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The key clacked in the lock with a metallic echo that bounced against the narrow hallway walls. Harper adjusted the strap of her overstuffed duffel bag and took a steadying breath. New city, new job, new lease—literally. She had promised herself this would be a fresh start. No more toxic relationships, no more couch surfing, no more “temporary” anything. She had found the listing online—clean, affordable, and shared with a seemingly sweet roommate named Melissa. The photos had looked promising: warm string lights in the living room, a tidy kitchen with mismatched mugs, and, most importantly, a spacious bedroom she could finally call her own.
When the door swung open, the first thing she noticed wasn’t string lights. It was a bare chest.
A very male, very toned, very unexpected bare chest.
“Uh—hi?” the stranger said, his brows shooting up as he leaned casually against the doorframe. His voice carried the kind of lazy amusement that suggested he had been expecting a pizza delivery, not a wide-eyed girl with two suitcases and a plant she called Fred.
Harper blinked. Words scrambled in her throat like panicked fish. “I—sorry—um—I think I have the wrong apartment.”
The man’s grin widened, as if he enjoyed watching her squirm. “This is 3B. Unless the numbers changed overnight, you’re in the right place.”
Her stomach dropped. She checked her crumpled lease papers, heart hammering in her chest. 3B. Exactly. “But... Melissa?”
“Ah.” His tone shifted, an almost sympathetic note threading through the humor. “Yeah. Melissa moved out last week. I’m her brother. Ethan.”
Brother. Not Melissa. Not the quiet, tidy roommate she’d imagined. Instead, she was staring at six feet of lean muscle, unruly dark hair, and the cockiest smile she’d ever seen.
Ethan stepped aside, gesturing with a sweep of his arm. “Guess that makes me your new roommate.”
Harper froze in the doorway. This wasn’t the plan. The plan had included cozy nights in, shared takeout menus, maybe girly movie marathons with Melissa. Not testosterone, not abs, not trouble with a capital T.
Her plant, Fred, wobbled dangerously in her grip. “There must be a mistake.”
“No mistake,” Ethan said easily, plucking the papers from her hand before she could protest. His gaze skimmed them, then he nodded. “Lease is in order. Rent paid. Looks like you’re stuck with me.”
She snatched the pages back, her cheeks burning. “You can’t just decide to be my roommate. Don’t you think someone should have told me?”
He leaned against the wall, clearly enjoying himself. “Would you have signed the lease if you knew Melissa had skipped town and left her charming, handsome brother in her place?”
The nerve. The arrogance. The way her stomach flipped in a way she definitely didn’t want to analyze.
Harper shoved past him into the apartment, muttering, “Handsome is debatable.”
“Charming though?” he called after her, laughter lacing his words.
She didn’t answer, too busy scanning the apartment for evidence of Melissa’s existence. The string lights were gone, the girly touches replaced by sneakers by the couch and a guitar propped in the corner. A faint smell of coffee lingered, mixed with some woodsy cologne that clung to the air like a challenge.
Fred drooped pitifully as she set him on the counter. Harper planted her hands on her hips. “This is not what I signed up for.”
Ethan shrugged, rummaging in the fridge as if she weren’t having a full existential crisis in his kitchen. “Life’s full of surprises. Could be worse, right?”
She shot him a sharp glare. “How, exactly?”
He turned, holding up a carton of orange juice, grin infuriatingly wide. “Could’ve been some creep. Lucky for you, I’m housebroken.”
Harper groaned. This was going to be a long lease.
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Harper had barely dropped her duffel on the bedroom floor when Ethan appeared in the doorway, arms crossed, clearly ready to spar.
“You’re in Melissa’s old room,” he said, leaning casually against the frame. “It’s smaller than mine, but it gets the morning sun. If you’re a morning person, you’ll love it.”
She yanked open the curtains just to prove she didn’t care what he thought, though the golden spill of light made her heart soften a little. Not that she’d admit it. “I’ll manage,” she muttered, digging for her notebook. Organization was her comfort blanket, and she wasn’t about to let him see her unravel.
“Manage?” His grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. “That’s a ringing endorsement.”
She turned, hands on her hips. “Do you always talk this much?”
“Only when I want to.” His tone was maddeningly smooth, like he knew exactly how to push her buttons.
Harper narrowed her eyes. “Let’s set some ground rules.”
Ethan’s brows lifted. “Oh, this should be good.”
“One: I need quiet in the mornings. No blasting music, no guitar solos, no surprise breakfast conversations. Two: Don’t touch my stuff. That includes the plant. And three: Keep your... whatever this is”—she waved a hand at his bare chest—“to yourself. Shirts are not optional in common spaces.”
His laughter filled the room, low and warm and entirely too attractive. “That’s harsh. You’re going to deprive the apartment of this fine view?”
“Rule four,” she snapped. “No comments like that.”
“Got it. You’re bossy.”
“I’m organized.”
“Bossy,” he repeated with a teasing lilt.
Harper’s jaw clenched. “And you’re impossible.”
Ethan tilted his head, smirk deepening. “We’re going to get along great.”
She groaned, dropping onto the bed and burying her face in her hands. She had wanted stability, not verbal sparring matches with a man who looked like he’d stepped off the cover of a surf magazine. And yet... part of her chest buzzed with a strange energy, like she was more awake than she’d been in months.
“Dinner,” Ethan announced suddenly.
She peeked through her fingers. “What?”
“You just got here. You need dinner. Lucky for you, I’m a decent cook.”
Harper snorted. “You? Cook? What is it, microwaved ramen?”
He clutched his chest in mock offense. “Ouch. I’ll have you know I make a mean stir-fry.”
“Do you also clean up after yourself?” she shot back.
He grinned. “Most of the time.”
“Not good enough.”
Ethan shrugged. “Guess you’ll have to supervise.”
Harper rolled her eyes, but something in her stomach twisted—not the bad kind, but the kind that came from the hint of possibility. She didn’t want to admit it, but his ridiculous charm was infectious. And maybe, just maybe, this wouldn’t be the total disaster she’d feared.
Still, she stood, straightening her shoulders like armor. “Fine. Dinner. But don’t think this means I’m letting my guard down.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, the playful glint in his eyes suggesting the exact opposite.
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