re such a rule-follower.”

Her mom came out of the bathroom, arms full of towels. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Bri said quickly. “Just figuring out the layout.”

Bri’s mom raised an eyebrow but let it go. “You want help setting up your bed?”

“Nah, I think I’ve got it.”

Her mom stepped closer and gently brushed a hair from Bri’s shoulder. “It’s going to be a good year, honey.”

Bri nodded, but her stomach was still tight.

Later, after her mom left, the apartment felt quieter—emptier somehow—but Clarissa and Maddie stayed, chatting about classes and professors. All three of them were in the nursing program, and Clarissa was already roasting their lecture slides for using Comic Sans on the title pages.

“I swear if I see one more star wipe transition, I’m dropping out,” she muttered, sprawling out onto Bri’s bed.

Maddie rolled her eyes. “You’re not dropping out. You already bought the planner.”

“My planner’s a work of art,” Clarissa said solemnly.

Maddie turned to Bri. “Our dorm has a study nook, by the way. If you ever need a break from… all this”—she nodded toward the closed bedroom door—“you’re welcome anytime.”

“I foresee us having a lot of sleepovers this semester,” she added with a wink.

Bri gave a tight smile. “Who do I contact to swap rooms?”

Clarissa groaned. “You can’t. There’s a roommate freeze for like two or three weeks. They’ll just tell you to ‘communicate openly’ and give her a chance.”

“There aren’t any other rooms anyway,” Maddie said. “Everything’s packed this semester. You’re lucky you got this one.”

“Lucky,” Bri echoed under her breath.

Eventually, they tugged her out for a walk across campus. The late sun lit the buildings in soft gold as they pointed out their favorite café, the shortcut behind the library, and the sunny courtyard where everyone lounged between classes. It felt more like college was supposed to—laughter, motion, possibility.

And for a little while, Bri almost forgot the name on the door waiting back in her apartment.

Almost.

***

The first three days of classes passed in a blur of syllabi, awkward icebreakers, and rushing between buildings that all looked the same. Bri kept her head down, took careful notes, and tried to laugh at the right moments in lab. Maddie and Clarissa made everything easier—joking between lectures and teasing her for using color-coded folders like it was still high school. In the evenings, she came home to silence. The bedroom across the living room remained dark, the door always shut. No sign of Adrienne.

The quiet should’ve been comforting, but it wasn’t. Bri found herself double-checking the front door lock and leaving the desk lamp on just in case. The space was nice, modern, even cozy—but the longer it stayed empty, the more it felt like something was waiting.

Steam curled along the ceiling as Bri rinsed shampoo from her hair, eyes closed, mind already wandering to her to-do list. Somewhere behind the hum of the water, she thought she heard a distant sound—soft and fast. Maybe the door.

She stilled for a moment, listening.

Probably the neighbors.

She turned the water off and stepped out, wrapped a towel around herself, and moved into the sink area. Her skin was flushed pink from the heat. She took her time with moisturizer, running her fingers gently under her eyes, wiping a bit of condensation from the mirror.

Then came another sound. A thud. Not loud—but inside. Close.

She froze, every nerve suddenly awake. That wasn’t the neighbors.

She reached for her clothes. Pulled on a soft black T-shirt, sweatpants over damp legs, and cracked the bathroom door just enough to peek through.

There was a grocery bag on the counter now—brown paper, folded at the top, branded with a high-end market she could never afford. A glass bottle sat beside it, something amber inside catching the morning light.

And there—walking casually toward the front door—was a woman.

Tall. Blonde. Dressed in dark clothes with the kind of posture that didn’t care who was watching. Her expression unreadable. Controlled.

Bri's breath caught.

The woman didn’t glance around. Didn’t look nervous. She opened the door with the ease of someone leaving her own apartment and turned just as she stepped into the kitchen.

Their eyes met. A full second passed. Maybe two.

“Hey,” Bri said, trying not to sound breathless.

The girl didn’t reply. Just held her gaze, then stepped out and let the door close quietly behind her.

Bri stood there, her shirt clinging to her damp skin, heart thudding beneath it.

Gorgeous. Absolutely intimidating. And very, very real.

Adrienne had arrived.

***

The lawn outside the student union was still warm from the sun, the picnic tables half-shaded by thin trees just starting to turn. Bri sat with Clarissa and Maddie, picking at the last few leaves of her kale Caesar while trying not to stare too long at their food.

Clarissa’s tray was a pile of golden fries, glistening and still steaming. Maddie had gone for the chicken tenders—perfectly crisp, dipped in something creamy and probably a thousand calories.

Bri stabbed her last cherry tomato and tried not to look like she was suffering. “You know,” she said flatly, “I brought a salad because I’m trying not to gain that freshman fifteen.”

Clarissa popped a fry into her mouth. “We’re not freshmen.”

“You know what I mean,” Bri muttered, brushing her hair out of her face.

Hunter dropped into the seat next to her with two Gatorades and a crooked grin. “And I brought you hydration, future nurse of the year.”

She smiled. “Thanks.”

He was tan, athletic, and wore his scrubs top like it was a badge of honor—he volunteered in the same hospital system as Bri, and apparently hadn’t stopped telling people about it. He pushed one of the bottles toward her and let his shoulder brush hers just slightly.

Maddie and Clarissa exchanged a glance across the table.

“So, Bri,” Hunter said, “you heading to the skills lab later? We could walk over together.”

“Oh,” she blinked. “Sure. I was gonna stop at the library first but—yeah, maybe.”

He smiled again like she’d said something meaningful.

“I hate to break up whatever this is,” Clarissa said, stretching her legs out under the table, “but Bri looks like she’s about to gnaw on my fries.”

“I’m not,” Bri said, voice tight. “But I’m still starving.”

“They’ve got more inside,” Maddie said. “Get the tenders. Just do it.”

Bri sighed, gathered her tray, and headed inside, telling herself she’d work out later.

Inside, the dining hall was loud and warm with the smell of oil and starch. She made her way to the hot food counter, already looking for the baskets.

One left. Golden, glistening, perfect.

She reached for it.

So did someone else.

A body slid in front of her like a shadow—taller, sharper, familiar.

Adrienne.

Without saying a word, she took the basket and turned away, already biting into the first tender.

Bri’s fingers curled into fists. “You can’t just get in front of me. I was going to take that.”

Adrienne paused mid-chew. She looked over her shoulder, slow and deliberate. Her mouth curved slightly, amused—but not apologetic.

She licked her fingers. Grinned.

“They’ll make more if you ask,” she said, voice dry.

Then she turned and walked off, chicken still in hand.

Bri stood there, lips pressed tight, heat blooming under her skin. Around her, the dining hall kept moving—trays clattering, people laughing—but it all felt just a little too loud, too close.

Adrienne didn’t look back as she walked across the room and slid into a table full of guys. They made space for her like it was automatic. One of them bumped shoulders with her and grinned; she said something back that made the whole table laugh.

Bri stayed by the hot bar, pretending to scroll through her phone, pretending not to feel the eyes looking in her direction. She wasn’t sure if they were watching her because of the food, or Adrienne, or both.

Finally, a fresh tray of fries and chicken hit the warmer. She let two other people take theirs before she reached for one.

She wasn’t going to sit and to eat—just going to take the chicken and go to class, head down, heart still ticking faster than she’d like.

As she crossed the room toward the exit, her eyes flicked up, just once. Adrienne was watching her. Not smiling. Just chewing slowly, elbow on the table, jaw sharp and face impassive.

Bri didn’t look again.

She pushed through the door into sunlight and tried not to run.

***

Bri’s afternoon lab passed in a blur of antiseptic smells, anatomy review, and the quiet thrill of getting something right. Her instructor, Professor Lin, was sharp and dry-humored—the kind of woman who didn’t tolerate sloppiness, but who didn’t mind pausing to explain things twice if she saw you were genuinely trying.

As Bri packed up her things, Professor Lin paused beside her with a quiet, “Good eye on that vascular placement earlier. Most people don’t catch that.”

Bri blinked. “Oh. Thank you. I think I just… remembered it from one of my hospital shifts. I saw something similar during a blood draw that went wrong.”

Lin raised a brow. “Oh, you work in the ED?”

“Volunteer,” Bri said. “But I do shifts at the main campus hospital when they need techs.”

Lin gave a faint smile. “Keep it up, Brianna.”

“Thanks,” she replied, a little embarrassed.

On her way out, she ran into Maddie and Clarissa in the hallway. They instantly flanked her, voices rising as they pelted her with questions. Bri told them about what happened in the dining hall—about Adrienne stealing her chicken tenders—and both of them practically shrieked.

“She’s such a cunt,” Clarissa said, clutching her chest dramatically. “Bri. Remember we’re right down the hall if you need a place to sleep.”

Bri gave a faint laugh but didn’t say yes. She broke off from them as they branched off to their door, walking alone down the hall.

At the entrance to her apartment, she paused—hand on the knob, quietly hoping Adrienne was still out.

No such luck.

Adrienne was crouched in the living room, wearing a sleeveless black muscle shirt with a faded bar logo and fitted black shorts. Her arms were toned—strong, defined, and tan. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a messy bun. A large flat-screen TV sat beside her on the floor, and she was mounting a bracket to the wall with a cordless drill. A small pile of tools lay scattered nearby like she’d done this a dozen times before.

Bri froze in the doorway, instinctively worried they’d be charged for damage.

Adrienne looked over, pausing mid-task. “You’re Brianna, right?”

Bri blinked. “It’s just Bri.”

Adrienne stood, stretching her back slightly. “Sorry for stealing your chicken today. I don’t know why I did it.” She shrugged like the whole thing wasn’t worth thinking about.

“It’s… fine,” Bri murmured, unsure what else to say.

Adrienne picked up another screw and drilled it into the mount. “Was that your boyfriend I saw you sitting with?”

Bri’s stomach tightened. “Hunter? No, he’s a longtime friend.”

Adrienne arched a brow. “Friend that you fuck?”

Bri’s face flushed. “What? No. It’s not like that.”

Adrienne let out a short laugh and drilled another screw. “How do you like the school?”

Bri hesitated, caught off-guard by the sudden shift. “It’s… big. I like it so far.”

Adrienne gave a slight nod and returned to her tools. She lifted the TV with practiced ease and slid it onto the mounted bracket, adjusting it until it clicked into place. Then, without turning all the way around, she asked, “How old are you?”

“Twenty-one,” Bri said, narrowing her eyes slightly.

“Oh, good. I won’t need to lock up my booze.”

And that was it. No follow-up. No smile. Just a casual drop back into silence.

Bri lingered in the doorway for a moment, unsure if she was supposed to keep talking—but Adrienne had already moved on, turning on a political commentary channel that filled the room with sharp voices and low, steady debate.

Bri slipped into her room and closed the door softly behind her.

She sat down at her desk, hands still faintly tense from holding herself so still. Her mind flicked back to the conversation—not just the words, but the tone. The way Adrienne had said fuck—low, casual, like it didn’t mean anything at all.

But it did something.

Heat crept in at the edges of her chest, blooming upward in a slow, unwelcome flush. Somewhere lower, a flutter. Unmistakable.

Bri exhaled sharply and shook her head, dragging her laptop toward her. She shoved the feeling down, folded it neatly inside herself like something she didn’t need right now.

She had work to do.

And Adrienne could stay on her side of the apartment.

For now.


Chapter Two: Unresolved Feelings

The microwave hummed softly as Bri leaned against the counter, spoon in hand, still waking up. Her socks slid a little on the vinyl, the hem of her sweatshirt brushing her thighs. The clock on the stove read 7:42.

The bathroom door was shut and she could hear the shower running. She waited, stirring her oatmeal slowly, eyes wandering.

Adrienne’s door was open.

Bri didn’t mean to stare. She just… noticed.

Soft morning light spilled across the floor, catching on the edge of an unmade bed with slate gray bedding and matching blackout curtains. The space was neat but impersonal, almost cold. A stark contrast to her own room, which was filled with pastels and secondhand cozy.

A photo frame sat beside a stack of thick textbooks. It looked like a family photo—Adrienne standing stiffly between three men. Maybe brothers. All smiles.

Above the desk, a small flag was pinned to a corkboard—pink, white, and orange stripes, faintly faded at the edges.

Bri paused as it clicked. Is she gay?

Her eyes drifted on, catching on a button-up shirt draped over the back of a chair. A black mug on the desk read something in Latin—too long for Bri to decode at a glance. A slim spiral notebook sat beside it, secured with a tiny combination lock clipped to the coil. There was a poster with a dark funnel cloud twisting down over open land. Beneath it, the words: Be steady in the storm. Unraveling is a choice.

Bri stared for another second, then looked away quickly—like she might get caught in something just by seeing too much.

The bathroom door creaked open and steam rushed out. Adrienne emerged in a towel, hair wet, eyes half-lidded. She barely glanced Bri’s way.

“Morning,” she muttered.

Bri blinked and forced herself to look away, pretending to care deeply about oatmeal.

“Morning.”

Adrienne disappeared into her room, door closing softly behind her.

***

The shower was quick—just long enough to shake off sleep. She scrubbed shampoo from her hair, trying not to think too much about Adrienne’s room.

Or her voice.

Or the way she hadn’t said much at all.

By the time Bri pulled on her training scrubs, her hair was still damp, clinging to the back of her neck. She grabbed a protein bar, slipped her ID badge into her pocket, and headed across campus toward the nursing lecture hall.

Inside, the air was over-cooled and sharp, the lights fluorescent and unforgiving. Rows of students filled the space, laptops open, water bottles and iced coffee on the tables. Bri slid into her usual seat beside Maddie and Clarissa, doing her best to focus as the professor launched into an overview of care plans and documentation methods.

Two hours in, they were given a short break.

Bri stretched, rolled her shoulders, and twisted the cap off her water bottle.

“So,” Maddie said, bumping her knee against Bri’s. “How was night one with the infamous Adrienne?”

Bri shook her head, thinking back on the night before. “I didn’t really see her. She went out and didn’t come back until I was already in bed.”

“Where’d she go?” Clarissa asked.

“I don’t know,” Bri said. “She didn’t say.”

“I saw her,” Maddie said. “She was walking toward the law building with a bunch of guys. I think I recognized one of them—upperclassman, kind of hot? I wonder if she’s dating one of them. Or, like… maybe she just sleeps around?”

Bri’s pulse skipped, a flash of the flag in Adrienne’s room flickering through her mind.

“No,” she said quickly. “I don’t think so.”

Maddie tilted her head. “Oh?”

She hesitated. It’s not my place.

“I just… get a vibe.”

Clarissa raised an eyebrow. “A vibe, huh? Your excellent gaydar senses?”

Bri gave a dry smile. She didn’t have gaydar. Her friends were far better at spotting it than she was.

Maddie grinned. “You think Adrienne’s gay?”

“I think so. Ironically,” Bri said, “I think I might be rooming with a fellow lesbian.”

Clarissa let out a laugh. “God, I wish Hunter was here to hear that.”

A voice behind them said, “Hear what?”

Bri jumped, turning to see Hunter grinning as he slid into the row beside her, smelling faintly of Old Spice.

“Nothing,” Clarissa said, leaning back.

“Uh-huh.” He turned to Bri. “You heading to clinical skills after this?”

“Yeah,” she said. “You too?”

He nodded. “Want to grab lunch before?”

Bri hesitated. “Sure.”

He grinned as if Bri had just agreed to marry him. Across the table, Clarissa caught Maddie’s eye. Maddie’s expression shifted—just for a second—her eyes going wide before she looked away.

When class started again, Bri sat straighter, forced her eyes on the screen, and tried not to feel the weight of Hunter’s attention next to her. Or Maddie’s silence. Or her own heart, thudding slightly faster than it should.

***

Clarissa and Maddie arrived just before sunset, arms full of frozen foods and half-formed dinner plans. Though they had a dorm to themselves, Bri’s apartment had something theirs didn’t: a real kitchen.

“If it gets awkward, we can go to our place,” Maddie said quietly, glancing toward Adrienne’s door as she dropped a bag of frozen gnocchi on the counter.

“Or we can hide in your room,” Clarissa added with a smirk. “Whichever way the wind blows.”

Bri snorted. “It won’t be awkward.”

“Mmhm,” Maddie said, already opening cabinets. “Do you guys want to eat outside? It’s nice out.”

“No,” Clarissa said quickly. “Hunter might find us. And we need to talk to you about him.”

Bri sighed. “Seriously?”

“Yes, seriously,” Maddie said. “But first, food.”

They turned on the oven and started tossing things together—cauliflower wings, nuggets, bao buns. Clarissa put on music from her phone, low and pulsing, as they moved through the kitchen like they’d done this a hundred times.

Halfway through stirring a sauce, Adrienne’s door opened.

She walked out barefoot in black joggers and a cropped tee, her hair in a loose bun. With her hair up, Bri noticed her earrings for the first time: a neat constellation of metal along her ear—tragus, conch, several cartilage piercings.

“Smells good in here,” she said casually, heading toward the fridge. “Feel free to hang out in the living room, by the way. Use the TV if you want.”

Bri turned, slightly startled. “Thanks.”

Adrienne opened a can of sparkling water and headed to her room, leaving the door half-open.

The silence that followed was heavy with unspoken commentary.

Once the food was in the oven and the kitchen had calmed, Clarissa turned serious.

“Okay, real talk. You need to deal with Hunter.”

Bri frowned. “What do you want me to say to him?”

Maddie crossed her arms. “He’s hanging out with you like you’re dating. He’s not just being friendly.”

“I’m not leading him on.”

Clarissa arched a brow. “You haven’t said anything to him. He thinks this is a waiting game.”

Bri groaned. “He knows I’m gay.”

“Yeah,” Maddie said. “And?”

From behind them, Adrienne’s voice came clear from across the room. “It doesn’t matter that he knows. He thinks he still has a shot because you haven’t told him off.”

All three of them turned. Adrienne was leaning casually against the doorframe, sipping from her can. Calm. Observant.

Bri flushed. “What do you think I should do?”

Adrienne tilted her head. “Tell him. Or maybe get a girlfriend. That might work—or he might be into it, who knows. Either way, you just gotta speak directly.”

Clarissa blinked. “That was… surprisingly wholesome.”

Adrienne shrugged. “Communication solves a lot of stupid problems.”

She wandered back to her room, reappearing a few minutes later with boots on and a leather jacket slung over one arm.

“Heading out,” she said. “Don’t burn the place down.”

When the door closed behind her, the room snapped back to life.

Maddie turned to Bri, eyes wide. “No wonder you’re getting a vibe. She likes you.”

“Absolutely,” Clarissa said. “That would be so dreamy. You two together. And you live together already? Ideal.”

Bri sputtered. “She does not like me. You guys just think because we’re both gay that we’re instantly each other’s type?”

She walked over to the couch and the other two followed her.

Maddie gave her a knowing look and plopped down into a chair. “Are you attracted to her?”

Bri froze.

She opened her mouth. Closed it.

Then quietly said, “I don’t know.”

Clarissa grinned. “You don’t not know.”

“Guys,” Bri said, running a hand through her hair. “That’s not a good idea. It could get really awkward if things… if anything happened.”

Maddie leaned back against the cushions, arms stretched wide like she’d just been struck down. “Everything’s already awkward, Bri. You’re tiptoeing around her like she’s going to bite.”

“She might,” Clarissa added, smirking. “But like, in a hot way.”

Bri groaned and dropped her face into her hands. “Can we not?”

Maddie sat up again, this time with a little more care. “Look. When was the last time you got laid?”

Bri blinked. “What does that—”

“It’s been too long, that’s what,” Maddie cut in. “Even if you’re not into her, it’s time to start looking. There are lesbians everywhere here. I’ve seen them.”

“Who has time for a relationship?” Bri said quickly.

Clarissa and Maddie exchanged a look.

“You don’t need a relationship,” Clarissa said. “Mads, we should all go out this weekend, shouldn’t we?”

“I think we must,” Maddie replied.

“Where?” Bri asked, immediately regretting the question.

“Wherever there’s drinks, gay girls, and hot guys,” Maddie declared.

The oven timer dinged.

Clarissa popped up with a flourish. “Are you free this weekend?”

Bri hesitated. “Don’t we have our first quiz due Monday?”

“I thought you said you finished this module,” Clarissa said sweetly over her shoulder.

Maddie laughed and headed for the kitchen. “She’s stalling. You’re stalling, Bri.”

Bri didn’t answer. She stayed where she was, fingers curling into the throw blanket across her lap. Her mind searched for an excuse—anything—but came up empty.

Maybe it was because she didn’t actually want one.

***

The week blurred past in lectures, late-night study sessions, and moments that lodged in Bri’s chest like small, sharp pebbles.

One afternoon, she passed Adrienne’s room on the way to fill her water bottle and saw her lying on the bed—arms folded behind her head, legs crossed. Adrienne’s eyes were open, unfocused, fixed on the ceiling—or maybe not. Bri’s heart skipped.

Is she looking at me?

She couldn’t tell. But she looked back.

“Hey,” Bri offered, trying to sound casual. “How’s it going?”

Adrienne didn’t move. “It’s hot in here,” she said finally, voice low.

Bri gave a tight smile. “Yeah. I keep meaning to get a fan.”

Adrienne just blinked, slow and heavy-lidded. The silence stretched. Bri’s neck prickled like she was being watched—watched through.

She slipped away, her skin still warm long after.

***

She saw Adrienne on campus twice—once on the steps outside the law building, laughing quietly with someone in business casual, and again in the courtyard, earbuds in, watching a girl play guitar with a faint, amused expression.

They didn’t speak. But Adrienne didn’t hide the way she watched her.

One night in the kitchen, they passed without a word. Bri wore a sleep shirt and shorts; Adrienne was shirtless with just a sports bra, joggers slung low on her hips. Their arms brushed at the sink—barely. No one flinched. No one said anything.

***

That night, the apartment was quiet.

Too quiet.

Bri kept catching herself looking toward the door, pausing whenever a sound drifted in from the hallway. It never opened. She hoped—briefly, stupidly—that Adrienne wouldn’t be gone all weekend.

Then Clarissa and Maddie arrived.

Makeup bags spilled onto the counter. Music played low from a phone propped against a coffee mug. Bri stood at the mirror, curling her lashes while Clarissa danced around the kitchen in a cropped hoodie and Maddie rifled through a drawer.

It wouldn’t be long before they had plans, a vague destination, and something fizzy in their glasses.

“Okay,” Clarissa said, stepping into her boots. “Let’s make some mistakes.”

***

The bar was wide and open, with vaulted ceilings, mismatched couches, and a dance floor that pulsed with warm-toned lights. The front entrance was marked with a rainbow flag that fluttered in the breeze, even though the place was queer-friendly all year round. Tonight, it was louder, brighter—the weekly Pride Night.

Clarissa twirled in her crop top, already glowing from a single drink. “This is perfect.”

Maddie led them to a table near the edge of the dance floor. “We claim this corner.”

Bri stuck close to them at first, sipping something fruity and pretending not to feel nervous. Her jeans were fitted, her top simple, hair slightly curled—but she still felt like she stuck out. Like everyone else knew what they were doing.

She scanned the room—and then paused.

A tall girl with glowing brown skin and long, dark hair was leaning against the far end of the bar—black boots planted wide, posture all confident stillness. She wore ripped jeans and a leather jacket layered over something impossibly casual, yet somehow intimidating. Her eyes swept the room—slow, sharp, and unapologetic, like she wasn’t there to prove anything. Just watching. Bri’s glance was quick and she looked away just as she was noticed looking.

When Bri turned away, the woman was already walking over.

“Hey,” the girl said, voice low but direct. “Don’t you go to my school?”

Bri blinked, heart racing. “Uh. Yeah. Nursing.”

The girl smiled, slow and one-sided. “Thought so. I’m in the PA track. Well—pre-PA. Biochem undergrad.”

“Oh,” Bri said, trying not to sound awkward. “Cool.”

The girl didn’t leave. Her gaze lingered, curious but unbothered.

“What’s your name?”

“Brianna,” she said. “But I go by Bri.”

“I’m Haven,” the girl replied, her mouth curving slightly like she already knew she’d be remembered.

Bri was just about to overthink the conversation to death when Maddie bumped her with her elbow and gave her a look—a very clear look. Then she and Clarissa disappeared toward the dance floor.

Haven leaned against the edge of the table, just slightly closer now.

“You here with anyone?”

“My friends,” Bri said quickly, then realized that wasn’t the point of the question.

“I meant... anyone you're with,” Haven said, tilting her head slightly.

“Oh,” Bri managed, heat creeping up her neck. “No. I mean. No.”

Haven smiled again, this time more amused than anything. “You’re cute.”

Bri’s heart stuttered.

They didn’t dance. They didn’t kiss. But they talked—about classes, professors, dining hall food, and her plans to work in women's health. Haven’s major somehow made her feel both grounded and capable, like she could fix a broken arm and charm your mom.

Eventually, Bri said, “I should probably find my friends.”

Haven nodded. “Let me give you my number. Just in case.”

They exchanged phones. No games. No pressure. Just a lingering look—enough to make Bri blush, her hands suddenly clammy.

As she walked toward the dance floor, she glanced back once.

Haven was still watching her.

***

The bar was a little quieter now—music still thumping, but the crowd thinning into pockets. Clarissa stood near the dance floor, clearly enjoying the attention of a short, animated guy in a blue button-down who couldn't stop grinning at her. Every few seconds, he found an excuse to touch her arm.

Maddie leaned against the bar with a soda, talking to the bartender. Her voice was low, casual, polite—but there was distance in it. She smiled when he cracked a joke, but Bri could tell she wasn’t interested. Not really.

“Get a room,” Maddie called to Clarissa.

Clarissa waved her off, grinning as the guy said something that made her laugh.

Maddie turned to Bri. “Why aren’t you talking to that girl?”

Bri blinked. “Haven?”

Maddie nodded. “You’re clearly into her.”

“I don’t know what I feel,” Bri admitted, eyes scanning the crowd. “I mean… I have feelings for Adrienne. But it’s too complicated.”

Maddie raised an eyebrow but didn’t interrupt.

“She’s intense. And kind of terrifying. And we live together,” Bri said. “But also... she’s beautiful. She’s smart. She sees through people like it’s nothing.”

Maddie waited, then said, “So? Sounds like you like her.”

“I do,” Bri said quietly. “But I don’t know what she wants. She’s impossible to read.”

Maddie nodded slowly. “Still. I think you should be with Haven. She's like… perfect. Pre-PA, confident, smooth, definitely not mean or aloof. Plus, she flirted with you. Clearly.”

Bri gave a half-smile. “Do you really think I should be with her?”

“I think you should do what you want. If Adrienne wants you, she’ll say something. But Haven? She already did.”

Bri turned back toward the bar—but Haven was gone.

Her stomach sank. She pulled out her phone, thumb hovering over the screen.

Maddie leaned in. “Text her. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Bri hesitated. Then typed:

Hey, it was nice talking to you. Did you leave?

As they waited near the curb for the Uber, Clarissa came bouncing over to where Bri and Maddie stood.

“Maddieeee,” she sing-songed, slightly tipsy and glowing. “I want to have Ben over… do you mind?”

Maddie’s eyes widened. “What?! So I can lie there and listen to you two making love all night?”

Clarissa pouted. “C’mon. I’ll do your laundry for a week. I’ll finish that health policy worksheet.”

“Can’t you go to his place?”

“He lives at home with his parents,” Clarissa said, as if that explained everything. “In a tiny house with paper-thin walls and a six-year-old sister who doesn’t sleep.”

Maddie opened her mouth to protest again, but Bri cut in gently. “You can stay with me tonight. It’s fine.”

Maddie blinked. “Really?”

“Yeah. I’ve got a full-sized bed, or the couch is actually kind of great.”

Maddie sighed. “Fine.”

Clarissa squealed and hugged Bri impulsively. “You’re a literal lifesaver. Like, medically certified.”

They piled into the Uber, still half-laughing. Bri sat in the front seat, while Maddie was stuck in the back with Clarissa and Ben. After a few minutes of giggling and unmistakable kissing noises, Bri turned halfway around to shoot Maddie a look.

Maddie raised both brows and mouthed, help me.

They laughed.

This wasn’t surprising or anything new to them. Clarissa often dated around and made no apologies for her hookups. Bri couldn’t remember the last time Clarissa had been in anything close to a relationship. Not since early high school, anyway. She always said she liked things fun, and didn’t want to ruin it by catching feelings.

Bri glanced down at her phone.

Haven: It’s all good, I have an early morning so left early. What are you up to?

Her heart skipped a little, thumb hovering over the screen. She didn’t reply yet.

***

The second the door opened, Clarissa back-walked Ben across the room to her bed. There were no partitions, no privacy curtains—just two beds, a desk, and not nearly enough space.

Bri lingered awkwardly in the doorway as Maddie slipped in behind them to grab pajamas and a toothbrush. It was Bri’s first time seeing their room. It was dim and warm, lit by soft fairy lights. Maddie’s bed was neatly made, corners tight, a single book resting on the pillow. Clarissa’s half looked like an explosion. Clothes everywhere, mismatched mugs, makeup palettes left open like petals.

Clarissa was giggling and kicking her shoes off, pulling Ben down with her onto the mattress.

“Okay, can you two wait until I’m gone, at least?” Maddie called, not bothering to hide her annoyance.

Clarissa waved her off with one hand, already distracted. “You’re fiiine.”

Maddie crossed to her side—neatly arranged, all sparkles and silver stars and tiny moons. She grabbed a hoodie, leggings, and her toothbrush, then turned to find Clarissa and Ben already tangled under the covers, fully clothed but very much in motion.

“Bye,” Maddie said flatly to the room.

“Love you, Mads,” Clarissa mumbled, not looking up.

Maddie gave Bri a look that said get me out of here.

They slipped out without another word.

***

The frozen pizza came out slightly overdone, edges crisped and cheese bubbling unevenly, but neither of them cared. They sat cross-legged on the couch, slices on paper towels, a horror movie flickering across the TV.

Bri’s phone buzzed quietly in her lap. She glanced down.

Haven: Made it home. Did you?

She smiled a little and typed back:

Yeah. Watching a bad movie with my friend. You didn’t miss much at the bar after you left.

A second message followed a few minutes later:

Haven: Wish I could’ve stayed. You looked really good tonight.

Bri’s stomach flipped. She placed the phone face-down on the cushion beside her and reached for another slice.

“Everything okay?” Maddie asked, chewing slowly.

“Yeah,” Bri said, trying not to sound too excited. “Just Haven.”

Maddie gave her a look—soft, amused. “She text you?”

Bri nodded. “Said I looked good.”

Maddie grinned. “Well. She’s not wrong. That shirt makes your boobs look even bigger than usual.”

Bri flushed and turned her attention back to the screen, where a woman was backing into a dark hallway with a flashlight.

After a long moment, she glanced sideways.

Maddie wasn’t watching the movie. She was staring out the window, lost in thought.

“You seem kind of… off. Is everything okay?”

Maddie hesitated, then picked at the edge of the paper towel in her lap. “I think I might have feelings for Hunter.”

Bri blinked. “Really?”

“I don’t know,” Maddie said quickly. “Maybe. We’ve been talking more. He’s been helping me study, and he’s actually kind of charming when he’s not being, like, aggressively golden retriever.”

Bri laughed, then went quiet again.

“I know you don’t like him that way,” Maddie went on. “But I still feel like I need your permission or something. You were friends with him first.”

Bri shook her head. “You don’t need my permission. He’s not mine.”

“I know. It’s just…” Maddie shrugged. “It’s weird.”

They sat in silence for a while, the sound of the movie filling the space.

“I kind of want my own room next semester,” Maddie said suddenly.

Bri looked over. “Really?”

“Clarissa’s fun, but—she’s messy. Not just with stuff. With… guys. And timing. And emotions.” She paused. “It’s exhausting.”

“Yeah,” Bri said quietly. “I get that.”

“She’s great. I love her. But I want to come home and just… not step over someone else’s bra to get to my desk.”

They both laughed.

“You could get a single,” Bri said. “Or… move in with someone who’s less chaotic.”

Maddie raised a brow. “You offering?”

Bri smirked. “I have enough going on with Adrienne.”

“Fair.”

They turned back to the movie just as a character stepped into a cornfield, spinning around with rising panic.

“You think you’ll see Haven again?” Maddie asked.

Bri glanced at her phone. Another message was already waiting.

I’d really like to see you again.

“I hope so,” she said.

And then her eyes drifted—past Maddie, past the movie, toward Adrienne’s door.

Her feelings were scrambled.

She pictured herself kissing Haven, imagined Haven’s hands on her hips—steady, assured, guiding her without hesitation. Holding her through it. The fantasy was soft and certain, like being chosen and known.

Then came the memory: Adrienne watching her from her room, expression unreadable as always, heat simmering beneath her stillness. That look had lodged itself deeper. Wilder.

Bri shifted on the couch, pulse quickening. Wanting two different things, each asking something different of her.

She turned back to the screen, but the movie blurred, scenes sliding past without meaning.

Whatever answer she was supposed to arrive at wasn’t there yet.

She knew only this: pretending she didn’t want anything at all was no longer an option.


Chapter Three: Love Language

Saturday passed in a blur of errands, laundry, and catching up on lecture slides Bri didn’t remember sitting through. Her mom called to check in about school—she’d just accepted a second job as a manager at a department store. Clarissa texted twice with blurry selfies and hearts. Maddie sent a meme about caffeine dependence.

That evening, Haven texted.

What’s your week look like? Want to grab lunch Monday? Or meet before class?

Bri hesitated for only a moment before replying: Lunch sounds perfect. Monday.

They talked for a while. Nothing too deep—music, professors, where they grew up. Haven was funny, steady, and always seemed to know what to say. Bri liked how her phone lit up with her name. It felt... promising.

***

Sunday morning came too fast.

Bri was unloading the dishwasher when the front door clicked open.

Adrienne was back.

She walked in like she always did—quiet and composed. She had a bag slung over one shoulder, earbuds in. Bri looked up.

“Hey,” she said, casual. Friendly.

Adrienne didn’t reply. Maybe she hadn’t heard—maybe the music drowned her out. Bri half-hoped it had.

She turned back to the dishes.

A few seconds passed. Sharp and drawn out.

She loaded another bowl. Then felt heat behind her before she could register it.

Then came the whisper.

Soft. Close.

“Hi.”

Adrienne’s breath grazed her ear like smoke, disappearing as quickly as it came. Just that. Nothing else.

But it landed low in Bri’s spine like a flicker of heat—slow, humiliating in how much she felt it. Her hands stilled in the soapy water. She blinked, pulse hammering like she’d been caught doing something private.

By the time she turned, Adrienne was already gone, her bedroom door easing shut behind her.

Bri dried her hands. Went to her room. Packed her bag for Monday. Filled out her planner. Tried not to think about it.

Tried.

But every shift of the floorboards outside her door made her listen harder.

***

The sun filtered through the leaves above them, dappling the grass in soft gold. Haven sat next to Bri on the grass, sipping iced tea and recounting something absurd from her ethics lecture. She wore a dark top and jeans—simple, effortless. Her long hair caught the light. Her smile was easy.

Bri laughed, nodded, played along.

She glanced toward her friends seated at a nearby table outside the dining hall. Maddie and Clarissa were mid-conversation, animated as ever, while Hunter sat off to the side—his eyes on Bri.

“I feel bad, you know?” she said, turning back to Haven.

“Did you and Hunter—?”

“No,” Bri said quickly. “We’ve just known each other since, like, fifth grade. Other kids used to joke that we were dating, but we never did. I think he always wanted to, though.”

“When did you tell him you were gay?”

Bri froze for a second, covering her pause with another bite of salad. She chewed slowly, then wiped her mouth with a napkin.

“I started dating a girl freshman year of high school. It only lasted a year. It was… dramatic. Hunter said he couldn’t hang out with me anymore because he had feelings. After me and Laura —that was her name—broke up, he sort of drifted back into my life. He was dating someone else by then. They stayed together until graduation. I thought we were past… this. I mean, him looking at me like that?”

Haven nodded, chewing thoughtfully. The sun caught her eyes, turning them from deep brown to honeyed caramel.

“It’s good to hold boundaries,” she said. “Sometimes you have to remind people where they are. The ones who respect them usually stay.”

Bri glanced back at Hunter. He was talking to Maddie now, laughing.

“You’re so pretty,” Haven said.

Bri looked back at her and closed the salad container, a flush creeping into her cheeks.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

She sipped her fruit punch, letting the sugar settle her nerves. Maybe she had been leading Hunter on. Not intentionally—but it was easy to accept attention when it didn’t seem to cost anything. And yet… the idea of him and Maddie together left a small, sour ache behind.

“Hey,” Haven said gently. “Come here.”

Bri looked at her, caught off-guard.

“Want to sit on my lap?” Haven smiled. “It’d send a message. If you want it to.”

Bri laughed softly, then nodded. She shifted over, settling between Haven’s crossed legs.

“Sorry I’m heavy,” she said, close now—too close.

“You’re really not.”

Bri turned slightly, their faces inches apart. Haven licked her lips, her gaze dropping to Bri’s mouth.

“Can I kiss you?”

Bri nodded.

The kiss was slow, warm, and intentional. Haven’s hand slid over Bri’s thigh, thumb grazing just above her knee.

And then—Bri saw it.

A flash of blonde, half-shadowed near the edge of the quad.

Adrienne.

She was already halfway to the dorms. She must’ve passed as Bri sat in Haven’s lap—while she kissed her.

Bri’s chest tightened. She looked away. Adrienne didn’t glance back.

She was already gone.

Haven hadn’t noticed. Her fingers traced the curve of Bri’s leg.

Bri’s hand moved to Haven’s neck, brushing the delicate chains she wore. The stacked necklaces clinked softly under her fingers.

“Maybe you’ll have time this week?” Haven asked. “We could go out. Or… back to my place.”

“I might be free Thursday,” Bri replied.

Suave. Gorgeous. Uncomplicated.

The kind of girlfriend she used to dream about in high school—the one who knows things, who guides you through your firsts. Who makes you feel like it’s okay to want.

But still, the thought of Adrienne—on her bed that day, watching her, waiting—slid in like smoke.

Adrienne didn’t offer safety. She offered something else.

Something heavy.

Something dark.

Something that made Bri’s thighs clench when no one was looking.

It was a terrible, impossible thing to admit, even to herself.

She wanted Haven.

But she ached for Adrienne.

She stayed there for a little while, curled against Haven’s chest, letting the quiet stretch between them.

But eventually, reality returned—classes, time, the eyes that might be watching. Bri shifted.

“I should go,” she murmured.

She slid off Haven’s lap, trying to make it seem casual, but her stomach tightened as she moved. She suddenly felt heavy. Embarrassed. She didn’t want to crush her. Didn’t want to take up too much space.

Haven didn’t say anything. Just smiled softly and reached for her iced tea.

They both stood, brushing grass from their pants. Haven pulled Bri in for one last kiss—soft, lingering, promising.

“Text me later?” she asked.

Bri nodded, heart fluttering. “Yeah. I will.”

And they went their separate ways.

Bri was still warm from it when she stood and started walking back to class.

Her friends fell in step beside her at the quad entrance, like they’d been waiting for the right moment.

Maddie raised her eyebrows. “So…”

Clarissa grinned. “Are we calling her your girlfriend yet?”

Bri gave them a look, but her lips twitched. “No. Not yet.”

“Not yet?” Maddie echoed, nudging her. “That’s a pretty flirty not yet.”

They laughed. Bri did too—but her attention drifted toward Hunter, walking a few paces behind them.

He hadn’t said a word. His face was neutral, but something in the set of his jaw looked tense.

She made a quiet mental note of it. And kept walking.

***

The apartment was dim when Bri came back from class. Late sun slanted through the half-closed blinds, striping the floor in gold and dust. Adrienne’s door was open just enough for the living room light to spill inside—but she wasn’t in sight.

Bri slipped off her shoes, dropped her bag, and headed to the kitchen to grab something to drink.

She didn’t hear Adrienne behind her until it was too late.

“I saaaaw youuuu,” Adrienne said, drawn-out and taunting, voice low and villainous.

Bri flinched, turning sharply.

Adrienne was leaning in the doorway, arms crossed. A light tan T-shirt clung to her frame, and she wore loose gray shorts. Her hair was still damp from a shower.

Bri blinked. “What?”

“On the quad,” Adrienne said, stepping closer. “Your little lunch date. With Haven.”

Bri’s pulse jumped. “So?”

Adrienne arched a brow. “She’s not what you want.”

The words weren’t loud. They didn’t have to be.

“How do you know what I want, Adrienne?”

Adrienne moved in, slow and certain, until she leaned against the kitchen island—a foot away, if that.

“Because I see things,” she said. “And you talk in your sleep.”

Bri’s stomach dropped. “I do not.”

Adrienne just smiled, tilted her head slightly. “Can I show you something?”

Bri hesitated. “Show me what?”

Adrienne didn’t move, but her voice dropped—low, measured.

“May I?”

She stepped closer. Waited. Bri’s breath hitched before she could stop it.

Adrienne reached up and slid her fingers into Bri’s hair. Soft. Sensual.

“Can I show you?”

Bri nodded—barely.

It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t rough. At first.

It was seductive.

Bri’s eyes fluttered shut for a second, mortified by the sound of her own breath as it left her in a slow, shuddering sigh.

Adrienne’s hand drifted down, her fingers dragging lightly along the back of Bri’s neck.

Then her palm spread firm over it—possessive—and with a sudden, decisive pressure, she pushed Bri forward. Not harshly. Just enough to make her bend a few inches.

Bri’s breath caught.

Heat surged up her throat. Her stomach flipped. Her nipples tightened hard under her shirt.

Adrienne stepped back, just slightly.

Letting her feel the space she left behind.

“Oh, you liked that,” she said, voice like velvet soaked in shadow.

Bri didn’t answer. She grabbed her cup of juice off the counter just to do something—but her hands were shaking.

Adrienne circled slowly, like she wasn’t done.

“You’re submissive,” she murmured. “Aren’t you?”

Bri’s gaze dropped to the floor, too humiliated to deny it.

Adrienne moved in closer, knelt slightly—not in surrender, but to find her. Her hand brushed Bri’s forearm. Light. Dominating.

Then she tipped Bri’s chin up with two fingers.

“Look at me.”

Bri did. Her heart was pounding.

Adrienne leaned in, just enough for her breath to warm Bri’s cheek.

“You ever been tied up?”

Bri swallowed, but couldn’t speak.

Adrienne’s mouth ghosted near her ear, her voice dipping into a low, decadent whisper.

“Because I want to see you like that. On your knees. Begging to come. With those big tits bouncing in my face. You, eagerly taking all of it.”

Bri exhaled like she’d been hit—sharp, shallow, involuntary.

Adrienne straightened.

Smirked.

Her gray eyes glinted, sharp with knowing. Her straight white teeth flashed behind the curve of her lips. Bri caught the scent of mouthwash, laced with something darker—smoky, expensive. A perfume she hadn’t noticed before.

Something dangerous.

“Let me know if your girlfriend can give you that.”

And then Adrienne walked away—slow, deliberate—like she already knew the answer.

***

Bri tried to study.

Tried to read the assigned chapter—highlighting terms, pretending to absorb differences between emphysema and chronic bronchitis. But her eyes slid over the words like water. She read the same line five times and retained nothing.

All she could think about was Adrienne’s hand. The firm weight of it on her neck. The way it made her body respond before her mind caught up.

She imagined being pushed face-first into Adrienne’s bed, cheek pressed to the sheets, hands tied behind her back with something soft and unrelenting. Adrienne’s voice low against her spine.

She imagined being caught in the shower—steam thick, water beating against her skin—Adrienne stepping in, ripping the curtain open, grabbing her by the hips, and holding her still while she came right there, knees weak and whimpering.

Her thighs squeezed together under her desk. Her breath felt wrong in her chest. Studying was hopeless.

She got up, closed her laptop, and put on music—something with bass, something loud enough to drown herself in. She locked her door and climbed into bed.

Her hand slipped under her waistband before she even thought about it. The ache had been there all day—hot, crawling, impossible to ignore. She bit her lip, imagined Adrienne’s hand pinning her down, imagined the weight of her body, her breath, her teeth.

She came hard. Messy. Maybe the best orgasm she’d ever had.

For a moment, she just laid there—boneless, quiet, staring up at the ceiling.

Then the shame trickled in. Cold and creeping.

She was seeing someone. Someone nice and laid back. Someone who had said she was pretty. Haven made her feel wanted in a way that was safe.

Adrienne made her feel owned.

Bri sat up. Pulled on a hoodie. Opened her phone to text Haven.

Bri: Hey. I'm free tonight if you want to meet up?

She checked her group chat next.

Bri: Anyone around to hang out? I need a break from schoolwork.

Clarissa replied first.

Yes, I need a break in the worst way.

It was decided.

Bri got dressed, washed her hands. Adrienne’s shoes were gone. The space was quiet.

She met Maddie and Clarissa outside their dorm, the warm light from the windows spilling onto the sidewalk.

Maddie wore a soft blue blouse tucked into a fitted skirt that hugged her curves, the kind of outfit that looked both put-together and effortless. Clarissa had on denim overall shorts over a crisp white polo, her strawberry-blonde hair swept into an intricate updo that looked like it had taken ages—but she’d claim it took five minutes.

Their styles couldn’t have been more different, but they moved together with the easy rhythm of girls who’d known each other for years—talking over each other, laughing loud, and tugging Bri into their orbit whether she was ready or not.

The three of them wandered through campus, drinks in hand, talking about class and the upcoming proctored exam.

“So many people are going to fail,” Clarissa said. “Can’t cheat on this one.”

“How’s it going with Ben?” Bri asked.

“Actually good. We’re going out this weekend.”

“Going to his place this time, I hope,” Maddie said.

Clarissa giggled. “We’ll see.”

They kept walking. The evening was warm, light fading behind the dorm rooftops.

“Hunter saw you with Haven,” Maddie said.

Bri blinked. “I could tell. I totally forgot that happened.”

“He’s, like, in love with you,” Maddie added. “You should probably talk to him.”

“Talk to him how, exactly? He cut me out once already. I thought we had an understanding.”

She shook her head. Honestly, she was tired of it.

Maddie stayed quiet for a moment, then said, “I’m thinking of becoming an RA. At the dorms.”

Bri turned to her. She could actually see it—Maddie was steady, dependable, the kind of person you could lean on when everything felt like too much. The one who kept things together without needing to be asked.

“Wow,” Bri said, smiling. “That’s really great. I hope you do. You’d be an amazing RA, Maddie.”

Then her phone buzzed.

Haven: I’ve got a big exam, but we could go for a quick drive if you want.

“Who’s that?” Clarissa asked, already grinning.

“Haven. She wants to go for a quick drive,” Bri said, glancing at her phone.

“How’s it going with Adrienne?” Clarissa asked.

Bri froze mid-sip of her iced coffee. A jolt flickered through her, sharp and low, like her body had been waiting for someone to say her name. Her heart stuttered back to life, every nerve suddenly awake.

“Adrienne…” she began, hoping her voice didn’t sound as shaky as she felt. Even saying her name was intoxicating—like tasting something she wasn’t supposed to want. “She’s weird. I don’t know.”

Maddie raised an eyebrow. Clarissa leaned in with a grin. “Then why’s your face turning red?”

Bri looked away, cheeks burning. “It’s hot out,” she muttered, tugging at her collar like the fabric was suddenly suffocating. Clarissa giggled.

“You’re a terrible liar, Bri. Always have been.”

Clarissa and Maddie exchanged a look.

“Did you guys kiss?” Maddie asked, narrowing her eyes.

“No, I— We just... talked.”

“Mmhmm,” they said in unison, clearly unconvinced.

Headlights swept across the sidewalk as a gray Jeep pulled up.

Bri exhaled. Relief, escape—something like both. “See you later,” she called, stepping toward the car.

Her friends waved. Maddie gave her a subtle look—soft, thoughtful, like she knew more than she let on.

Bri climbed into the passenger seat. Haven gave a small wave out the window, then pulled away from the curb, one hand resting lightly on the wheel.

“Sometimes I wish I lived on campus,” Haven said. “Especially now that they have that new dorm building. I heard it has apartments, too.”

“The dorms are nice,” Bri replied. “I actually have one of the apartment units this semester.”

“Wow, that’s awesome. Are you in it alone or...?”

Bri’s heart fluttered. She kept her gaze steady. “I have a roommate. Her name’s Adrienne.”

Haven straightened slightly in her seat, hands tightening around the wheel.

“Adrienne Kelly?” she asked.

Bri nodded. “I think that’s her last name, yeah.”

A pause filled the car like pressure.

“Do you guys know each other?” Bri asked.

Haven turned onto the boulevard; the ocean visible now beyond the rows of houses.

“I went to school with her,” she said finally. “We weren’t friends. She got suspended a lot. Got into fights. With students. With teachers. Just like that confrontational type, I guess. Has she... caused you any trouble?”

Yes, Bri thought. Plenty of it.

“No,” she said. “We haven’t had any issues.”

The subject shifted—mercifully. Haven asked about her classes. Bri asked about hers. The space between them softened again, familiar.

“I’ve been thinking of seeing if the hospital here needs any ED techs,” Bri said. “It’s bigger than the one I volunteered at. Might be good experience.”

“I think that’d be great,” Haven said. “You’d certainly see a lot there.”

They pulled into a nearly empty lot overlooking the water. The tide glinted beneath streetlights, soft and slow.

“Just make sure you keep up with school first,” Haven added, turning off the engine. “A lot of people fail the nursing program.”

Bri nodded, watching the surf roll in. “Yeah.”

A quiet moment passed.

“It is what you want to do still, right?” Haven asked. “Nursing?”

“I think so,” Bri said. “But... it’s not even been a month yet. Who knows.”

Haven turned in her seat to look at her fully, and for a second the quiet stretched between them—open, uncertain.

Bri leaned in. Haven met her halfway.

Her kiss was soft. Careful. Like something she was offering rather than claiming.

Haven’s hands moved to Bri’s face, fingertips light. Then one hand laced gently into hers, grounding her. Bri let herself melt into it.

And still, some part of her waited—wondered.

Would Haven pull her into her lap? Would she press Bri down, kiss her like she couldn’t wait?

She didn’t.

She kissed her sweetly, thumb brushing Bri’s cheek.

“I hope we can still meet up Thursday?” Haven asked, kissing the back of her hand.

“Yes,” Bri said. “I’d like that.”

“Good,” Haven smiled. “I’ll bring you back. I bet you’ve got just as much studying as I do.”

Bri nodded, warm but not breathless. She looked out the window as the car pulled back onto the road.

She found herself wondering how Adrienne kisses.

What it feels like to sit in her lap.

To trace her fingers over that sharp jaw, look into those cunning gray eyes.

To lace their hands together and feel—not held—but taken.

Like something no longer entirely her own.

The idea pulsed through her, low and hot.

It wasn’t the kiss with Haven that lingered. It was Adrienne’s hand on her neck. Her breath.

Her taunting whisper. The sense that she could be undone without needing to ask it out loud.

In seconds. Or slowly—all night long.

And for the first time, Bri wasn’t just confused.

She was leaning.

Toward the pull she couldn’t explain.

Toward the wrong choice that already felt too good.

Toward Adrienne Kelly.


Chapter Four: New World

After the drive with Haven, Bri didn’t go straight to her room.

She met Maddie and Clarissa at the dining hall, slipping into a booth beside them with a plastic tray.

“Didn’t think you’d come,” Clarissa said around a forkful of pasta. “How was the drive?”

“Needed food,” Bri replied. “And a break. The drive was fine. We sat by the ocean.”

They tried to ask more such as what Haven said, if there was another kiss—but Bri redirected easily. This was turning into the longest day of her life.

“What about you two?” she asked, nudging Maddie. “How’s Hunter?”

Maddie cleared her throat. “We might watch a movie later. In his room.”

Clarissa gave her a look. “You didn’t tell me that.”

Bri was grateful for the shift in attention. She focused on her food, chewing slowly, smiling when it was expected.

Halfway through the meal, Maddie glanced at her phone. She hesitated.

“What?” Clarissa asked.

“It’s Hunter,” Maddie murmured.

Bri looked up.

“He asked if I’m still up for the movie.”

Clarissa’s brows lifted. “Oooh.”

Maddie looked at Bri. “I... don’t want to make things weird.”

Bri swallowed, then smiled gently. “You won’t. Go. You should.”

“Really?”

Bri nodded. “Absolutely.”

Relief spread through her—not sharp, but weightless. Like something being set down.

Maddie stood a little while later, tray in hand. “Thanks. See you two later.”

Bri stayed another ten minutes, chatting with Clarissa about upcoming exams, pretending her thoughts weren’t spinning.

She returned to the apartment just after eight.

The hallway light was dim. The air still. Adrienne’s shoes were still gone.

Bri changed into her sleep shirt and underwear, brushed her teeth, washed her face. She filled her water bottle, climbed into bed, and scrolled her phone under the covers.

She waited an hour.

Still no sound of the front door opening.

She’d planned to go out there. To start a conversation. Maybe they’d have the kind of small talk she and Haven had been trading all week. Adrienne’s voice came into her mind.

You want that?

She stared at her screen.

Who was she kidding?

With a sigh, she set the phone down on her nightstand, rolled onto her side, and let herself drift into that quiet space between memory and want.

She thought of Adrienne’s voice.

Her face above hers.

Her weight pressing down.

Her breath—hot against her neck.

At some point, she fell asleep.

The light still on.

***

She didn’t remember falling asleep.

She only remembered waking up.

To tears. Warm on her cheeks. Her throat thick. Her chest tight in that awful, choking way grief used to grab her as a kid—fast and invisible.

A dream. Maybe.

Her mom? Her brother?

The house they'd lost. The night the ambulance came with sirens—and left quietly.

The room that went silent forever.

Her breath hitched.

“Bri?”

She startled. Adrienne was sitting on the edge of her bed, her face lit by the lamp. Her voice low. Bare.

“You were crying,” she said softly. “Are you okay?”

Bri blinked hard. “I… I don’t remember.”

Her heart thudded in her chest. Adrienne didn’t move.

“Do you want to talk?”

“No,” Bri whispered.

Adrienne nodded and started to rise. “Okay.”

Bri’s hand shot out. She caught Adrienne’s wrist.

“Don’t go.”

Adrienne paused. Something shifted in her eyes. She didn’t ask questions. She just climbed into the bed, quiet and sure—sports bra, shorts, the scent of her clean skin grounding the moment in something real.

She slid beneath the blanket and lay facing her.

They stared at each other for a full minute.

Her long blonde hair was up in a ponytail, her face bare. Without makeup, she looked different—softer. Younger. Almost gentle.

Bri’s emotions stirred again, hot at the edges. She tried to blink them away, but a few slipped free and rolled down onto the pillow.

“Turn around,” Adrienne murmured.

Bri did, slowly, turning to face the wall.

She felt Adrienne shift closer, one warm hand beginning to rub slow circles on her back. Bri let herself cry—quiet, aching. Adrienne smoothed her hair, and that made her cry harder.

“Hey,” Adrienne whispered, pressing close.

She wrapped her arm around Bri’s waist, found her hand and stroked it gently. Then she curled a leg over Bri’s, enveloping her.

No judgment. No pressure.

Time passed. Soft. Healing.

Bri’s breathing slowed. Her tears faded.

Adrienne let go of her hand, sat up slightly, and dabbed her cheeks with the edge of the sheet.

And then—somewhere between exhaustion and clarity—Bri’s hand moved.

She let her fingers drift down. Light at first. Testing.

She traced the curve of Adrienne’s thigh beneath the covers—slow, soft.

Adrienne didn’t stop her.

Bri’s hand slid higher. Grazed her ass. Paused.

Adrienne reached down, smoothing her hand along Bri’s arm until she found her fingers and threaded them together.

She leaned in, lips brushing Bri’s ear.

“Do you want me?”

Bri closed her eyes. “Yes.”

It sounded like a confession.

“Only me?” Adrienne whispered.

“Yes,” Bri exhaled, the word slipping out like breath she’d been holding too long.

Adrienne kissed her neck—soft at first. Then slower. Deeper. Bri’s eyes fluttered, her whole body giving in as Adrienne dragged her mouth just beneath Bri’s jaw and let her lips linger there.

Bri’s back arched instinctively, her breath catching.

“Should I turn off the light?” Adrienne murmured.

“Yes,” Bri whispered.

Adrienne moved with purpose—she flicked off the light and returned, one hand sliding beneath the hem of Bri’s shirt, spreading across her stomach. Her touch was warm, firm, unyielding.

Bri turned toward her, eyes wide, lips parted.

Adrienne didn’t hesitate. She kissed her—full, open-mouthed, greedy and slow. It wasn’t sweet. It wasn’t polite. It was everything Bri had been aching for.

Their mouths moved in sync, messy and breathless. Bri moaning soft into Adrienne’s mouth. Adrienne gripped her hip and pulled her in, her thigh pressing between Bri’s legs, grounding her in the heat of their bodies pressed close.

Bri whimpered.

Adrienne kissed down her throat, her hand sliding higher beneath her shirt. She grabbed her breasts—no hesitation—firmly kneading them. Her thumb brushed over her nipple, and Bri gasped, hips rolling. She didn’t want to think. She didn’t want to be careful.

She just wanted this.

She wanted Adrienne.

“Let’s take this off,” Adrienne whispered, tugging at the hem of her shirt. Her voice was low, rasped—thick with need.

Bri lifted her arms. Adrienne peeled the shirt away, then tossed it aside.

She stared at her like she’d been starving.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” Adrienne said. Her voice cracked at the end. Like the wanting hurt.

Adrienne pulled off her own bra.

Bri stared—like her eyes had forgotten how to blink. Adrienne’s breasts were full, larger than she imagined, their weight soft in contrast to the muscle that defined her shoulders and arms. Her stomach was smooth and toned, with the faintest dip at her waist—athletic but still curvy, like she’d kept the strength from sports but grown into something softer, more womanly. Adrienne leaned forward to hover over her.

Bri’s hands moved without thinking. She cupped Adrienne’s breasts—warm, heavy, impossibly soft in her palms—and felt a flush crawl up her neck, into her cheeks.
It didn’t feel real. It felt like touching a fantasy. Like she might wake up at any moment, aching. Adrienne shifted to lay next to her.

The need crawled higher, sharper as they locked eyes, and Bri tried to catch her breath.

Adrienne’s head tipped back slightly as she guided Bri’s hands with her own. Wordless.

Bri leaned forward and took one nipple into her mouth, sucking slowly. Adrienne exhaled like she’d been hit and ran her fingers through Bri’s hair as she looked down, watching her.

Then she pulled Bri up and kissed her hard, pushing her flat against the pillows, climbing over her again.

Her hands were everywhere—relentless, devouring.

Bri let herself go.

Adrienne turned off the light. She got between Bri’s legs and pulled off her panties.

“Fuck, look at you,” Adrienne whispered.

She moved to Bri’s side and kissed her deeply, her hand sliding down to grip Bri’s pussy—firm, full, possessive. Bri jolted, breath catching.

She clutched Adrienne’s arm. A flicker of fear bloomed in her chest.

What if Adrienne left tomorrow? What if she told the whole school? What if this moment—their moment—was just a cruel setup?

Bri sat up on her elbows.

Adrienne noticed instantly. Her hand came up to gently touch Bri’s face, her thumb brushing along her cheekbone.

Then, without a word, she reached down and pulled the sheet up over them—shielding them both from the cool air and the weight of the moment.

“What’s wrong, Bri?”

She was just inches from her face now, staring into her eyes.

“I’m scared,” Bri said softly.

“Of what?” Adrienne whispered.

“That you’ll pretend like this never happened… or worse—make people hate me.”

Adrienne blinked, then let out a sharp laugh.

“Why would I do that?”

“Because of what people say. About you.”

Adrienne tilted her head, amused. “And what do they say?”

“That you’re… confrontational.”

She shrugged. “Most people don’t stand up for themselves. Or for anyone else. I do—and I don’t care what they say. I know who I am. I know what I believe in.”

She reached out and cupped Bri’s cheek. Her thumb was gentle, grounding.

“Hey,” she murmured. “I don’t hook up. I don’t do this casually.”

Bri looked at her.

“I want to be with you,” Adrienne continued. “When I saw you for the first time, I just—”
She paused, struggling for words. “Oh my God.”

Bri sat up more, her hand landing gently on Adrienne’s shoulder.

“I saw someone I could lose myself in,” Adrienne whispered. “Or maybe just someone I could finally be myself around.”

Bri thought about that first day they met. How restrained Adrienne had seemed—so hard-edged, so controlled. And yet, the pull had been there even then.

She leaned forward and kissed her. Slow, certain. Her thumb brushed along Adrienne’s cheek as if to say: I believe you.

Bri pulled back and watched Adrienne in the dark, shadows catching on the sharp edges of Adrienne’s cheekbones, her lips parted just slightly, breath steady and a little heavy. She was beautiful—obviously so—but it wasn’t just that. It was the way she looked at Bri, like she already knew her. Not the version Bri showed everyone else. The real her. The quiet, needy, uncertain parts.

Adrienne didn’t flinch from them. She wanted them.

That was the part that scared her most. Not the secrecy. Not the sex. But the way Adrienne seemed to read her without asking. Like she could slip her fingers under Bri’s skin and pull out every truth she was too afraid to say.

And maybe that’s why Bri wanted this. Why she’d said yes.

She wasn’t used to giving up control. But something about Adrienne made it feel... safe. Like surrender wasn’t weakness here. Like it was the point.

They lay like that for a long moment—quiet, steady. The storm of fear had passed, leaving something gentler in its wake.

“Do you want me in here with you tonight?” Adrienne asked, her voice quiet in the dark.

“Yes,” Bri said without hesitation.

Adrienne exhaled like she’d been holding that breath for hours. She reached down and adjusted the blanket, then settled in closer, curling her body protectively around Bri’s. The warmth of Adrienne’s bare skin against her back was comforting in a way that made her ache quietly, not for more, but for this to last.

Neither of them spoke for a while.

Bri stared at the window, trying to believe this was real. That Adrienne—sharp-tongued, impossibly composed Adrienne—was here in her bed, arms around her, steady and solid.

Bri traced a lazy circle on Adrienne’s arm with her fingertip. “Can I ask you something?”

“Mm,” Adrienne hummed, her voice already a little sleep-heavy. “Of course.”

“Where do you go every day?”

Adrienne shifted slightly behind her. “Class. Then I spend most of my evenings in the law building. Studying.”

“That makes sense,” Bri murmured, a smile tugging at her mouth. “You talk like someone who wins arguments for fun.”

Adrienne chuckled softly. “Only when it’s worth it.” She ran her hand down Bri’s back, slow and soothing. “I’ll show you sometime. If you want to see it.”

Bri nodded against her. “I do.”

“Good,” Adrienne said. She pulled the blanket higher over their bodies and kissed the back of her neck. “Get some sleep. You’re safe.”

Bri let her eyes close. The heat of Adrienne’s body, the strength of her arms—it wrapped around her like an anchor, steady and inescapable.

“Goodnight, Adrienne,” she whispered.

Adrienne kissed behind her ear, and Bri exhaled, tension easing from her chest.

“Goodnight, baby,” she whispered, the words settling deep enough to follow Bri down into sleep.

***

Bri woke to sunlight.

Not harsh. Not blinding. Just warm—filtered through the blinds in long golden stripes, like someone had painted the morning just for her.

She stretched beneath the covers, blinking slowly. Then she felt the weight behind her—solid, warm. She turned.

Adrienne was still there, asleep on her back. Her face in sleep was shockingly soft. Angelic. Peaceful in a way Bri hadn’t expected from someone so sharp-edged while awake.

Bri smiled to herself and closed her eyes again. For a few precious seconds, she just let herself feel it. The quiet. The closeness.

She remembered the night before—how Adrienne had stopped when she needed her to, how she had stayed. The memory tightened something in her chest.

She shifted closer, careful not to wake her, and let herself look. Adrienne’s lashes. Her mouth. The line of her jaw. She had freckles—light and scattered, like secrets across her skin.
There were earrings everywhere. Studs and rings and bars. Bri counted at least ten on one ear.

She could’ve stared forever at her.

Bri reached out, gently smoothing a stray hair from Adrienne’s cheek.

Adrienne stirred, eyes fluttering. She blinked up, then smiled, still half-asleep. Her arms wrapped lazily around Bri’s waist.

“Morning,” she murmured, voice rough and sweet.

They kissed—slow, lazy, unhurried.

“How are you feeling?” Adrienne asked, her hand drifting across Bri’s back.

“Good,” Bri whispered. “Really good.”

Adrienne brushed a thumb along her cheek. “How’d you sleep?”

“Like someone who hasn’t slept in months.”

Adrienne smiled. Then—BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. Her alarm sounded from the other room.

“Shit,” she groaned. She sat up, rubbing her eyes. “I have class.”

She rolled off the bed, only in her underwear, grabbing the hoodie she’d left on Bri’s chair the night before along with her bra. Bri watched her go, listened as the shower turned on, heard the soft thud of drawers and clinking of hangers.

Bri got up too—pulling on a bra, an oversized shirt, and shorts. Her body still hummed from the night before. She hadn’t realized how much she’d needed that. The feeling of being known. Wanted. Chosen.

But now... there was Haven.

She didn’t know what she would say yet. But she knew she had to say something.

Adrienne returned less than ten minutes later, dressed in dark jeans and a tucked-in button-down, sleeves rolled up, her hair damp. She looked unfairly good for someone in a rush.

“I have to go,” she said, leaning down to kiss Bri. “Do you have class?”

“Just lab. It starts at ten.”

Adrienne pulled back slightly, her gaze lingering.

“Good. That means I get to imagine you like this for at least an hour before I have to focus.”

She pulled out her phone and unlocked it. Then held it toward Bri.

“Can you put your number in?”

“Of course.”

Bri took it. It was the most expensive phone she’d ever held, probably brand new. She typed her name and number in quickly, her fingers leaving little foggy prints on the screen, then handed it back.

Adrienne kissed her again—quicker this time, distracted.

“I really gotta go.”

She turned to leave, but Bri tugged on her shirt.

“Can’t you be late?”

Adrienne raised a brow, amused.

“I have an eight a.m. constitutional law lecture with a professor who’s actively looking for a reason to fail me.”

Bri didn’t answer. She just slid a hand over Adrienne’s thigh—slow, teasing. Her palm drifted between her legs, pressing lightly through the soft denim, rubbing just enough to make Adrienne exhale sharply. “You’re acting up,” Adrienne said, breath catching.

“Oh, I am?” Bri smiled, biting her lip.

Adrienne leaned in, low and wicked. “I’m going to punish you for that later.”

Then she laughed, low and breathy, and tackled Bri back onto the bed, fingers digging into her sides. Bri shrieked, laughing, kicking at the blankets as Adrienne tickled her.

They ended up tangled, breathless, cheeks flushed. Adrienne kissed her one more time—tender and unhurried, the kind of kiss that said I’m not done with you yet.

“No, really. I have to go.” Adrienne sat up again, exhaling.
“I’ll see you later this afternoon…?”

“Yeah.” Bri sat up and tugged her shirt back into place. “I’ll be here.”

Adrienne looked her over one more time—like she wanted to commit her to memory—then smiled to herself and left.

***

The hot water beat against Bri’s skin as she stood in the shower. It ran down her face, her chest, her thighs. Everything felt softer this morning, like her body had been remade in Adrienne’s hands.

She leaned against the tiled wall, trying to keep hold of the warmth—not just the heat of the shower, but the feeling of Adrienne curled around her like she was something to protect. She could’ve stayed in that moment forever.

Reality set in. Bri blamed herself for leading another woman on when her own feelings were still tangled elsewhere.

She thought again of Haven, of how to end it before it hurt more than it already might.

A fragile thing. Brief, invited, and already gone.

Bri dried off slowly, wrapping herself in a towel. Her phone buzzed with a few morning notifications, but her eyes stayed fixed on one blank message screen.

She typed.

Hey. Are you around this morning? I was hoping we could talk.

She hit send before she could overthink it.

She didn’t want to go out. Not into the sun. Not toward a conversation she wasn’t ready for. But she made a plan. She’d review her notes, pull herself together, and get through it.

Just… not yet.

Bri let her eyes close again, standing still in the quiet left behind by the shower, her skin still warm from the steam.

She pictured Adrienne’s mouth on her shoulder, the sound of her laugh, the heat of her body pressed against her in the dark.

She’d see her again later. That part, at least, felt certain.

***

Bri spotted Haven near the library steps, hands tucked into the pockets of her hoodie, gaze fixed on the sidewalk.

She looked up when Bri approached, her expression carefully hidden.

“Hey,” Bri said softly.

“Hey.”

They stood there for a beat, the silence thick between them.

“I wanted to be honest,” Bri said, forcing herself to meet her eyes. “I don’t think I can keep seeing you.”

Haven’s mouth tensed. She nodded once—quick, sharp.

“Okay.”

“I didn’t mean to lead you on.”

“You didn’t. I guess I sensed some hesitancy the other day,” Haven shifted her weight. “Can I ask why?”

Bri’s heart tugged in her chest.

“Yes… I maybe wasn’t acknowledging feelings I had. For someone else. I’m sorry. You don’t deserve this.”

“It’s Adrienne, isn’t it?” Haven asked—not angry, just curious.

There was a pause.

“Yes,” Bri admitted.

Haven let out a short laugh.

“How’s anyone supposed to compete with that?”

Their eyes met, just for a second. There was hurt in Haven’s. Regret, too.

Bri looked away, guilt curling low in her stomach.

“Don’t feel too bad about it,” Haven said. Her voice was soft, but tired. “I’ll see you around.”

And then she walked past Bri without looking back.

***

The lab room smelled like plastic and hand sanitizer, the kind of clinical newness Bri had come to associate with the start of something she wasn’t sure she was ready for.

Clarissa waved her over. “We’re together,” she said, sliding her a stool.

Bri dropped her bag, grateful. Across the room, she spotted Maddie setting up at a station—with Hunter.

Her stomach tensed.

Clarissa leaned in, eyes gleaming. “Oh my God, did Maddie tell you? She and Hunter totally hooked up.”

Bri blinked. She whispered, “Wait—what?”

“Last night. She’s glowing. And he’s like... obsessed.” Clarissa smirked. “Can you believe it?”

Bri glanced across the room. Maddie and Hunter were mid-conversation. Maddie was laughing at something he said.

And Hunter—he looked... enchanted.

For the first time in forever, Bri felt herself exhale.

Maybe, finally, her Hunter problem was really, actually over.

***

The dining hall buzzed with noise—trays clattering, conversations overlapping, the usual chaos of lunchtime. Bri sat beside Clarissa, across from Maddie and Hunter. The four of them shared a small table, half their meals untouched.

“Hey, Bri,” Hunter said.

Maddie turned to look at him, smiling in that tight, polite way that never quite reached her eyes.

“Hey, I don’t know about you guys,” Bri said, stabbing at her salad, “but I’m so ready to go home for the day.”

She thought of Adrienne. Thought of her arms. Her bed. That quiet heat that still hadn’t left Bri’s skin. That’s where she wanted to be.

Maddie smiled—but not at her. She seemed distracted.

Not cold. Not unkind. Just... distant. Guarded.

Bri tried to catch her eye, to say something wordless, but Maddie looked away.

A guy passed their table and called out to Hunter.

“Hey bro, you going over to Spencer’s for the game?”

“Yeah, just a minute.”

Hunter stood and gave Maddie’s shoulder a quick squeeze before heading toward another table.

Maddie’s eyes followed him.

Bri let the quiet settle.

She thought about Adrienne—about the way she’d whispered to her in the dark, the way she touched her like she already knew her. She wanted to tell someone. She wanted to say it out loud.

But it didn’t feel like the right time.

So she said nothing.

When she glanced up again, Hunter was looking at her.

Not casually. Not like a friend.

Just... sad. And maybe something else. Resentment? Anger?

His dark eyes flicked away the moment Maddie turned around to find him.

***

They returned to the lab station after lunch, sliding into their assigned seats. Clarissa was still buzzing about a TV show, voice animated, riding the high of whatever gossip she hadn’t gotten out earlier.

Bri caught Hunter’s gaze—just for a second. He was already sitting down at his station in the next aisle over.

She offered him a smile. Easy. Friendly.

“Hey,” she said lightly. “How’s your morning going?”

“Good.” He smiled back, small but genuine.

Before the moment could stretch too long, Maddie appeared beside him. She dropped a hand onto his shoulder, let it drag slowly down his back—casual on the surface, but unmistakably possessive.

Her eyes flickered to Bri for a fraction of a second.

Bri blinked, thrown.

She wasn’t trying to take him. Had never wanted him. Maddie knew that—they both did.

But still, there was something tight in Maddie’s posture. Something unsure.

Bri didn’t react.

She just turned in her seat, expression calm, trying to look like she hadn’t noticed anything at all.

Like none of it mattered.

She stared straight ahead and waited for the instructor to begin.

***

That afternoon, Bri came into the room and found Adrienne sitting on the couch in a cropped navy Adidas tee and loose brown pants, her legs spread like she owned the space. Her hair was twisted into a messy bun, a few strands falling loose around her face. Effortless. Confident.

Bri’s throat went dry. How did she always look like this—like trouble you wanted to say yes to?

“Hello, Gorgeous,” Adrienne said, her eyes sliding up over her body until their eyes met.

Bri crossed the room slowly and sat beside her, unsure.

“Why are you all the way over there?” Adrienne tilted her head. “Come here. Sit on my lap.”

Bri hesitated, then straddled her. She couldn’t meet Adrienne’s gaze.

“I smell bad. I need a shower.”

Adrienne leaned in, nuzzling beneath Bri’s arms, then brushed her face against her chest.

“No you don’t,” she murmured. “You smell good. Really fucking good.”

Bri let out a soft, half-nervous laugh. Adrienne’s hand traced along her cheek and into her hair, fingers curling gently.

“Is everything okay?”

Bri’s eyes fluttered shut at the touch. She leaned into it, breathing slower, steadier. Then she looked down at Adrienne—her face open, patient, not the least bit annoyed.

“I just feel… off. Nervous.”

Adrienne grew quiet. “Tell me.”

“I let Haven know I didn’t want to see her anymore. And now I think she’s mad. I think Hunter’s mad too. Maddie’s being weird.”

Adrienne’s mouth curled. “Fuck what they think.” She paused. “You know what you need?”

Bri raised a brow. “What?”

Adrienne grinned maniacally. “Sexual therapy.”

Bri flushed deep and giggled despite herself.

Adrienne glanced toward the window. “Damn. I wish I’d closed the blinds.”

She grabbed the soft throw blanket from the back of the couch and pulled it over both of them. It created a quiet cocoon, a new world. Just theirs.

Her hands pushed up Bri’s scrub top. Bri peeled it off and Adrienne unhooked her bra. Her breasts spilled free, and Bri instinctively covered herself.

“You don’t have to hide,” Adrienne whispered. “I want to see all of you.”

“They’re too big,” Bri mumbled and sighed. “I almost got them reduced. I should have.”

“What? No. Don’t do that.” Adrienne took both her wrists, gently but firmly, guiding Bri’s hands down from her chest.

“Can I show you something?”

Bri nodded, barely breathing.

Under the blanket, it was hot—the kind of heat that clung to skin and made everything feel heavier, closer, more intense. The fabric was thin, and the afternoon sun streamed through in a hazy gold, turning everything soft and blurred. It felt secret under there. Separate. Like the rest of the world had fallen away.

Adrienne’s grip wasn’t tight, but it didn’t have to be. Bri could’ve pulled away, but she didn’t. Something in her stilled. It felt deeply satisfying, being held like that. She had even imagined it, her hands held down, but it felt a thousand times better in real life. The feeling like her body was no longer just hers, but something Adrienne wanted to learn, to command.

Then she shifted, gripping Bri by the waist, and began to move—bouncing her lightly on her lap. Bri shuddered a breath, her breasts moving with each motion, a soft slapping sound filling the space. She froze.

“I’m sorry,” Bri whispered.

Adrienne stared at her, awestruck. “That was easily the hottest thing I’ve ever witnessed.”

She pulled Bri against her, mouth hot on her breasts, sucking and kneading. Bri whimpered, melting into her.

Then they kissed deep, all tongue and heat. Bri moaned into it, her hips shifting on instinct, grinding forward before she could stop herself.

Adrienne’s hands slid down—one around, gripping her ass, the other drifting lower in front, fingers teasing the swell between Bri’s legs through her scrubs and underwear. Bri bucked, gasping into Adrienne’s mouth. The kiss turned messy, desperate, full of want.

“Yeah,” Adrienne murmured against her lips, voice rough with hunger. “Just like that, baby. Show me how much you want it.”

She leaned back just enough to look at her.

“Touch yourself for me.” A pause, her eyes dark. “I want to watch you play with those tits—show me what gets you off.”

Bri hesitated, but slowly brought her hands to her chest. She squeezed gently, unsure, testing the waters of her own want.

“Like no one’s watching,” Adrienne said, her voice low, wicked and sweet.

Bri bit her lip, then got rougher—pulling at her nipples with more force. Adrienne’s eyes gleamed.

“Put it in your mouth.”

Bri froze, eyes wide. Heat rushed to her face, but her body buzzed with something deeper—a thrill, sharp and secret. Slowly, almost trembling, she brought one breast to her lips and closed her mouth around the nipple. Her eyes fluttered shut. She sucked gently—the way she would if she were alone, quiet and aching and unobserved.

Adrienne made a low, feral sound—like something primal had just been unlocked—and nodded, tongue sliding along her top teeth. She looked predatory, like she’d swallow her whole.

“Ffffuck… that’s hot.”

She yanked Bri close and kissed her, deep and slow, before her hands found their way to Bri’s waist, then her ass. She rubbed and squeezed, then gave a sharp smack. Bri gasped.

Her lips grazed Bri’s ear as she whispered: “I can tell no one’s ever fucked you the way you need to be. Not rough enough. Not long enough. Not deep enough.”

Bri panted and swallowed, her body flooding with heat—low, sharp, and all-consuming.

Adrienne traced her thumb along Bri’s collarbone, slow and deliberate, her breath searing against her skin.

“That’s about to change.
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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 and lingering, and then Adrienne stepped out into the hall. She glanced back at Bri before closing the door behind her.

Bri turned to pick up her phone and thumbed out a message to Clarissa.

You busy?

The reply came a few minutes later. 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.
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