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The spring semester at Crestmore begins under fresh snow and old tension.
Jaleel is gone. His absence leaves a hole in the house’s moral core, and the rest try to fill it in different ways—Arianna with control, Sydney with optimism, Ethan with quiet endurance, Marshall with humor, and Brett with restless insecurity.

Then Ella Donnelly arrives.

The redhead with easy laughter and open charm seems like the perfect antidote to Beta House’s heaviness. Instead, she becomes the catalyst that exposes every fracture beneath Arianna’s precision.

Over twelve chapters, loyalty and desire blur. Sydney’s devotion collides with independence. Ethan’s love hardens into jealousy. Brett’s longing for meaning spirals into recklessness. Marshall’s detachment erodes as he begins to want more than laughter. Arianna clings to control even as the system she built turns against her.

By the end, Beta House stands at a crossroads—no longer an experiment, but a mirror showing each of them who they’ve become.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Chapter 1 — Winter Returns

Snow still lined the steps outside Beta House when Arianna called everyone to the living room. The January air came through the cracks in the window frame, sharp enough that even Marshall kept his hoodie on. She didn’t mind the cold. It made people sit straighter, made them listen.

The Christmas lights still dangled from the curtain rod even though the holiday was long gone. Nobody had bothered to take them down. She almost liked that. They gave the room the kind of faded cheer she needed to offset what she was about to say.

“Okay,” she began, standing near the table. “Let’s start the semester right.”

Ethan sat on the couch, legs spread, notebook on his lap. Marshall had claimed the armchair, one ankle resting on his knee, half watching her, half zoning out. Brett sat cross-legged on the floor, a half-eaten muffin next to him on a paper towel. Sydney leaned against the wall near the window, hair tied back, wearing one of Arianna’s sweatshirts. No one spoke at first.

Arianna folded her arms. “We’re not going to repeat last semester’s chaos. I’ve already set the rotation schedule for the next two weeks. It’s balanced and fair. No exceptions.”

Marshall smirked. “That didn’t take long.”

“Someone had to do it,” she said. “Jaleel’s gone. I won’t have the house drift because no one wanted to step up.”

The word gone landed heavier than she meant. The silence that followed was brief but sharp. Brett stared at his muffin. Sydney looked down at the floor. Ethan kept his eyes on his notes but stopped writing.

Arianna pretended not to notice. “We’ll use Sunday nights for adjustments. Classes are different now. Sydney’s lab schedule changes everything.”

“Shocker,” Marshall said. “Science ruins our fun again.”

Sydney smiled faintly. “You’re welcome to sit through a three-hour organic chem lab if you think it’ll fix your attitude.”

“I’d rather die,” he said.

Brett grinned. “Same.”

“Enough,” Arianna said, not harshly, but firm enough that everyone looked at her again. “We have enough drama waiting outside those doors. I won’t have it inside this house.”

Marshall leaned back. “You’re not wrong about that.”

Ethan looked up from his notebook. “You’re serious about the new system?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “We stick to the plan.”

“What plan?” Brett asked, already defensive.

“The one that keeps this house from falling apart,” she said. “You’ll get the full schedule after dinner. Sydney and I will handle any conflicts that arise. You’ll come to me before you argue with each other.”

“So you’re in charge again,” Marshall said.

Arianna met his eyes. “I never stopped being.”

Sydney’s voice was quiet. “It’s better that way.”

Ethan said nothing. He flipped a page, pen tapping once against the paper.

“Ella moves in tomorrow,” Arianna continued, as if she hadn’t seen his expression shift. “Her room will be ready by then.”

Brett groaned softly. “Already? We barely got Sydney settled.”

“Exactly why I want the space organized now,” Arianna said. “We can’t afford another learning curve.”

Marshall gave her a look. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

“I’m sure it’s necessary.”

Ethan closed his notebook. “We could’ve talked about it first.”

“We’re talking about it now,” Arianna said evenly.

He leaned back, exhaling. “That’s not what I meant.”

She crossed her arms. “Then say what you meant.”

Ethan hesitated. “I just think maybe we should take a breath before bringing in someone new. Jaleel’s not even…” He stopped himself.

“Not even what?” she asked.

He met her eyes. “Not even really gone yet.”

“He left,” Arianna said. “He made his choice. We make ours.”

The quiet that followed had weight to it. Marshall’s smirk faded. Sydney glanced between them, unsure whether to jump in. Brett shifted uncomfortably and finally said what everyone else avoided.

“It’s weird without him.”

Arianna nodded once. “I know.”

“He was like the adult in the room,” Brett said. “Now it’s just…us.”

“Then we have to grow up,” she said.

Sydney moved from the wall and sat on the arm of the couch. “He’s right, though. It’s different now. I feel it too.”

Arianna looked at her, careful to keep her tone neutral. “You’ll adjust.”

Sydney tilted her head. “Will you?”

Arianna didn’t answer.

Marshall broke the silence. “What’s the deal with this new girl, anyway? Ella. You said she’s from your circle.”

“She is,” Arianna said. “She’s smart. Handles herself well. She knows what this house is and what it isn’t.”

Brett grinned. “Translation: she’s hot.”

“Don’t,” Arianna said sharply. “Not today.”

He held up both hands. “Just saying.”

Sydney’s voice softened. “She’s coming because Arianna wants her here. Let’s trust that.”

Arianna glanced at her, grateful for the defense but unwilling to show it. “Exactly.”

Ethan still hadn’t spoken again. He just sat there, watching her with that quiet focus she both craved and resented.

“Any other questions?” she asked.

Marshall scratched his jaw. “Just one. You okay?”

Arianna blinked. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

He shrugged. “You’re talking like a general before a battle. That’s usually your tell.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “Someone has to run this place.”

Sydney stood. “Yeah, but you don’t have to do it alone.”

Arianna smiled thinly. “I’m not.”

“Not yet,” Marshall muttered.

Arianna ignored him. She picked up the folded printout from the coffee table and handed it to Ethan. “You’ll post this in the kitchen.”

He looked at it without opening it. “Sure.”

“Thank you,” she said.

He nodded once, eyes not meeting hers. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” she said. “I want the downstairs cleaned before Ella arrives. Closets cleared. Hall vacuumed. Sydney, you and I will do the upstairs.”

“Got it,” Sydney said.

Brett groaned. “Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow,” Arianna confirmed.

Marshall stood. “You know, for someone who says she’s fine, you sound ready to bite somebody’s head off.”

“Then stay out of my way,” she said.

He laughed under his breath, low enough that it didn’t count as defiance.

Sydney came to stand beside Arianna. “You want help in the kitchen?”

“In a bit,” Arianna said. “I need a few minutes first.”

Everyone took the cue. Marshall went upstairs. Brett disappeared to his room, muttering something about finding music for cleaning. Sydney lingered in the doorway, watching Arianna for a second before she followed.

That left Ethan.

He didn’t move. “You sure you’re fine?”

Arianna crossed her arms. “You asked me that already.”

“And you didn’t answer.”

“I said I’m fine.”

He nodded once. “Okay.”

But he didn’t sound convinced. He stood, notebook in hand, and headed for the stairs without another word.

When the last door closed, the house felt too quiet.

Arianna sank onto the couch. The leather was cold against her legs. The silence pressed in until she could almost hear the ghost of Jaleel’s voice; low, calm, that steady way he used to end arguments before they spiraled. He would’ve told her to slow down. To let people breathe. To remember that leadership wasn’t control.

She tilted her head back and closed her eyes for a moment. The house creaked around her, the old pipes clattering, the radiator knocking. It was alive but restless.

When she opened her eyes again, she caught sight of Lucas’s old door at the end of the hall, half open, half dark. The thought of the empty bed inside made her chest tighten. She stood before she could talk herself out of it.

She headed down the hall, bare feet quiet on the old wood. The door to Lucas’s room stood half open, exactly where they had left it after winter break, when she told them it would be storage now. No one had gone in since. At least, not that she knew of.

She pushed the door the rest of the way open.

Cold air sat heavier in here than in the rest of the house. The blinds were half drawn. Light from the street cast a stripe across the floor and the edge of the bed that used to hold Lucas’s weight. The frame was still there. The mattress, too. No sheets. Just a bare rectangle, a faint outline where his body had worn the padding down.

Arianna stepped inside and shut the door behind her. The latch clicked softly.

For a second, she saw it the way it had been at the start of last semester. Lucas leaning against the headboard, feet on the floor, calm as the eye of a storm. Jaleel in the chair, arms folded, making some blunt point that no one else had the nerve to deliver. Ethan on the edge of the bed, listening hard. Marshall cracking a joke from the doorway to keep things from getting too heavy. Brett flopped on the rug, complaining and smiling at the same time.

Her, kneeling at the foot of the bed, waiting for instructions.

Now the room was just walls and a bed, and a faint line where his dresser had once stood.

“This is what you wanted,” she said under her breath. “You wanted control.”

Her voice sounded strange in the empty space. Too firm. Too small.

She moved closer to the bed and sat on the edge. The mattress dipped, but not the way it had when Lucas had been there. That had felt like stepping into a circle someone else had drawn. This felt like sitting in a place that no one had claimed for real.

The rotation chart in the kitchen flashed through her mind. Two weeks of names and nights and initials. Sydney’s schedule. Ethan’s studio hours. Marshall’s lab. Brett’s classes. Ella’s empty row waiting at the bottom.

Jaleel’s line, gone.

She pressed her hands flat on the mattress. “You knew what you were doing,” she told the room. “You walked out before you turned into someone you hated.”

She thought of the last look he had given her at the winter break dinner. Not cruel. Not angry. Tired. Sad in a way he did not want anyone else to see.

You are playing with fire, he had said once. You know that, right?

Of course, I know, she had answered. I lit the match.

He would have laughed at that in September. He had not laughed in December.

Her throat tightened. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, head down. For a moment, she let herself feel it. Not the control. Not the plan. The loss. The fact that Jaleel’s chair had sat empty that morning, and she had talked over the space where his voice would have cut through.

“You did what you had to do,” she said quietly. “So will I.”

A floorboard creaked outside. She straightened, pulled the mask back on, and turned toward the door.

“Come in,” she said.

The door opened a few inches. Sydney’s face appeared in the gap. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” Arianna said.

“You keep saying that,” Sydney said. “You never sound like it.”

Arianna forced a small smile. “You came to check on me?”

“Yes.” Sydney slipped inside and closed the door. She glanced around the room, eyes moving over the bare mattress and empty corner. “First time you’ve been in here since he left?”

“First time I’ve stayed,” Arianna said.

Sydney walked closer, arms folded against the cold. “You miss him.”

“Of course,” Arianna said. “But he made his choice.”

Sydney gave a small nod. “Still hurts.”

“It will hurt whether I acknowledge it or not,” Arianna said. “So I choose not.”

Sydney tilted her head. “Does that work?”

“It has to,” Arianna said.

Sydney sat beside her on the bed. The mattress dipped again. “You know what I saw in there? Just now?”

“Please, enlighten me,” Arianna said.

“You,” Sydney said, “performing strength. Ethan watching you and seeing through it. And me watching him watch you.”

Arianna stared at the far wall. “Everyone got what they wanted then. I looked strong. Ethan got to feel perceptive. You got to feel wise.”

Sydney did not laugh at that. “Do you ever get to feel anything?”

Arianna turned her head. “What is this? An intervention?”

“No,” Sydney said. “Just a question.”

“I feel plenty,” Arianna said. “I just don’t invite everyone in to observe it.”

“I’m not everyone,” Sydney said.

“You are part of everyone,” Arianna answered. “You live here now. Same rules.”

Sydney studied her face for a long moment. “Is Ella going to sleep in this room?”

“No,” Arianna said. “We will give her the other spare. This one stays for us. Storage. Space. Whatever we need it to be.”

“We,” Sydney repeated. “So this is your room now, too?”

“It is the house’s room,” Arianna said.

Sydney nudged her foot with hers. “You know that is not what I asked.”

“It is the only answer I have,” Arianna said.

Sydney let that go. “Okay. Then what do you need from me today? Besides cleaning and pretending this is all normal.”

“I need you to help me make it look like we know what we are doing,” Arianna said. “If Ella walks into chaos, she will either run or try to fix it. I don’t want either.”

Sydney exhaled. “So we project order?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “We sell stability. We sell the idea that this house is not hanging together by a thread.”

“Even though it is,” Sydney said softly.

Arianna looked at her. “Do you regret moving in?”

Sydney’s answer came without hesitation. “No.”

“Do you regret me?” Arianna asked.

“No,” Sydney said again, quieter this time.

“Then let’s stick together,” Arianna said. “At least until tomorrow.”

Sydney reached for her hand. Arianna let her fingers curl around Sydney’s for a second, then gently pulled away.

“We should start upstairs,” Arianna said. “Closets first. We need space for one more girl’s worth of clothes that she will never wear in here.”

Sydney smiled faintly. “You think she will be like me? Less fabric, more time naked?”

“She will be what I make of her,” Arianna said. “Same as you.”

Sydney’s eyebrows lifted. “That sounded a little ominous.”

Arianna stood. “It was meant to.”

Sydney followed her to the door. “And Ethan?”

“What about him?” Arianna asked.

“He looked like he wanted to say something and swallowed it,” Sydney said. “You noticed that, right?”

“I noticed,” Arianna said.

“You going to let him swallow it forever?” Sydney asked.

“He can talk when he is ready,” Arianna said. “I am not dragging words out of him today. We have work to do.”

Sydney nodded slowly. “Fine. I’ll help with work. But when you’re done playing general, you might want to ask yourself whether your lieutenant is still on the same side.”

Arianna almost laughed. “How long did you sit on that metaphor?”

Sydney shrugged. “It just came to me.”

“Do not quit chemistry for poetry,” Arianna said.

“I’ll try not to,” Sydney said, but she smiled as she said it.

They left the room together and pulled the door mostly closed behind them. Not shut. Not open. The same uncertain gap as before.

Upstairs, the hallway looked smaller with the winter light coming in low through the tiny window at the far end. The spare room that would become Ella’s stood open, bed stripped, dresser half cleared, closet still crammed with things no one wanted to claim.

Arianna pointed. “We start there.”

Sydney moved to the closet and slid the door the rest of the way open. “I see you followed your usual method.”

“What method is that?” Arianna asked.

“Stuff everything in and hope it disappears,” Sydney said.

“That was Brett,” Arianna said. “This is his method of problem-solving.”

Sydney pulled out a box and squinted at the label. “Holiday lights, extra. And a question mark.”

“Keep,” Arianna said. “Top shelf.”

Sydney hauled the box to the side. “You know you could have put names on half of this before now.”

“I had other things on my mind,” Arianna said.

Sydney rolled her eyes. “Like rewriting the laws of campus social structures.”

“Exactly,” Arianna said.

They worked in silence for a few minutes. Sydney handed Arianna hoodies, jackets, and random shirts. Arianna sorted them into piles by size and memory.

“Marshall’s,” she said, tossing one toward the hallway. “Laundry room. Brett’s. Trash. No one’s. Donation. Ethan’s. Laundry room.”

Sydney picked up a faded scarf. “Yours?”

Arianna glanced at it. “No. Lucas’s ex. She left it here once and never came back for it.”

Sydney turned the fabric in her hands. “What do you want to do with it?”

“Put it in a bag,” Arianna said. “Bottom of the closet for now.”

Sydney paused. “You sure?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “I am not writing that email.”

Sydney did not push. She stuffed the scarf into a small bag and slid it into the corner.

Ethan appeared in the doorway twenty minutes later, one hand on the frame, the printout folded in his back pocket.

“You two need help?” he asked.

“We always need help,” Sydney said. “Question is whether you came to give it.”

He managed a small smile. “Yes.”

Arianna did not turn fully toward him. “Closet is ours. You can start on the dresser. Bottom two drawers are packed with nothing.”

“On it,” he said.

He moved to the dresser and pulled the bottom drawer open. The wood squeaked. Inside were old cords, a stack of flyers from last year’s events, and a single sock that had lost its partner.

“Classic,” he said. “Brett’s work again?”

“When in doubt, blame Brett,” Sydney said.

“Accurate,” Ethan said.

Arianna watched him from the corner of her eye. He moved efficiently, but his shoulders sat higher than usual, like he was bracing for something.

“Did you put the schedule up?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “Kitchen wall. Brett already complained about it twice.”

“Good,” she said.

He glanced over. “You say that like you mean it.”

“I do,” she said. “If Brett is not complaining, something is wrong.”

Sydney leaned against the closet frame with an armful of hangers. “He did call you terrifying,” she told Arianna. “But he smiled when he said it.”

“He always smiles when he is terrified,” Arianna said.

Ethan shut the drawer a little harder than needed. “Arianna.”

“What?” she asked.

He hesitated. “Can we talk later?”

“We are talking now,” she said.

“Without an audience,” he said. “Please.”

Sydney looked between them. “I can go fold things in the hall.”

“No,” Arianna said quickly. “Stay. Anything he can say to me, he can say in front of you.”

“That is not true,” Ethan said.

The air tightened.

Arianna set the shirt she was holding on the bed. “Then pick. Now or later. If you want later, stop looking at me like I stole something from you this morning.”

He flinched. “That is not what I was doing.”

“What were you doing then?” she asked.

He opened his mouth, closed it, and shook his head. “Later.”

She held his gaze for another long second, then looked back at the pile of clothes. “Fine. Later.”

Sydney cleared her throat softly. “I really can go if you want.”

“You are not the problem,” Arianna said.

“I know,” Sydney said. “Just trying to help.”

“Keep helping with the closet,” Arianna said. “We’re on a clock.”

Ethan went back to the drawer. No one spoke for a few minutes. The only sounds were the slide of wood, the soft thump of clothes landing on the bed, and the occasional clatter of a hanger.

When the dresser stood mostly empty, Ethan straightened. “That is it for this one.”

“Top drawer?” Arianna asked.

He pulled it open. Inside sat three old textbooks, a pack of unopened index cards, and a folded envelope with the word “Rent” written on it in Lucas’s handwriting.

Ethan froze. “Do you want to see this?”

Arianna’s chest tightened at the sight of Lucas’s letters. “No.”

Sydney stepped closer. “I can throw it out.”

“Do not throw it out,” Arianna said quickly. “Just put it with the scarf.”

Sydney nodded, took the envelope, and slid it into the same bag in the closet. Ethan watched her do it, jaw set.

“That is it,” he said again, softer this time.

“Good,” Arianna said. “Ella will have space.”

Sydney leaned against the wall. “What is she like, really? Outside the two sentences you gave the others.”

Arianna sat on the edge of the bed. “Ella is loud, in a good way. She is funny without trying to be. She gives people the benefit of the doubt longer than she should. She likes attention but doesn’t chase it. She gets good grades even when she pretends not to care.”

Sydney smiled a little. “So she is what you would have been if you had not ended up here.”

Arianna thought about that. “Maybe.”

Ethan spoke before he could swallow it. “Does she know you plan to run her the way you run Sydney?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “And she agreed.”

“Of course she did,” he said.

Sydney shot him a look. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing,” he said quickly.

“It is not nothing,” Sydney said. “You sounded annoyed.”

“I am allowed to be annoyed,” Ethan said.

Arianna stood. “Enough. We are not doing this.”

“You said we needed to talk,” Ethan said. “I’m talking.”

“Then talk to me,” she said.

They faced each other across the bed. Sydney stepped back and moved to the doorway, not leaving, but not standing between them either.

“You brought Sydney here without asking us,” Ethan said. “I understood why. I didn’t like it at first, but I understood. Now, you brought Ella in the same way. I told myself you probably had a reason, that maybe you saw something we didn’t. Today I watched you tell everyone what would happen and when and how, as if we were the furniture and not people.”

“We are not voting about every decision,” Arianna said. “That is how things fall apart.”

“I am not asking for a vote,” he said. “I am asking for a conversation.”

“We’re having one,” she said.

“Too late,” he said. “The decision was already made.”

She folded her arms. “Would it have mattered if I had asked you first? Would you have said no?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Then what, exactly, are you upset about?” she asked.

He drew in a breath, then let it out. “I’m upset that you keep moving the pieces without letting anyone else see the board.”

Sydney looked at the floor. Arianna stood still.

“This house works because you run it,” Ethan said. “I know that. Everyone knows that. But it also worked when Lucas slowed you down, and Jaleel said no when you would not. They aren’t here now. So who’s going to tell you when you go too far?”

Arianna’s voice stayed calm. “Are you volunteering?”

“Someone has to,” he said.

“And you think you can do that from the studio?” she asked. “From three in the morning, when you get home exhausted and half dead?”

“That is not fair,” he said.

“The world is not fair,” she said. “You knew that before you moved in.”

He stared at her for a long moment. “There it is.”

“There what is?” she asked.

“The part of you that would rather be alone than let anyone else help,” he said. “You don’t trust us. You trust yourself.”

“I trust results,” she said. “I trust what works.”

“And do we?” he asked.

The question stopped her. For a second, she had no answer.

Sydney stepped forward a little. “You know I trust you.”

“I know,” Arianna said.

Ethan shook his head. “I don’t know if I do right now.”

That landed harder than anything else he had said.

“You don’t have to like every call I make,” Arianna said. “You just have to decide whether you’re in or out.”

His jaw clenched. “You really think it’s that simple?”

“Yes,” she said.

Sydney flinched. “Arianna.”

Arianna did not look away from Ethan. “Are you in or out?”

“In,” he said, almost at once. “Of course I’m in. I’m always in. That’s the problem.”

“Then figure it out,” she said.

He let out a short, humorless laugh. “Right. I forgot. Loyalty means silence.”

“It means trust,” she said.

He held up his hands. “Fine. You want trust? You have it. I’ll put the dresser back and go downstairs. You can call me when the next decision is made.”

“Ethan,” Sydney said quietly.

He stepped around the bed, past them, and stopped in the doorway for half a second. “Ella is going to have no idea what she’s walking into.”

“She’ll learn,” Arianna said.

He looked at her one more time, eyes tired. “Yeah. She will.”

Then he left.

The room felt smaller when he was gone. The light had shifted lower, shadows longer along the wall.

Sydney let herself exhale. “That went well.”

“Don’t start,” Arianna said.

“You pushed him,” Sydney said. “You knew exactly where to poke and you did it.”

“He poked first,” Arianna said. “He’s not a child. He knew exactly what he was saying.”

“You heard what he was saying?” Sydney asked.

“Yes,” Arianna said. “He thinks I don’t trust anyone. He’s wrong.”

“Is he?” Sydney asked softly.

Arianna picked up the stack of shirts again. “We are not having this conversation, too.”

“You are having it either way,” Sydney said. “In your head, at least.”

“Then it can stay there,” Arianna said.

Sydney watched her for a second, then moved back to the closet. “Fine. I’ll shut up and sort hangers. But for the record, he was not asking you to step down. He was asking you to let him stand next to you.”

Arianna folded a shirt in half and then in half again. “You’re very wise today.”

Sydney put a hanger on the bar with more force than needed. “I am not being wise. I am being obvious.”

“Same thing,” Arianna said.

They finished the room with minimal talking after that. Clothes found drawers. Boxes found corners. The bed got clean sheets, not because Ella would sleep there but because Arianna could not stand to look at the bare mattress anymore.

By the time they were done, the winter light outside had dimmed toward early evening. Voices drifted up from downstairs. Marshall and Brett were arguing about the best way to label the kitchen cabinets. The radiator clanked again. The house felt fuller, but the tightness in Arianna’s chest had not eased.

Sydney stepped into the hall. “I’m going to shower before dinner.”

“Fine,” Arianna said.

Sydney paused. “You coming down soon?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “I’ll be there.”

Sydney searched her face, then nodded. “Okay.”

She disappeared toward the bathroom. The sound of water running started a few minutes later.

Arianna stood in the doorway of Ella’s soon-to-be room and looked at the neat bed, the half-empty closet, the dresser that no longer carried other people’s history. It should have calmed her. It did not.

Her gaze drifted down the hall, toward Lucas’s room again.

She wound up back there without deciding to go. One minute, she was standing in the bright spare room. The next, she was crossing the darker threshold of the room that still felt like a missing tooth in the house’s smile.

She closed the door this time.

The bed waited, bare. She sat where she had sat earlier. The old grooves in the wood floor ran under her bare feet.

If Ethan left, this is what it would feel like, she thought. Another empty space. Another door half closed. Another part of the house that used to hold warmth and now held nothing but air.

The thought made her stomach twist.

She had built this place into something that gave her power and safety and a role that made sense. Housegirl. Then house leader. Structure instead of chaos. Rules instead of pretending. It had worked. It still worked. But the cost had crept up on her.

The others had each other. They had study groups and labs and brothers and friends. They could leave Beta House for hours and be normal students again.

She had the house.

She had schedules and charts and the constant hum of being the one everyone looked at when things went wrong. She liked that. She liked being the one they turned to. But sitting in Lucas’s old room with no one else around, she could not help wondering what would be left if all of them walked out the way he and Jaleel had.

Would there still be a person here, or just a role with no one to fill it?

Her eyes traced the ceiling, the corner where the paint had chipped, the little crack in the plaster above the window. She could hear the faint noise of the house through the walls. Marshall’s laugh. Brett’s higher voice. The water cutting off down the hall. A cupboard closing in the kitchen.

Leadership, she thought, felt a lot like sitting in a room that used to be full and pretending you did not hear the echo.

She lay back on the bare mattress, arms spread for a second, staring up at the ceiling. The springs squeaked under her weight. It felt unfamiliar even though she had spent hours on this bed last term, on her knees or on her back, waiting for decisions that had never really belonged to her.

Now every decision did.

The idea should have thrilled her. It usually did.

Tonight it just felt heavy.

She turned onto her side and curled her knees up slightly, as if that would make the room smaller, easier to control. It did not. The door stayed shut. The house kept moving around her.

“Is this what you wanted,” she whispered, “or did you just not know any other way to be?”

For once, she did not have an immediate answer for herself.

Downstairs, someone called her name. Not loud. Not urgent. Just a reminder that dinner would not start until she came back to the living parts of the house.

She closed her eyes for one more breath and listened to the quiet voice in the back of her mind that she had spent years ignoring.

It asked simple questions.

Who is going to hold you together when the house falls apart?

Who are you when there is no schedule to run?

Who would stay if the rules vanished?

She didn’t know.

For the first time, she allowed herself to admit that.

Then she opened her eyes, pushed herself upright, and swung her legs off the bed. The empty room watched her stand.

“Leadership is not loneliness,” she told the room. “Unless you let it be.”

She did not know yet whether she believed that either. But it sounded like something Lucas might have liked to hear her say.

She walked to the door and opened it. The light from the hall cut through the dim, turning the room back into just another space in an old house.

Arianna stepped out and pulled the door mostly closed behind her, leaving that same small gap.

Then she headed toward the stairs, toward the voices and the waiting table and the people she refused to lose, even if she had no idea how to keep them.

Tomorrow, Ella would arrive. Tonight, the house still belonged to the five of them.

She would hold it together one more night, even if leadership felt, in that moment, a lot like being the last one sitting in an empty room.


Chapter 2 — Ella Arrives

Ethan heard the knock before anyone else moved. He sat at the kitchen table with his sketchbook open, pen resting on the margin of a half-finished floor plan. Morning light came in through the window, pale against the snow still piled along the sidewalk.

Sydney was on the counter in one of Arianna’s sweatshirts and nothing else, legs swinging. Marshall stood at the stove with a pan he claimed held eggs, but looked more like a science experiment. Brett hovered by the toaster, staring at it like he could make it work faster by willpower alone.

The knock sounded again. Quick. Confident. Three in a row.

“That her?” Brett asked, already wide-eyed.

“Probably,” Ethan said.

Arianna’s voice floated from the hall. “I’ve got it.”

Sydney slid off the counter. “I want to see her face.”

“Of course you do,” Marshall said.

Ethan closed his notebook, set the pen down, and found himself holding his breath. He told himself he was being stupid. This was just another move-in. Another variable. He had survived the first one.

He heard the door open. Heard cold air spill in. Then he heard Ella.

“Oh my God, it’s colder than the planet Hoth out here,” she said. “Somebody tell me you’ve got heat and coffee.”

Her voice was bright. Warm. It carried straight down the hall and into the kitchen before Ethan saw her.

Sydney grinned. “I like her already.”

Arianna said something too quiet for Ethan to catch, then their footsteps moved toward the kitchen. The sound of wheels bumping on the floor came with them.

Ella appeared in the doorway with two rolling suitcases, a stuffed backpack, and a canvas tote that had slipped halfway off her shoulder. She had a beanie pulled low over her bright red hair, which escaped in waves around her face. Freckles dusted her nose. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold. A scarf hung loose around her neck, half unwrapped like she had lost patience with it on the steps.

She looked like someone who had rushed through the last ten minutes of her morning, laughed through most of it, and would do it again tomorrow.

“Hi,” she said, all in one breath. “I am officially Ella Donnelly. I come with my own luggage and a shocking lack of upper body strength.”

Brett forgot to breathe.

Sydney walked straight to her and grabbed the falling tote. “Give me that. You’re about to dislocate something.”

“Probably my dignity,” Ella said. She let the bag go and pushed her hair out of her face. “This is the famous kitchen. It lives up to the hype.”

“What hype?” Marshall asked.

“The hype in my head,” she said. “I build narratives. It is a coping mechanism.”

Ethan watched her and felt that cautious knot in his chest tighten and loosen at the same time. She had a lot of energy in a small space. That could be good or bad. He had no idea which yet.

Arianna stood behind her, one hand on the handle of a suitcase. She was watching Ella too, eyes sharp, lips curved in a faint smile that did not give away much.

“This is everyone,” Arianna said. “You know Sydney.”

“Hi again,” Ella said.

“Hi again,” Sydney said.

Arianna pointed with her chin. “Marshall at the stove. Ethan is at the table. Brett by the toaster, trying not to combust spontaneously.”

Brett recovered enough to wave. “Hey. Welcome. Toast?”

Ella looked at the charred slice that popped up just then. “That toast looks like a cry for help.”

Marshall snorted. “She is not wrong.”

Brett glanced at the toaster and back at her. “We have more bread.”

“We have options,” Ella said. “That is all I need to hear.”

Ethan stood. “I can take one of those,” he said, nodding at the suitcases.

She looked at him, eyes bright. “You must be Ethan. You have the face Arianna makes when she pretends she is not worried, only less terrifying.”

He blinked. “I have no idea what that means.”

“It means you’re probably nicer than you look when you’re concentrating,” she said. “You were concentrating just now. I didn’t want to interrupt the vibe.”

Sydney laughed. “Told you she’s a lot.”

Ella turned to her. “You say that like it is a complaint.”

“It’s not,” Sydney said.

Ethan wrapped his hand around the suitcase handle. It weighed more than he expected. “You packed a whole house in here.”

“Five classes worth of books and two years of pretending I am not high maintenance,” Ella said. “Also three pairs of boots and one emotional support sweatshirt.”

Brett stepped forward. “I can take the other one.”

“You sure?” Ella asked.

His hand closed on the second handle. “Got it.”

Marshall lifted the pan off the burner. “I’ll turn this off before the kitchen burns down. Again.”

Ella stared at the pan. “Is that eggs or a warning from the universe?”

“Eat first, ask questions later,” Marshall said.

Arianna leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “We’ll feed you after we put your stuff upstairs. I told you one suitcase.”

“I know,” Ella said. “I compromised at two and a half. Growth.”

Sydney rolled her eyes. “You brought half of Claire’s dorm room.”

“Claire cries when her coffee is wrong,” Ella said. “I’m giving her space to heal.”

“That is not what happened,” Arianna said. “Her roommate situation was awful. That’s why she’s here.”

Ella shrugged. “Both things can be true.”

Ethan watched the exchange and heard the note under the jokes. Arianna had picked Ella for a reason. Ella knew it and trusted it. That alone set her apart from the last time they had done this.

“Upstairs,” Arianna said. “Then we eat. We have class in an hour.”

Sydney looped the tote strap more firmly over her shoulder. “Come on. I’ll show you the room.”

Ethan led the way up the stairs with the suitcase rolling behind him. The wheels bumped on each step. Ella followed closely, hand on the rail, still talking.

“So, ground rules for me,” she said. “What are you allergic to? What annoys you? What will make you want to push me down these stairs?”

“Slow walkers,” Marshall said behind her. “Group projects. Dishes in the sink for more than a day.”

“People who mess with the rotation without telling anyone,” Brett said.

“People who act like they are above the rules they wrote,” Ethan said before he could stop himself.

Sydney shot him a look.

Ella glanced between them. “Noted. I’ll try to walk, clean, and rotate according to house policy. That just leaves the rules I don’t know yet.”

“You’ll learn those tonight,” Arianna said.

The spare room doorway stood open. The bed was made, clean sheets tucked neatly. The dresser was empty. The closet had room. The window showed a slice of snow and the neighbor’s roof.

Ethan pulled the suitcase in and set it by the dresser. Brett set the other one beside it with a small grunt. Sydney dropped the tote on the chair.

Ella stepped into the room and stopped. Her eyes moved over the bed, the drawers, the fresh pillowcase. For a second, her expression shifted from jokes to something quieter.

“This is nice,” she said.

“Yeah,” Sydney said. “It is.”

Ella turned in a small circle. “Okay. I love it. It looks like a normal room. That’s wild.”

“What did you expect?” Ethan asked.

“Some kind of throne between two lava pits,” she said. “Red curtains. A sign on the wall that says Abandon all dignity, ye who enter here.”

Brett laughed. “We can get you a sign.”

“Please don’t,” Arianna said.

Ella dropped her backpack on the bed and bounced once. “This is so much better than quad housing. I can feel my GPA healing.”

“Unpack later,” Arianna said. “You need a tour and breakfast before class.”

Ella nodded. “Right. Focus. Tour me.”

Sydney hooked her arm through Ella’s. “Bathroom, first. So you know where to run after Marshall’s eggs.”

“That’s slander,” Marshall said.

“I’m being kind,” Sydney smirked.

They moved back into the hall. Ethan hung back for a second, looking at the room. It felt strange to see it neat, waiting for someone new. Last week, it had been boxes and stray hoodies. Before that, he hadn’t gone in much at all.

“Ethan,” Arianna said from the doorway.

“Yeah,” he said.

She studied him. “You good?”

“Getting there,” he said.

She nodded, like that was the only answer she had expected. “Come on. You can man the coffee while I talk through the morning with her.”

He almost smiled.

By the time they made it back down, the kitchen felt smaller. Ella sat at the table with a mug between her hands, inhaling the steam. Sydney perched beside her. Brett hovered on her other side, close enough to talk, far enough not to look like he was trying too hard. Marshall leaned against the counter, watching the room with a half-smile.

Ethan poured himself coffee and moved toward the end of the table. Arianna stood near the fridge, not touching anything, watching everything.

“So,” Ella said between sips. “We did the bathroom, the fire escape, the laundry machines that look older than me, and the hall scratching post that is, apparently, Brett’s wall.”

Brett frowned. “Why is it my wall?”

“Your hoodies live on that hook,” Sydney said. “You turn it into a closet every time you come in.”

“Closets are for hiding,” Ella said. “Walls are for claiming.”

“That makes no sense,” Brett said.

“It does if you have my brain,” Ella said.

“That is what worries me,” Marshall said.

Ethan watched them bounce off each other like they had all known each other longer than twenty minutes. Ella’s questions came fast, but not in a way that demanded answers. More like she was gathering pieces and seeing how they fit.

“Okay,” she said, setting her mug down. “Some fast things so everyone is on the same page. I snore sometimes, but only when I am on my back. I drink too much coffee. I am a chronic over-apologizer, working on that. I hate when people leave lights on for no reason. If I look like I am spacing out, I am probably inventing a story in my head, not plotting your death. Unless you ate my leftovers. Then it’s fifty-fifty.”

“I never eat leftovers,” Marshall said. “If you label them, you’re safe.”

“Define label,” Brett said.

“Write your name on it,” Marshall said.

“What if I draw a skull?” Brett asked.

“Then I toss it out on principle,” Marshall said.

Ella watched them with obvious delight. “This is going to be fun.”

Ethan cleared his throat. “Classes?”

She looked at him. “Oh. Right. I guess that matters.”

He waited.

“Journalism,” she said. “And psych. I am double-majoring in asking questions and overanalyzing everyone. There will be a test later.”

Sydney elbowed her. “She is taking Media Ethics with me and Mass Comm with Claire.”

“So, we can assume you’ll be home for dinner, most nights,” Arianna said. “Labs?”

“None,” Ella said. “I avoid things that require goggles and fire.”

“Good,” Arianna said. “That gives us evenings.”

Ella nodded. “I have a shift at the coffee shop on Wednesdays and Fridays. Late afternoons. I can send you my schedule if you want.”

“Yes,” Arianna said at once.

Ethan caught it. So did Ella. So did Sydney.

“Wow,” Ella said, smiling a little. “You did not hesitate at all.”

“I like information,” Arianna said.

“I like being predictable,” Ella said. “So we’re aligned.”

Sydney leaned in. “She texted me last week at eleven at night asking what kind of pillow you use.”

Arianna blinked. “What. Why.”

Ella shrugged. “I was trying to decide whether to bring my own or commit to the provided pillow. You’re a detail person. I trust detail people.”

“Flattery will not get you out of chores,” Arianna said.

“It might get me better chores,” Ella said.

“Nothing gets you better chores,” Arianna said, but the corner of her mouth shifted up.

Ethan watched, noticing the pattern. Ella met Arianna’s control with charm, never pulling away, never pushing too hard. Sydney had come in with a sharp edge. Ella came in with open palms.

“Do you have questions for us?” Ethan asked.

“Millions,” she said. “But I’m pacing myself.”

“Start with one,” he said. “See how it feels.”

She pointed at Marshall. “What is your deal?”

He raised an eyebrow. “That is a very broad question.”

“Exactly,” she said. “Open to interpretation.”

He took a sip of coffee. “I fix things. I cook so no one dies. I study, occasionally. I have better grades in practice than on paper. That’s my deal.”

She pointed at Brett. “What is your deal?”

“I have no idea,” Brett said. “I’m still figuring it out.”

She laughed. “That’s honest. I like it.”

She turned to Sydney. “Your deal, besides the obvious.”

Sydney smiled. “I am the other girl. Chem major. I work too hard. I worry too much. I used to care what people thought. I am trying not to anymore.”

“Another work in progress,” Ella said.

“Aren’t we all?” Sydney said.

Ella nodded and shifted her attention to Ethan. “Your deal?”

He felt all their eyes turn with hers.

“I clean up,” he said. “After Brett. After parties. After bad ideas.”

“After me,” Arianna said quietly.

He glanced at her. “Sometimes.”

Ella took him in like she was adding notes to a mental file. “So you’re the fixer?”

“Sometimes,” he repeated.

She pointed both hands at Arianna. “And we know your deal. You’re the boss.”

Arianna’s eyes were steady. “You agreed to that before you came.”

“I did,” Ella said. “I’m not complaining. I like people who know what they’re doing.”

Brett spoke up. “You know she is going to make you do a whole intake talk tonight, right? Rules. Expectations. Safety briefing. Emotional disclaimers.”

“Yep,” Ella said. “I already signed up for the seminar.”

Sydney tilted her head. “You nervous?”

“Of course,” Ella said. “This is the part where my life changes. I would be worried about myself if I wasn’t nervous.”

Ethan watched her say it. No false bravado. No flippant shrug. She knew what she was walking into more than he had expected.

“When does that happen?” she asked Arianna. “The talk.”

“After dinner,” Arianna said. “We have class, then we get through the day. You and I will go over everything tonight. Alone.”

Ella nodded. “Okay.”

Marshall set his empty mug in the sink. “You need a ride to campus?”

“I can walk,” Ella said.

“It’s icy,” he said.

“I can slide,” she said.

“You are not sliding on your first day here,” Arianna said. “We’ll drive.”

Ethan sighed. “Fine. Keys in ten.”

He caught Arianna’s look and understood it without words. Keeping people safe sometimes meant giving up a little control in his own day. He could do that.

The day passed in pieces. Ethan went to class, checked the house group chat between lectures, and saw the blur of messages. Ella sent a selfie of herself and Sydney outside the union, faces red from the cold, both squinting into the light. Ella attached a caption: Survivor report, day one, so far no one has died.

Brett replied with five fire emojis and a sentence about almost falling on the steps.

By late afternoon, Ethan was back in the studio. The model he was supposed to be building did not want to take shape. Every time he tried to focus, his mind drifted to the house. To the space that had opened when Jaleel left. To the new space, Ella had just stepped into without hesitating.

He lasted until early evening before he packed up and headed home.

The lights were on in the living room when he walked in. Coats hung by the door on hooks that were never empty now. Voices carried from the kitchen.

He dropped his bag on the bench and followed the sound.

Ella stood at the stove, stirring something in a pot with an expression of deep concentration. Sydney stood beside her, reading off a recipe from her phone. Brett set the table, silverware clinking in a rhythm Ethan had heard a thousand times. Marshall leaned against the counter, watching the chaos like it was free entertainment.

“What are we risking tonight?” Ethan asked.

“Pasta,” Ella said. “And my self-esteem.”

Sydney laughed. “She volunteered to cook.”

“Correction,” Ella said. “I lost a bet. I said I could carry both suitcases up the stairs without stopping. Gravity disagreed.”

“Kitchen duty,” Marshall said. “Natural consequence.”

Ethan looked into the pot. “Looks good.”

“You haven’t tasted it yet,” Ella said.

“I am trying to be supportive,” he said.

She smiled. “Noted.”

“Where is Arianna?” he asked.

“In the dining room,” Sydney said. “Pretending she is not checking the rotation for the third time.”

“I am not pretending,” Arianna called from the other room. “I am doing it.”

Ethan shook his head and walked to the doorway.

She sat at the table with a printed chart and a pen, drawing lines that only she understood at first glance. Her hair was pulled back. Her face looked calmer than it had the day before, but there was a tightness around her eyes he recognized.

“You are rearranging tonight,” he said.

“I am confirming,” she said. “Not rearranging.”

“Big difference,” he said.

“It is,” she said.

He leaned on the doorway. “You okay?”

“Don’t start,” she said.

He held up his hands. “I just asked.”

She set the pen down, then picked it up again. “Yes. I’m okay.”

“How is she?” he asked.

“Which she,” Arianna said.

“You know which,” he said.

Arianna looked toward the kitchen, where Ella’s laugh rose over the sound of boiling water. “She is exactly what I expected.”

“Is that good?” he asked.

“It depends on who you ask,” she said.

He moved to the table and sat across from her. “If I ask you.”

She hesitated. “She is loud without being careless. She wants to please without pretending she doesn’t. She is watching everything. She makes jokes so people underestimate her. She reminds me of someone I used to be.”

“Herself,” Ethan said.

“Me,” Arianna said quietly.

He saw it then. Not in Ella’s red hair or her freckles, but in the way she filled space without apologizing. In the way she met Arianna’s gaze and did not look away.

“That scares you,” he asked.

“It should,” she said. “It doesn’t yet. That worries me more.”

He thought about that. “You think you can handle two of you in the same house?”

“I handled Lucas and Jaleel,” she said. “I can handle Ella and Sydney.”

“That’s not an answer,” he said.

She picked up the pen again. “Dinner in ten. Be ready.”

He let it go. For now.

They ate around the table with plates full of pasta that was, to everyone’s relief, actually good. Ella narrated the story of her last roommate in dramatic detail, complete with hand motions. Brett contributed sound effects. Sydney corrected the timeline twice.

Marshall declared the meal “a solid nine out of ten,” which made Ella gasp like he had insulted her honor.

“Nine,” she said. “What does it take to get a ten?”

“Time,” he said. “And consistency.”

“You mean I have to cook again?” she asked.

“Definitely,” he said.

“That’s abuse,” she said.

“You’ll live,” Arianna said.

Ethan watched the table. It felt full again. Not the same as before. Not better or worse yet. Just different in a way he couldn’t measure.

When the plates were mostly empty and the conversation had dropped into a softer hum, Arianna pushed her chair back.

“Ella,” she said.

Ella looked up. “Yes.”

“Upstairs,” Arianna said. “You and me. We need to talk.”

Sydney’s eyes flicked between them. Brett stopped mid-sip. Marshall went still.

Ella wiped her mouth with a napkin and stood. “Okay.”

She looked at Ethan as she passed. For a second, her cheerful shield slipped. He saw the nerves under it.

“You’ll be fine,” he said.

“You say that like you know,” she said.

“I do,” he said. “Mostly.”

“Mostly is better than never,” she said.

She followed Arianna out of the room.

Brett leaned forward as soon as they were gone. “You think she knows what’s coming?”

“Probably,” Marshall said.

Sydney sighed. “She knows the rules on paper. That is not the same as hearing Arianna say them.”

Ethan’s chest tightened. He remembered that night. Arianna’s voice, calm and firm, laying out the terms like a contract written on the walls. His own nerves, hidden under a joke. The way the house felt bigger and smaller at the same time.

He stood. “I’ll do the dishes.”

“We can help,” Sydney said.

“I got it,” he said. “I need to move.”

They let him. Sydney and Marshall cleared plates. Brett dried. The clink and swish of cleanup filled the space where questions wanted to live.

Upstairs, the house grew quieter.

Arianna closed the door to Ella’s room and leaned against it for a second.

Ella stood near the bed, hands at her sides. Her earlier energy had settled. She still looked ready, but the joking had paused.

“So,” Ella said. “Is this the part where you revoke my pillow privileges?”

Arianna folded her arms. “No. This is the part where we make sure you know what you agreed to.”

“I do,” Ella said.

“Say it anyway,” Arianna said. “For me.”

Ella drew in a breath. “I live here now. That means I’m naked inside the house. I serve. I obey. I enjoy. If I can’t handle any of that, I say so. If I stay, I don’t pretend I didn’t know what I signed up for.”

Arianna gave a small nod. “Good. Basics are intact.”

Ella shifted her weight. “I am nervous, if that helps.”

“It does not,” Arianna said. “Nervous is expected. I want to hear what scares you.”

Ella thought about it. “Being a joke to people outside this house. Losing control of school because I can’t manage the schedule. Messing this up so badly, you all regret letting me in.”

“That last one will not happen,” Arianna said. “If anyone regrets anything, it will be you regretting us. Not the other way around.”

“That’s weirdly comforting,” Ella said.

Arianna moved to the center of the room. “Clothes off.”

Ella’s eyes flicked once to the door, then back to her. “Right now?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “Right now.”

Ella pulled the sweatshirt over her head and dropped it on the chair. Her T-shirt followed. Her jeans. She had come prepared, same as Sydney had that first day. No bra. No underwear. When she stood naked, shoulders back, chin level, she looked smaller and stronger at the same time.

Arianna looked her over, not like a man staring, but like someone taking inventory.

“This is what the house sees,” Arianna said. “All the time. You know that.”

“Yes,” Ella said.

“You have already decided how you will walk through the hall,” Arianna said. “Tell me.”

Ella swallowed once, but her voice stayed steady. “Head up. Shoulders back. I look people in the eye. I don’t cover myself with my hands like I’m ashamed. I don’t pretend I’m not scared, but I don’t show it to people who don’t deserve it.”

Arianna’s mouth curved. “Who deserves it?”

“Maybe you,” Ella said. “If you earn it.”

“I already did,” Arianna said.

Ella smiled a little. “I figured you’d say that.”

Arianna stepped closer. “We’ll go over rules again. All of them.”

“Okay,” Ella said.

“Naked inside the house,” Arianna said. “Always. Kitchen, living room, hall. Towel for the shower only. It comes off before you step into any common space. If someone knocks, you stay out of sight unless I say otherwise. If I say otherwise, you walk in like you meant to be there.”

“Yes,” Ella said.

“Rotation,” Arianna continued. “Weeknights by seniority. Marshall, Ethan, Brett. Sydney and you alternate. Weekends depend on class load and how the week went. You don’t keep score. You don’t pit one of them against the others. If two ask, you let them sort it or come to me. You don’t mediate.”

“Yes,” Ella said again.

“Consent is not negotiable,” Arianna said. “You say stop, they stop. You say no, they accept it. You don’t have to justify it in the moment. You can explain later if you want. Or not. There are no marks that show. No photos. No video. If anyone forgets that, they answer to me. You understand.”

“Yes,” Ella said. “I like that part.”

“I thought you might,” Arianna said.

She watched Ella’s face for any crack in the brave front. There was none. Just nerves and something like determination.

“You’re not a maid,” Arianna went on. “You wash what you use. You help with dishes. You keep your room clean enough that no one dies in here. You’re not a cook unless you volunteer. Marshall will not let us starve.”

“His food is good,” Ella said. “I wouldn’t risk that.”

“Classes come first,” Arianna said. “If you’re struggling, I can adjust your schedule. If someone in your major gives you trouble, you tell me. You don’t let a group project ruin your life. You don’t let some guy on campus turn this into a joke for you. If someone points at you and laughs, you walk past them. You do not give them a show.”

“I grew up in a town where gossip was a bloodsport,” Ella said. “I can handle that part.”

“I heard,” Arianna said. “That is one of the reasons you’re here.”

Ella took another breath. “Do you want me to repeat anything back?”

“I want you to tell me what you want,” Arianna said.

Ella blinked. “You mean besides passing classes and not freezing to death.”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “Why are you really here?”

Ella hesitated. This time, the answer took longer. “I’m tired of pretending I’m normal. I’m tired of acting like I don’t want more than one thing at the same time. I want to be wanted for real, not just until someone gets scared. I want to give in without feeling like an idiot. I want to belong somewhere that doesn’t lie about what it is.”

Arianna listened. It sounded familiar. Too familiar.

“Anything else?” she asked.

Ella looked her in the eye. “I want you. Not just them. I tried to be cool about it. Then I decided honesty was more efficient. So there it is.”

“I know,” Arianna said. “That is also why you’re here.”

Ella’s mouth twitched. “You’re not subtle either.”

“Subtlety is for people who don’t have time to deal with the fallout,” Arianna said. “I do.”

Ella’s shoulders loosened a fraction. “Good to know.”

Arianna stepped right in front of her. “Last part. You’re under my authority in this house. You answer to the men at night. You answer to yourself all the time. You answer to me day to day. If I say you need sleep more than sex, you go to bed. If I say you’re overextending, you listen. If I say you’re on duty, you show up. You trust that I know what I’m doing.”

Ella tilted her head. “Do you want me to say I’ll never argue?”

“I want you to agree that when I make a call, it stands until we both talk about it,” Arianna said. “You can argue in private. Not in front of the house. You can question. You can push back. But when we walk out that door, we’re aligned. No cracks for anyone else to use.”

Ella thought about it. “I can do that.”

“You sure?” Arianna asked.

“Yes,” Ella said. “I grew up in a family where everyone yelled over each other. I like this better. Fight in private. Present unified in public. It makes sense.”

Arianna nodded once. “Good.”

Ella studied her face. “You’re watching me like you expect me to break.”

“I expect you to be human,” Arianna said. “Which means you will break sometimes. My job is to make sure you don’t shatter.”

Ella smiled. “I like that job description.”

“You will like the reality less some days,” Arianna said.

Ella smiled. “I don’t scare easily.”

“We’ll see,” Arianna said.

Silence settled for a moment. The house noises filtered in through the door. Laughter downstairs. Water running. The faint clink of a fork against a plate.

Ella shifted her weight again. “Can I ask you something now?”

“Yes,” Arianna said.

“You keep saying I’ll answer to you,” Ella said. “Who do you answer to?”

Arianna almost said no one. The answer sat on her tongue.

She swallowed it.

“I answer to the house,” she said instead. “Same as you.”

Ella considered that. “You know that sounds like something you would say to avoid the real answer.”

“It is the real answer,” Arianna said.

“For now,” Ella said. “I’ll accept it.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Arianna said.

Ella grinned. “See. Charm and control can coexist.”

“Charm is a tool,” Arianna said. “Control is a structure. Do not confuse them.”

“I’ll try not to,” Ella said.

Arianna let herself smile. “You’re going to be trouble.”

“In a good way, I hope,” Ella said.

“Trouble is never good or bad by itself,” Arianna said. “It just is.”

Ella stepped a little closer, even though Arianna had not asked her to. “You know that I’m going to try my hardest to do this right, yes?”

“I know,” Arianna said.

“Then you should also know this,” Ella said. “You’ll never have to manage me.”

The words hung between them.

Arianna’s smile changed. Softer. Sharper. “You think so?”

Ella held her gaze. “I know how to handle myself. That’s the one thing I trust about me. You won’t have to babysit. You won’t have to mop up after me. I’ll make mistakes, but I’ll own them. I won’t fall apart and demand you put me back together. That’s what I meant.”

Arianna watched her for a long moment.

“You’re wrong,” she said at last, almost gently.

Ella’s brow furrowed. “About what?”

“About me never having to manage you,” Arianna said. “You might be easier than most. You might be a dream compared to some people in this house. But if you stay, I will manage you. I will watch you. I will pull you back from the edges you don’t see. That’s how this works. You may not notice it until it saves you from something. You may not like it until then.”

Ella’s throat moved as she swallowed. “You really think I’m going to need that much help?”

“I thought I didn’t,” Arianna said. “Once.”

That shut Ella up faster than anything else.

After a second, Ella nodded. “Okay. Then I will promise you this instead. I won’t fight you just to prove I don’t need you.”

“That’s a better promise,” Arianna said.

Ella’s shoulders eased. “You still think I’m like you?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “You’re a mirror of the girl I used to be. That’s why you scare me and why I brought you here.”

Ella let out a slow breath. “That is a lot of pressure.”

“It’s the truth,” Arianna said. “But I think you can handle it.”

Ella smiled again, smaller this time. “I’ll try not to disappoint you.”

Arianna stepped in and lifted Ella’s chin with two fingers. “Look at me.”

Ella did.

“You are not me,” Arianna said. “You are not here to repeat my mistakes or to fix them. You are here to live your part of this house. That is all. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Ella said.

“Good,” Arianna said.

She let go of Ella’s chin and brushed a thumb along her jaw. “Now. One last thing.”

“Yeah?” Ella said, voice a little rough.

“If you fall for anyone in this house, including me, you tell before it eats you,” Arianna said. “You don’t turn it into a secret game. You do not weaponize it. You trust that we can handle honesty even if we cannot give you the answer you want.”

Ella searched her face. “Is that what happened to you?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “More than once.”

Ella’s gaze softened. “I’ll remember that.”

“Good,” Arianna said again. “Now put your clothes in the drawer. After that, you walk downstairs naked. No dramatics. No hesitation. The house sees you as you are from the start.”

Ella nodded and moved to the suitcase. She opened it, pulled out a folded stack of shirts, and set them in the drawer with deliberate hands.

Arianna watched her work. The nervous jokes had quieted. The charm was still there, but it sat on top of something stronger. Ethan had been right. Ella would be fine. Mostly.

Arianna stepped back toward the door. “Five minutes,” she said. “Then we go down.”

“Yes,” Ella said.

“You’ll be okay,” Arianna added, softer.

Ella smiled without looking up. “I believe you.”

Arianna opened the door and stepped into the hall. For a moment, she leaned her head back against it and closed her eyes.

Another girl in the house. Another schedule to run. Another heart to protect. Another risk she had taken with everyone else’s lives.

She pushed off the door and moved toward the stairs. Voices drifted up. The living, messy part of the house waited below.

Ethan would be at the sink. Sydney at the table. Brett on the edge of his chair. Marshall pretending nonchalance. They would all look when Ella came down. They would all decide something they would not say out loud.

That was how it always started.

Arianna reached the top of the stairs, put her hand on the rail, and breathed once.

Then she heard Ella’s footsteps behind her. Light. Steady. No rush. No drag.

“Ready,” Ella asked.

Arianna turned. Ella stood there bare and unflinching, red hair loose, chin up, eyes bright.

Not a copy. Not yet. Just a reflection, waiting to see what it would show.

“Yeah,” Arianna said. “Let’s go introduce you for real.”

They descended together toward the noise and the light, the house changing with each step, whether any of them were ready for it or not.


Chapter 3 - The New Rotation

By Monday night, the house had settled into an almost normal rhythm. Coats on hooks, books spread over the coffee table, the faint buzz of a game in the background. Ella had been here just long enough to stop looking like a visitor and start looking like furniture - bright, loud furniture that moved and talked and asked too many questions.

Arianna watched her from the kitchen doorway while she wiped down the counter. Ella sat cross-legged on the floor in the living room, elbows on her knees, eyes on the screen. Marshall and Brett shared the couch, controllers in hand. Ethan sat on the far end, one ankle over his knee, pretending to watch the game but really watching the room.

Sydney had tucked herself into the corner of the couch, near Ethan, but not touching him. She laughed when everyone else laughed, groaned when Brett did something stupid in the game, and chimed in when Ella threw out a joke. It all sounded right. It just landed a little off in Arianna’s ears, like someone playing a song half a beat slow.

Ella pointed at the screen. “You can’t just run into the wall and hope it opens, Brett. That’s not how doors work.”

“I thought it was a secret passage,” Brett said. “Games have secret passages.”

“Not that one,” Marshall said, not looking away. “That’s just you being bad at steering.”

“I’m not bad at steering,” Brett said. “The controller’s busted.”

“Blame the tools,” Ethan said softly.

Ella twisted to look back at the kitchen. “Arianna, please tell them I’m the only one allowed to blame the tools. It’s my brand.”

“You’re all ridiculous,” Arianna said. “Ten minutes, then the meeting.”

Brett groaned. “We already had a meeting this week.”

“This is different,” she said.

Ella raised her hand. “Clarifying question. Is the meeting code for something hot, or is it an actual meeting with feelings and charts?”

“Mostly charts,” Arianna said.

Ella sagged. “That is unacceptable. I was promised scandal.”

“Rotation meeting,” Sydney said. “You’ll survive.”

Ella perked up again. “Oh, that. Okay, I like structure.”

“You say that now,” Marshall said.

Arianna went back to the counter and lined up the mugs by habit. Three men. Three women. One house that had already lost two anchors in one semester. Lucas is gone by choice. Jaleel is gone because he could not stand the weight anymore.

Every time she did this, the math felt a little more fragile.

They gathered around the dining table not long after. Ella sat between Sydney and Brett, shoulders relaxed, hands folded on the wood. Marshall took his usual chair closest to the kitchen. Ethan sat at the far end, like always, a little removed from the center but close enough to catch everything.

Arianna stood at the head of the table with a pen and a printed grid. Rows for days. Columns for names. She had already penciled in most of it. Tonight was about formalizing it in front of them, making sure everyone knew where they were supposed to be.

“Okay,” she said. “This is the part where we act like adults and settle the new rotation.”

Marshall raised an eyebrow. “Define adults.”

“People who can follow instructions without turning everything into a joke,” she said.

“So, not Brett,” Ethan said.

“Hey,” Brett said. “That’s hurtful.”

Ella bumped his shoulder with hers. “You’ll be fine. You can learn to be serious in small doses.”

Sydney smiled. “We can start with thirty seconds at a time.”

“Traitors,” Brett muttered.

Arianna tapped the paper with the pen. “Focus, please. With Jaleel gone, we’re down to three guys. That changes the pattern. I’m not letting it turn into a shitshow.”

“Shit shows can be fun, though,” Marshall said.

“No, it wasn’t,” she said. “The last one almost broke us.”

He held up his hands. “Fine. Structure away.”

Brett leaned forward. “Can we at least talk about it first? Like, I vote we do equal time. Nobody gets more nights than anyone else. Simple math.”

“That’s not how it works,” Arianna said.

“Why not?” Brett asked. “We’re all here, we’re all trying. Why shouldn’t it be fair?”

Ella glanced at him. “You’re really into this equal time thing.”

“Yes,” he said. “Because last semester I was always last.”

“You were not always last,” Arianna said.

“Felt like it,” he said.

“Feelings aren’t data,” she said. “And in case you didn’t notice, we’re balanced now, with three men and three women. Everyone will get equal time.”

Sydney hid a smile behind her hand. Ethan didn’t.

Marshall rubbed his forehead. “What if we did something a little lighter this time? No strict order. Check in on Sundays, see who needs what, then let people match up.”

“That’s how people get hurt,” Arianna said. “That’s how resentment builds. Someone thinks they’re getting short-changed. Someone else thinks they’re getting taken for granted. Or someone thinks they’re entitled to more. I’m not doing that again.”

“So we’re back to the corporate model,” Ethan said. “Top-down, quarterly planning, no flexibility.”

“You already know the answer,” she said.

He shook his head, but he didn’t argue yet.

Ella raised her hand again. “If this is my first board meeting, do I get a shareholder packet?”

“You get told the plan,” Arianna said. “Same as everyone.”

“I like packets, though,” Ella said.

Sydney nudged her. “She’s serious. Let her finish.”

Arianna took a breath. “Jaleel’s gone. That means the hierarchy from last semester is gone, too. We’re not pretending it’s the same. We are, however, going to keep seniority and reality in mind. Marshall’s here the most. His schedule’s the most stable. Ethan’s next. Brett’s schedule is an accident waiting to happen.”

“Rude,” Brett said.

“True,” Marshall said.

“So the rotation order is Marshall, then Ethan, then Brett,” Arianna said. “Same order every week. Nights move like before. Weeknights go by seniority. Weekends are flexible, but still need to be decided in advance. No surprises. No last-minute tug-of-war.”

Brett frowned. “But that means I’m still last.”

“It means you’re last in the order,” she said. “That’s not the same as less time. We rotate the women. It balances.”

Ella’s eyebrows went up. “We rotate the women?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “Three nights, three men, three women, one extra body every third or fourth night. Some nights there’ll be a double. Some nights, someone will be off. We’ll map it so no one feels sidelined.”

“Can we see it?” Ethan asked.

She slid the paper across the table. He grabbed it before anyone else could and scanned the grid.

“Week one,” he read. “Monday - Marshall with Ella, Sydney off, you with Brett. Tuesday - Ethan with Sydney, Ella off, you with Marshall. Wednesday - Brett with you, Ella with Ethan, Sydney off.” He paused. “You really wrote this like a flow chart.”

“Yes,” she said.

He set the paper down and pushed it toward Sydney. “Of course you did.”

Sydney traced the lines with her finger. “I get it. It’s not that different from last semester. Just different bodies.”

“More complexity,” Arianna said. “Same logic.”

Ella leaned over Sydney’s shoulder to look. “I’ve never seen my name in a schedule like this. This is weirdly flattering.”

“Don’t frame it,” Marshall said. “It’ll make house tours awkward.”

Brett squinted at the paper. “So I’m not always last.”

“No,” Arianna said. “By the end of the second week, everyone’s had the same number of nights.”

He counted under his breath, lips moving. “Okay. Fine. That’s better.”

Marshall tapped the edge of the page. “What about choosing? Any chance of that?”

“No,” Arianna said.

Ella tilted her head. “Why not?”

“Because choice becomes performance,” Arianna said. “Someone picks the same person three times in a row, and suddenly we’re staring down jealousy and insecurity and questions nobody wants to say out loud. This way, everyone gets something. Nobody gets everything.”

Sydney’s gaze flicked to Ethan, then away. “She’s right.”

Ella sat back. “I mean, it’s not the worst thing to have structure built in. Takes the guesswork out. I like knowing where I’m supposed to be.”

Brett sighed. “I like knowing someone’s supposed to be with me.”

“That too,” she said.

Ethan lifted his eyes from the paper. “What happens when reality doesn’t fit your neat grid. Someone’s sick. Someone has an exam. Someone has a mental breakdown.”

“Then we talk,” Arianna said. “We adjust. But we adjust from a plan, not from chaos.”

He watched her for a second, searching for something in her face. She held his gaze and didn’t give it away.

“Fine,” he said at last. “So long as the plan isn’t carved in stone and hung over the fireplace.”

“We don’t have a fireplace,” she said.

“Metaphor,” he said.

Brett pointed at the chart. “So tonight, who’s with who?”

“Tonight is week one, night one,” Arianna said. “Marshall and Ella. Sydney has kitchen duty with me. Ethan and Brett have dishes and whatever’s left.”

Ella looked at Marshall. “That’s fast.”

“You knew it was coming,” Arianna said.

“I did,” Ella said. “Doesn’t mean I’m not allowed to be surprised.”

“Are you complaining?” Arianna asked.

“No,” Ella said quickly. “Just observing.”

Marshall leaned back in his chair. “I’m fine with it.”

“I know you are,” Arianna said.

Sydney’s smile looked fine at first glance. Arianna saw the strain in it. The way her fingers tightened on the edge of the table.

“That works,” Sydney said. “I can help clean.”

Arianna sat down at last. “So. Everyone understands. Everyone agrees. This isn’t a negotiation every night.”

Marshall shrugged. “I get it.”

Ethan nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

Brett exhaled. “Sure. I’ll complain anyway, but yeah.”

Ella lifted her hand halfway, then dropped it. “I’m in.”

Sydney’s voice was quiet. “Me too.”

Arianna listened to the words and the spaces between them. Grudging acceptance. Some critical thinking. A little resentment. It was fine. Fine was the base they built on. It was better than open resistance.

“Good,” she said. “Then it’s settled.”

The rest of the evening revolved around that decision. People drifted to their corners. Brett disappeared into his room with music loud enough to leak under his door. Ethan went to the studio. Marshall made a shopping list and left with Ella to pick up groceries. Sydney curled up on the couch with a chemistry textbook, highlighter uncapped, eyes occasionally sliding off the page.

Arianna sat at the table with her laptop, pretending to work on a syllabus update while she watched the house realign itself.

At some point, Sydney closed her book and padded into the kitchen, still naked, hair pulled into a rough knot.

“You want help with anything?” she asked.

“In here or in general?” Arianna said.

Sydney considered. “Both.”

Arianna glanced up. “We’re under control.”

“That’s not an answer,” Sydney said.

“It is the answer you’re getting,” Arianna said.

Sydney sighed and leaned against the counter. “They like her.”

“Ella?” Arianna said.

“Yeah,” Sydney said. “You noticed?”

“I’d be worried if they didn’t,” Arianna said. “She’s part of the house now.”

Sydney toyed with the hem of the dish towel. “She slides in easily. They all laugh with her. Brett, especially.”

“Brett laughs with anyone who gives him an opening,” Arianna said. “You know that.”

“I know,” Sydney said. “It just feels different.”

“How?” Arianna asked.

Sydney shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know. Less effort. With me, it took time. With her, it’s instantaneous, it seems.”

Arianna watched her profile. The careful neutral expression. The way her throat moved when she swallowed.

“You thought you’d be the only girl they fell all over,” Arianna said.

Sydney made a face. “That’s not fair.”

“Is it wrong?” Arianna asked.

Sydney took a breath. “No.”

Arianna softened her tone. “You were the second girl in a house that had only ever had one. You changed everything. They adjusted. They’ll do it again. It doesn’t mean you’re less.”

“It feels like less,” Sydney said quietly.

Arianna reached out and tapped her knuckles against Sydney’s hand. “Then stop measuring yourself against her.”

“Easy for you to say,” Sydney murmured.

“Not really,” Arianna said. “I see myself every time I look at her.”

Sydney turned to face her. “That doesn’t bother you.”

“It should,” Arianna said. “I don’t let it.”

Sydney pressed her lips together. “You noticed her with Marshall.”

“Yes,” Arianna said.

“He lights up with her,” Sydney said. “I mean, he always jokes, but he’s different. Looser.”

“That’s the point,” Arianna said. “He needs something easy. He’s been everyone’s anchor for two semesters. Let him have one night that doesn’t feel like work.”

Sydney looked at the table, then back at Arianna. “Where does that leave me?”

“Exactly where you were this morning,” Arianna said. “In this house. In my bed when I ask. In Ethan’s head, more than he admits.”

Sydney swallowed again. “I don’t want to be jealous.”

“Then don’t be,” Arianna said.

“It doesn’t work that way,” Sydney said. “I can decide what I do. I can’t always decide what I feel.”

Arianna almost said Yes, you can. She stopped herself. She knew better.

“Feel what you feel,” she said instead. “Don’t let it run you.”

Sydney gave a small, unhappy laugh. “Everyone thinks you’re cold.”

“I know,” Arianna said.

“You’re not,” Sydney said. “You just hide it better.”

Arianna didn’t answer that. Instead, she straightened. “You’re on kitchen duty tonight. You and me. We’ll be too busy to watch the clock.”

Sydney nodded. “Okay.”

“And if you start spiraling,” Arianna added, “you tell me. You don’t pick a fight with Ella. You don’t snap at the guys. You talk to me.”

Sydney looked away. “That sounds like a lot.”

“It’s not,” Arianna said. “It’s one sentence. ‘I’m not okay.’ You can say that.”

Sydney hesitated, then nodded again. “I’ll try.”

“Good,” Arianna said. “Go study. We’ll start dinner later.”

Sydney turned to leave, then paused. “You’re sure about tonight. Ella and Marshall, I mean.”

“Yes,” Arianna said.

“You think it’s what the house needs,” Sydney said.

“Yes,” Arianna said again.

Sydney’s eyes searched her face. “What about what you need?”

Arianna forced a small smile. “I need the house stable. Everything else is optional.”

Sydney didn’t argue. She just went back to the couch, opened her textbook, and pretended to read.

Dinner went smoothly, which felt suspicious. Marshall cooked, of course. Ella chopped vegetables and narrated the process like a cooking show. Brett set the table and stole pieces of food when he thought no one was looking. Ethan took care of dishes as they accumulated, moving quietly, efficiently, eyes flicking up every time Ella laughed too loudly.

They ate, talked about classes, and avoided talking about rotation. The schedule sat on the fridge, held by two magnets, a quiet reminder that the night had already been decided.

After the plates were cleared, Arianna clapped her hands once.

“Okay,” she said. “Marshall, Ella, you’re done with chores. The rest of us have cleanup.”

Brett groaned. “What? Why?”

“Seniority has its perks,” Marshall said, pushing back his chair.

“It really does,” Ella said cheerfully.

Sydney forced a laugh. “Go. Before I change my mind and make you scrub pans.”

“You don’t scare me yet,” Ella said.

“Give it time,” Sydney said.

Marshall put his hand on Ella’s lower back as they left the kitchen. It was a simple, casual touch. Arianna saw the way Sydney’s eyes followed it. Saw the flicker in Ethan’s jaw when Marshall’s door clicked shut upstairs a minute later.

Brett stacked plates loudly. “Well. That’s happening.”

“Less commentary, more rinsing,” Arianna said.

Ethan ran the tap. Sydney loaded the dishwasher. Brett dried. The noise of normal work filled the space where everyone’s thoughts wanted to leak out.

Arianna watched their faces while they moved. Brett looked restless but not crushed. Ethan looked tired. Sydney’s cheeks were flushed, though she had not been near the stove.

“You okay?” Arianna asked her quietly when Brett stepped into the hall with a stack of clean plates.

Sydney kept her eyes on the rack. “I will be.”

“That isn’t what I asked,” Arianna said.

Sydney exhaled. “No. Not really.”

“Do you want to stop for a minute?” Arianna asked.

“No,” Sydney said. “If I stop, I’ll think. If I think, I’ll imagine what’s happening upstairs. I’d rather wash forks.”

Arianna nodded once. “Forks it is.”

Ethan glanced between them. “If you want to talk, I can take over.”

Sydney shook her head. “I don’t want to talk. I want to pretend this is fine.”

“It is fine,” Arianna said. “Even if it feels weird.”

Sydney wiped her hands on the towel. “You really believe that?”

“Yes,” Arianna said.

Ethan’s voice was soft. “You always do.”

She let that pass.

Upstairs, behind a closed door, the house shifted again.

Marshall leaned back against his headboard and watched Ella pace the small space between his bed and the dresser. She was naked, of course, hair loose around her shoulders, hands moving when she talked, even though she was not saying much.

“So,” she said. “This is weird.”

He smiled. “You keep saying that.”

“It keeps being true,” she said. “First night. First rotation. First time I’m upstairs with you and not just stealing your spatula.”

“You stole my spatula?” he asked.

“Borrow,” she corrected. “I borrow. With intent to return.”

He shook his head. “You’re a menace.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” she said.

“It’s an observation,” he said.

She stopped pacing and looked at him. “You’re calm.”

“Usually,” he said.

“I don’t mean like that,” she said. “I mean right now. You’re calm about this.”

“Should I not be?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe you should be more dramatic. Throw some thunder and lightning around. Make a speech. Something.”

“We don’t have thunder in here,” he said. “Just crappy wiring.”

She laughed, finally settling on the edge of the bed. “You’re not nervous?”

“A little,” he said honestly. “You’re new. New is always a little nerve-wracking. But I’ve done this before. I know what works.”

She tilted her head. “And what works?”

“Talking,” he said. “Listening. Not trying to turn it into a performance for someone who isn’t here.”

Her face sobered at that. “You mean like playing to the room downstairs?”

“Something like that,” he said. “This is for you and me. Not for them.”

She nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”

“Good,” he said. “Because if it didn’t, we’d need to have a longer talk.”

“I can handle a long talk,” she said. “I’m an expert rambler.”

“I’ve noticed,” he said.

She smiled again, softer this time. “I’m glad it’s you first.”

“Yeah?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “You’re steady. You make jokes so no one sees you watching everything. You fix things. I like that.”

He felt something in his chest loosen at the words. It had been a long time since someone had said anything like that without wanting something in return.

“You make it sound like I’m a walking toolbox,” he said.

“You are,” she said. “In a good way.”

He reached for her hand. She let him take it. Her fingers were warm, a little shaky.

“Tell me if anything feels off,” he said. “You don’t have to impress anyone in here.”

She sucked in a breath and let it out. “Okay.”

Downstairs, the sounds seeped through the ceiling eventually. Not loud. Not brutal. Just the muffled rhythm of bodies and the occasional laugh that drifted down between floorboards.

Brett looked up from the couch. “Well, there it is.”

Sydney stared at the TV without seeing it. “Yep.”

Ethan sat in the armchair with his phone in his hand and his attention elsewhere. “You can put headphones on,” he said.

“That feels worse,” Sydney said. “Like I’m hiding from my own life.”

Arianna sat across from them, legs folded under her, back straight. She heard the sounds too. She had heard them so many nights in so many combinations that they should have faded into background noise by now.

They didn’t.

“You knew this was coming,” she said.

“I know,” Sydney said. “It’s one thing to know. Another to hear it.”

Brett fidgeted with the throw pillow in his lap. “At least she’s having fun.”

Sydney’s jaw tightened. “Is she?”

Ethan looked at her. “Ella’s not stupid. If she didn’t want to be there, she wouldn’t be.”

“I know,” Sydney said. “I’m not mad at her.”

“Who are you mad at?” Arianna asked.

Sydney thought for a second. “Myself. Mostly. For not being as chill as I thought I was.”

“You don’t have to be chill,” Arianna said. “You just have to be honest.”

Sydney’s eyes flicked to her. “You’re very into honesty tonight.”

“I’m always into honesty,” Arianna said. “You’re just noticing it more.”

Brett leaned his head back. “Can we please talk about something else. I feel like I’m eavesdropping on my own show.”

“Then go to your room,” Ethan said.

“And do what?” Brett asked. “Stare at the wall while they go at it?”

“Read a book,” Ethan said. “Play a game. Call your mom.”

Brett groaned. “Yeah, that’s the move. ‘Hey, Mom, I’m fine, my house is fine, there’s just some light group sex happening overhead, how’s the weather?’”

Sydney laughed despite herself. “Please don’t say that.”

Arianna let the laugh sit for a moment. It eased the tightness in the room.

“They’re fine,” she said quietly. “Marshall knows what he’s doing. Ella knows what she wants. This is good for them.”

“Good for them,” Sydney repeated.

“And for the house,” Arianna said. “We’ve been carrying so much weight. We need some nights that aren’t heavy.”

Sydney looked at her hands. “Then why use them to show me what I’m not?”

Arianna’s chest tightened. “That isn’t what this is.”

“It feels like it,” Sydney said.

Ethan leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Sydney.”

“What?” she asked.

“You’re still you,” he said. “You’re still the girl who walked in here and turned everything upside down. Ella doesn’t erase that.”

Sydney swallowed. “You say that now.”

“I’ll say it again tomorrow,” he said.

Brett nodded. “Same. You’re not going anywhere.”

She looked at him. “You like her, though.”

“Of course I like her,” he said. “She’s hilarious. And hot. And weird. But I also like you. This is not a contest.”

“Arianna made it not a contest,” Ethan said. “On purpose. That’s the point of the rotation. Nobody wins. Nobody loses.”

Arianna caught his eye and saw the unspoken question there. She looked away first.

Sydney puffed out a breath. “Okay. Fine. I’m being dramatic.”

“You’re being human,” Arianna said.

Sydney’s mouth twisted. “Same thing, sometimes.”

They fell quiet again. The sounds from above rose and faded. Eventually, the rhythm shifted, slowed, stopped.

Brett exhaled loudly. “Thank God.”

Ethan stood. “I’m going to bed.”

Sydney followed his movement with her eyes. “With who?”

“Just me,” he said. “I have a project due. No one’s scheduled with me tonight. Remember.”

“Oh,” she said. “Right.”

Arianna watched the way her shoulders dropped in relief and disappointment at the same time.

“Sleep,” Arianna said. “All of you. Tomorrow starts the real week.”

Brett pushed himself up. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be in my room, not thinking about anything happening in this house, ever again.”

“Liar,” Marshall’s voice called faintly from upstairs, muffled through the floor.

They all jolted, then laughed.

Sydney shook her head. “Of course he heard that.”

“Walls are thin,” Arianna said. “Remember that.”

Ethan went down the hall. Brett disappeared after him. Sydney lingered for a second.

“You coming up?” she asked Arianna.

“In a bit,” Arianna said.

Sydney nodded and turned toward the stairs.

Alone in the living room, Arianna lay back on the couch and stared at the ceiling. The house had gone quieter. The last echoes of Marshall and Ella’s laughter filtered down, then faded into the ordinary creaks and hums of an old building.

She pictured them upstairs. Marshall, relaxed in a way she hadn’t seen since before Homecoming. Ella, open and unafraid, making jokes even as she handed over control. It was exactly what he needed. A night that wasn’t about carrying someone else’s crisis. A night that was just pleasure and connection and ease.

Exactly what the house needed. A reminder that this wasn’t all weight and consequence and gossip. That there was still joy in the experiment.

It was also exactly what would pull at the seams if she wasn’t careful.

Ella would fit with them too well. Marshall would remember what it felt like to have someone who gave without needing him to hold everything together. Brett would fall hard for anyone who laughed at his jokes and listened when he talked. Ethan would watch all of it and tuck his feelings away until they hardened into something heavier.

Sydney would look at all of them and wonder where she fit now that she wasn’t the new variable.

Arianna let her eyes close for a moment.

She had set this in motion. Again. She had drawn the lines, written the schedule, put Marshall and Ella together first because she believed in the logic of it.

Logic didn’t always care about hearts.

Upstairs, a door opened and closed. Footsteps crossed the hall. Voices murmured too low to make out words. The house shifted back into its usual nighttime shape.

Arianna opened her eyes and sat up. She walked to the fridge, glanced at the schedule one more time, then turned off the kitchen light.

Tomorrow night, it would be her and Ethan. The night after that, Brett and someone. The pattern would continue. The rotation would hold.

Unless it didn’t.

She headed for the stairs, bare feet quiet on the wood, and told herself the same thing she always did when the game tilted a little more dangerously.

She was still in control.

She had to be.


Chapter 4 — Sydney and Ella

By Wednesday the snow had started to melt. The sidewalks around Crestmore were a mix of slush and salt, the kind that soaked through shoes and left white rings around the edges. Inside the house, the air had that lazy midweek quiet that came when no one wanted to start anything serious.

Arianna stood at the kitchen sink, rinsing out a mug, and heard Sydney’s voice drift from the living room.

“Girls’ night,” she said. “Non-negotiable.”

There was laughter. Ella’s.

“What does that mean?” Ella asked. “Like, movies and popcorn, or are we going to build emotional intimacy until someone cries?”

Sydney grinned. “Both. Probably.”

“Perfect,” Ella said. “I brought terrible wine.”

“Good,” Sydney said. “I brought bad judgment.”

Arianna let the water run for a second longer than she needed. She had known this would happen sooner or later. Sydney was drawn to Ella like gravity, and Ella had that kind of warmth that made everyone else orbit without realizing it.

When Arianna turned off the faucet and wiped her hands, she caught her reflection in the window. Calm face. Neutral mouth. The look she’d perfected over months of pretending that nothing got under her skin.

It didn’t fool her for a second.

She walked toward the living room and stopped at the doorway.

The two of them sat on the couch with a blanket thrown across their legs. Sydney had a bottle open on the coffee table. Two mismatched mugs instead of wine glasses. A bowl of popcorn that looked like it had been attacked. Ella had kicked her legs up, bare feet resting on the edge of the couch, hair loose around her shoulders.

They looked comfortable. Too comfortable.

“What’s this?” Arianna asked, leaning against the doorframe.

“Girls’ night,” Sydney said. “House rule. You can supervise if you want.”

“I don’t supervise,” Arianna said.

“That’s a lie,” Ella said. “You supervise everything.”

Arianna smiled. “Only when it matters.”

“It matters tonight,” Sydney said. “We’re rebalancing energy.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?” Arianna asked.

Ella lifted her mug. “That’s what she called it. I just showed up with the drinks.”

Arianna folded her arms. “You know the rotation doesn’t include side projects.”

“It’s not a side project,” Sydney said. “It’s maintenance.”

“Of what?” Arianna asked.

Sydney looked right at her. “Us.”

The word landed heavier than it should have. Arianna didn’t answer. She walked to the arm of the couch, reached for the popcorn, and took a handful.

“I didn’t approve a night off,” she said.

“You didn’t disapprove either,” Sydney said. “We checked the schedule. It’s open.”

Ella nodded, pretending to look serious. “We’re being responsible degenerates.”

“An impressive combination,” Arianna said.

“Thank you,” Ella said. “I’m multi-talented.”

Arianna’s eyes moved between them. Sydney’s posture was loose, legs tucked under her, face relaxed in a way it hadn’t been since last semester. Ella leaned close enough that their shoulders touched, not by accident.

Sydney noticed Arianna watching and smiled, that half-daring, half-inviting look she used when she wanted to be read as confident. “You can join us,” she said. “It’s not an exclusive club.”

Arianna shook her head. “I have work.”

“Liar,” Sydney said.

“True,” Ella said. “She lies better than I do, though.”

Arianna ignored that. She stepped closer to the couch and reached for the wine bottle. “You’re starting early.”

“It’s late somewhere,” Ella said.

Sydney laughed and passed her mug over. “Sit for five minutes. You can go back to being the boss after that.”

Arianna hesitated. Five minutes wouldn’t hurt. She sat on the arm of the couch and took a sip. It was cheap wine, sharp at the back of her throat. She remembered nights like this in the beginning, before everything had names and rules.

Ella leaned back against the cushion. “So what do we talk about? Feelings? Sex? The political implications of group living?”

“Dealer’s choice,” Sydney said. “I’m tired of the boys running every conversation.”

“I run the conversations,” Arianna said.

“Exactly,” Sydney said. “You’re not a boy.”

“Thank you,” Arianna said dryly.

Ella nudged Sydney’s leg with her knee. “You’re not going to make her play truth or dare, are you?”

“Maybe,” Sydney said. “Truth’s faster.”

“Ask her something, then,” Ella said.

Sydney turned to Arianna. “Fine. Why’d you pick me first last year?”

Arianna blinked. “That’s the question?”

“It’s one of them,” Sydney said. “You could’ve chosen anyone. You chose me.”

Arianna took another sip. “Because I thought you could handle it.”

“That’s not an answer,” Sydney said.

Arianna shrugged. “It’s the only one I have,” she added.

Ella looked between them, interest flickering in her eyes. “Define handle it.”

“She didn’t fall apart,” Arianna said. “She understood what we were building.”

Sydney tilted her head. “What were we building?”

“You tell me,” Arianna said.

“I thought you knew,” Sydney said softly.

“I knew what I wanted,” Arianna said. “That’s not the same thing.”

The air went quieter. Ella leaned back, sensing the shift. “You two are very intense for a girls’ night.”

“We started intense,” Sydney said.

“You can start over,” Ella said. “It’s allowed.”

Sydney smiled at her. “You’re full of rules for someone who just moved in.”

“I adapt fast,” Ella said.

“I’ve noticed,” Sydney said.

The way she said it made Arianna’s stomach tighten. It wasn’t just teasing. There was warmth in it.

Arianna stood. “I’ll let you two rebalance the universe. Don’t make a mess.”

Sydney looked up. “We’re not children.”

“Sometimes you are,” Arianna said.

She walked out before either of them could answer.

In the kitchen, she poured herself a glass of water and leaned against the counter. She could still hear their voices through the wall, lower now, the kind of tone that slipped between laughter and something heavier.

She told herself it didn’t matter. The rotation was balanced. The rules were clear. What they did for fun was their business.

But she knew how it started. Always laughter first. Then curiosity. Then heat.

She had created the framework. She couldn’t be surprised when they started testing its edges.

Later, she went upstairs. The door to Sydney’s room was half closed, light spilling into the hall. She meant to walk past. She didn’t.

Inside, Sydney sat cross-legged on the bed, still naked, hair messy, cheeks flushed. Ella lay beside her, head propped on one hand.

Arianna stopped in the doorway.

“You’re supposed to knock,” Sydney said, smiling faintly.

“I own the door,” Arianna said.

“Ownership’s complicated,” Ella said.

Arianna looked at her. “Do you ever stop talking?”

“Not when it’s this much fun,” Ella said.

Sydney reached out and brushed a lock of hair from Ella’s face. The movement was small, but it carried weight.

Arianna watched, pride mixing with something sharper. Sydney had come so far from the shy girl who’d walked into the house trying to prove she belonged. Now she didn’t ask for permission. She took what she wanted.

It should have made Arianna proud. It did. And it made her jealous.

She stepped inside and closed the door. “What’s going on here?”

Sydney didn’t look away from Ella. “Girls’ night, like I said.”

“That what we’re calling it?” Arianna asked.

Ella’s eyes gleamed. “What would you call it?”

“I’d call it impulsive,” Arianna said. “And predictable.”

Sydney leaned back against the headboard. “Predictable isn’t bad.”

“It is when it ends badly,” Arianna said.

“You think it will?” Sydney asked.

“I think I’ve seen this before,” Arianna said.

“Maybe it’s different this time,” Sydney said.

Arianna’s voice softened. “You sound like me when I thought that.”

Sydney smiled, slow and sure. “Then maybe you taught me too well.”

“I taught you not to fall in love,” Arianna said.

“Then you taught me wrong,” Sydney said.

The room went still.

Ella glanced between them, eyes wide, mouth parted like she was afraid to breathe.

Arianna felt something cold slide through her chest. “You think love will make this easier?”

“I think it makes it real,” Sydney said.

“It makes it messy,” Arianna said.

“Everything’s already messy,” Sydney said. “You’re just better at hiding it.”

Arianna’s voice came out quiet. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Yes, I do,” Sydney said. “I’m choosing.”

Ella sat up slowly, blanket slipping down her legs. “Do you want me to go?”

“No,” Sydney said quickly. “Stay.”

Arianna looked at her. “You’re sure?”

“Yes,” Sydney said.

Arianna stared at them both, the image imprinting itself in her mind. Sydney with her chin lifted, Ella beside her with that open, fearless curiosity.

The house had changed again, and she hadn’t stopped it.

Arianna turned toward the door. “You’ll regret this,” she said quietly.

Sydney’s voice followed her. “Maybe. But it’ll be mine to regret.”

Downstairs, the house was silent. The only sound was the hum of the radiator and the faint creak of pipes. Arianna sat at the table, staring at the schedule still pinned to the fridge. The lines she’d drawn looked too clean now, too neat for the chaos that had already started spilling out of them.

She’d built the rules to keep everyone safe. To keep herself safe. But Sydney was right. Everything was already messy.

Upstairs, she heard laughter again, soft and breathless.

She closed her eyes.

She didn’t know whether to smile or break something.

Either way, the crack had opened.

And this time, she wasn’t sure she could close it.


Chapter 5 – Rumors Reloaded
 

The pictures hit campus before Ethan had finished his first cup of coffee.

He stood at the kitchen counter, phone in one hand, mug in the other, scrolling through the group chat while the coffee cooled. Marshall had dropped the link at seven forty, with a single word.

Again.

Ethan tapped it. A Crestmore meme account loaded, top post highlighted in red:

BETA HOUSE SEASON 2?

Underneath, three photos.

First, Arianna, Sydney, and Ella leaving the front door together, coats open, hair a mess, bare legs under long shirts that did not hide much. Arianna’s hand on the handle, head turned toward Sydney. Sydney laughing at something, eyes half closed. Ella mid sentence, mouth open, red hair bright even in the gray light.

Second, a zoomed shot of Sydney and Ella walking down the steps. Sydney barefoot, shoes in her hand. Ella’s arm around her waist, pulling her closer so she did not slip. Their heads leaned together.

Third, a rear shot. All three of them as they crossed the sidewalk. The caption under it said:

Geeks still winning or just lost control? Sound off.

Comments ran underneath. Dozens. Then hundreds.

He skimmed.

New girl hotter than the last one.
Are they renting the girls now or is it a loyalty program.
That blonde’s in my lab. She sits like she forgot how chairs work.
Pretty sure the redhead works at Copper Mug, confirm?
Imagine living with that and still striking out. Could not be me.

His jaw clenched. He did not even look for his name. He knew how it went. They never tagged the guys. They did not have to.

Footsteps came down the stairs. Brett shuffled in, hair sticking up, T shirt twisted, shorts low on his hips. He went straight to the cabinet, grabbed cereal, then stopped when he saw Ethan’s face.

“What’s up?” Brett asked. “We out of coffee?”

“Check your phone,” Ethan said.

“I left it upstairs,” Brett said. “What happened, did someone die?”

Ethan slid the phone across the counter. “Look.”

Brett leaned in. His expression went from curious to wide eyed in about one second.

“That’s us,” he said. “Well, them. That’s our house.”

“Yeah,” Ethan said.

Brett scrolled. “Oh, come on.”

He read the caption aloud, badly. “Beta House Season 2. Are we a TV show now?”

“Feels like it,” Ethan said.

Brett opened the comments. His eyes jumped from line to line. His mouth tightened. “What the hell.”

He kept reading anyway.

He saw the one Ethan had already seen and tried not to think about.

Imagine being the short dude in the back while your girl walks around naked for the whole campus.

“Which one,” Brett muttered. “Which short dude. There’s three of us.”

“Could be any of us,” Ethan said.

“Yeah, no kidding,” Brett said. “These people need hobbies.”

He set the phone down harder than necessary. “It’s just like last semester.”

“Worse,” Ethan said. “Now they know it’s not a rumor.”

Brett dragged a hand through his hair. “You tell Arianna yet?”

“Marshall sent the link,” Ethan said. “She knows.”

As if on cue, Arianna walked into the kitchen, already dressed, hair up, towel around her shoulders from the shower. Sydney came behind her, still in an oversized T shirt, eyes half awake.

Ella followed, humming under her breath, hair in a messy bun, hoodie unzipped over her body like it was a suggestion, not coverage.

They all looked at the same time. The phone on the counter. The meme still open.

Arianna’s face went blank first. “Let me see.”

Ethan handed it over.

She took in all three pictures, no flinch, no sound. Her thumb moved once to scroll. The comments loaded. She did not react to the words, at least not on the outside.

Sydney leaned over her shoulder, slower. “Oh.”

Ella stepped closer. “Wow. That’s a lot.”

Brett watched them. “They took those from across the street, right? Someone had to be waiting.”

“No,” Ethan said. “Someone lives on this block with a long lens and too much time.”

“Public street,” Arianna said quietly. “They can take what they want.”

Sydney’s mouth pressed into a line. “Are you serious?”

“Legally, yes,” Arianna said. “Emotionally, no.”

Ella squinted at the first photo. “My hair looks great.”

Brett stared at her. “That’s your takeaway?”

She shrugged. “Publicity’s still attention.”

Ethan shot her a look. “You’re not helping.”

She frowned at him. “I’m not trying to help. I’m trying not to panic.”

Sydney did not laugh. She kept staring at the picture of herself barefoot on the steps. “I thought we were careful.”

“We were careful,” Arianna said. “They were just more patient.”

“So what now?” Brett asked. “We just let everyone talk?”

“That’s what people do,” Arianna said. “We go to class. We live our lives. We don’t give them more content.”

“Too late,” Brett muttered.

Arianna heard it. “You have something to say?”

“Yeah,” he said. “This is going to suck.”

“That’s not new,” Ethan said.

Arianna put the phone face down on the counter. “We keep our heads down. No fights. No scenes. No feeding the trolls.”

Brett snorted. “Yeah. Sure.”

She turned to him. “I mean it. Whatever you hear today, you let it go. The last thing we need is campus security in our lives again.”

Brett looked like he wanted to argue. He did not. “Fine.”

Ethan could see the tension in his shoulders. It looked like a string pulled tight. One more tug and it would snap.

Ethan’s first class passed in a blur. Lecture. Slides. Notes he would barely read later. He felt his phone buzz twice in his pocket. Group texts, probably. He did not check.

By the time he cut across the quad toward the next building, his jaw hurt from clenching it. Conversations floated around him. Snatches of words. Beta. House. Girls.

He kept walking.

His second class of the day was in the big older lecture hall, the one with uncomfortable chairs and bad sound. He did not see Brett at first and felt a small pull of relief. Maybe Brett had gone back to the house. Maybe he had listened to Arianna.

Then he spotted him three rows up. Hoodie on. Hood down. Sitting on the aisle.

Of course.

Ethan took a seat halfway down the column. Close enough to watch. Not close enough to be obvious.

Two guys sat behind Brett. He recognized one from last semester. Tall. Baseball cap. Loud laugh that carried. The other wore a fraternity hoodie. Ethan didn’t know his name, but he knew the type. They were already talking before the professor arrived. At first it was about the class. Assignment due dates. Someone’s car.

Then an all too familiar word cut through.

“Did you see that Beta post?” Cap asked.

“Yeah,” Frat Hoodie said. “Those girls are wild.”

“New redhead’s an upgrade,” Cap said. “Hotter than the blonde, for sure.”

“Which blonde?” Frat Hoodie asked. “There’s two.”

“The lab one,” Cap said. “She sat in front of me last week. No bra, zero shame. I almost failed the quiz.”

They laughed.

Ethan felt his stomach twist. He watched Brett’s shoulders stiffen.

“They’re definitely getting paid,” Frat Hoodie said. “No way you live like that for free.”

“Or they’re just freaks,” Cap said. “Nerd guys getting their lives run by sex addicts from the honors dorm.”

“Imagine being the dude who cleans up after that,” Frat Hoodie said. “Like, sorry your girlfriends belong to the internet now.”

Brett turned around. “Shut up.”

The words came out louder than they needed to. Heads turned nearby.

Cap blinked. “What?”

“I said shut up,” Brett repeated. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Frat Hoodie looked him over. “Oh. You’re one of them.”

He said it like it was a joke.

Brett’s face went red. “One of who?”

“One of the Beta boys,” Cap said. “Nice. So which one do you get? Or do you just watch?”

His tone was light, but the words were not.

Ethan was on his feet before he decided to move. “Brett.”

Brett ignored him. “They’re not what you think they are.”

“We saw the pictures,” Frat Hoodie said. “They’re exactly what we think they are.”

“You don’t know them,” Brett said. “You don’t get to talk like that.”

Cap raised his hands in mock surrender. “Relax, man. We’re just having fun.”

“You think it’s funny?” Brett asked.

Ethan moved down the row, hand out. “Let it go.”

Brett’s eyes flashed. “No. I’m done letting it go.”

“Smart,” Frat Hoodie said. “Tell us how it works. Do you schedule turns or is it like, first come, first served?”

A few people laughed. Not many, but enough.

Brett’s fist tightened on the edge of his desk. “Say something like that again.”

Frat Hoodie leaned back. “Or what?”

“Brett.” Ethan’s voice sharpened. “Walk away.”

Cap snorted. “Yeah, Brett. Walk away. Go write in your feelings journal.”

It was not the worst thing anyone had said about them. Ethan had heard worse. He had learned to swallow it.

Brett was not there yet.

“Fuck you,” Brett said.

He stood and took one step toward them. Cap stood too, eyes bright.

“Careful,” Cap said. “You hit me and I’m taking those girls down with you.”

That did it.

Brett swung. It was not a great punch, a little wide, fueled more by anger than technique. It connected with Cap’s jaw anyway.

The crack of knuckles on bone echoed across the lecture hall. People gasped. Someone said, “Shit.”

Frat Hoodie surged up from his seat and swung back. His fist caught Brett across the cheek. Brett stumbled, hit the edge of the desk behind him, and nearly went down.

Ethan grabbed him before he fell, wrapping an arm around his chest and pulling him back.

“Enough,” Ethan said.

Cap’s hand touched his jaw, eyes wide. “He hit me.”

“You asked for it,” Brett said, trying to lunge forward again.

Ethan held him tighter. “Stop. Brett, stop.”

The professor finally looked up from his laptop at the front of the room. “Hey. What’s going on back there?”

“Nothing,” Ethan said. “It’s fine.”

“He assaulted me,” Cap said loudly.

A murmur rippled through the room. Phones came out. Screens lit up. Ethan’s stomach sank. This was exactly what Arianna had worried about.

“Everyone sit down,” the professor said. “Now.”

Frat Hoodie wiped his knuckles on his jeans, glaring. “He’s crazy.”

“Sit down,” Ethan said in Brett’s ear. “Do not give them anything else.”

Brett’s chest heaved. For a second Ethan thought he would swing anyway. Then he sagged and let Ethan push him back into his seat.

Cap sat too, grumbling under his breath.

The professor frowned. “If there’s a problem, we can have campus security handle it.”

“There’s no problem,” Ethan said. “We’re good.”

He met Cap’s eyes. There was a lot in that look. Pride. Anger. Calculations.

Cap turned away. “Whatever.”

The professor hesitated, then went back to the projector. “Let’s get started.”

One by one, phones disappeared. Or at least pointed toward the front, not the back. The show was over. For now.

Ethan sat slowly. His heart pounded. His hand still gripped the back of Brett’s chair.

Brett stared straight ahead, jaw clenched.

“You alright?” Ethan asked quietly.

“No,” Brett said.

Ethan believed him.

They walked out together after class. Ethan kept a hand near Brett’s shoulder like he expected him to bolt. The hallway smelled like old books and floor cleaner. Students moved past them in both directions, some glancing their way, some pretending not to stare.

Brett touched his cheek and winced. A red mark was already forming. “How bad is it?”

“Not as bad as it feels,” Ethan said. “You’ll bruise.”

“Great,” Brett said. “Add that to the highlight reel.”

They reached the steps. Outside, the cold hit them in the face.

“You know they’re gonna talk,” Brett said.

“They were already talking,” Ethan said.

“Yeah, but now they have more,” Brett said. “Beta boy loses his shit over housegirls, film at eleven.”

Ethan blew out a breath. “You want me to lie and say they won’t post about it?”

“No,” Brett said. “I want to not care. I can’t get there.”

“You will,” Ethan said. “Or you’ll learn to pretend.”

Brett barked a short laugh. “You’re really good at that.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said. It did not feel like a compliment.

Brett stopped on the sidewalk. “They talk about you too, you know. Not just me.”

“I know,” Ethan said.

“They call you a cuck,” Brett said. “Behind your back. They think Arianna runs your life.”

“She does,” Ethan said. “More than I like. Less than they think.”

Brett looked at him, searching his face. “That doesn’t bother you?”

“Of course it does,” Ethan said. “I just pick my battles.”

“I picked mine,” Brett said. “And I lost.”

Ethan looked at the bruise, the way Brett’s shoulders curled in like he was trying to protect himself from everything at once.

“You’re not the only one paying for this,” Ethan said. “Remember that.”

Brett set his jaw. “Then why does it feel like I’m the only one getting hit?”

Ethan had no good answer.

Arianna waited in the living room that afternoon.

Word had traveled fast. Marshall had texted him before Ethan even left the building.

He hit a guy?
​Yeah.
​You with him?
​Yeah.
​Bring him home.

So Ethan did.

Brett walked in first, hands shoved into his pockets, hood up. The bruise on his cheek had darkened by the time they reached the house. A small cut sat at the corner of his lip.

Marshall stood near the window with his arms folded. Ella sat on the arm of the couch, one leg swinging. Sydney perched in the corner of the coffee table, knees drawn up.

Arianna stood by the bookshelf. She looked like she had not moved in twenty minutes.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Brett said. “I tripped.”

“Try again,” she said.

He rolled his eyes. “Some guy ran into my face with his fist.”

“Brett,” Ethan said quietly.

Brett shrugged. “Fine. I hit him first. You happy?”

Arianna’s jaw flexed. “Who?”

“I don’t know his name,” Brett said. “Some fraternity asshole. His friend was talking shit.”

“What did he say?” Arianna asked.

“Stuff,” Brett said. “The usual. About the girls. About all of us.”

“Be specific,” Arianna said.

Brett’s hands closed into fists again. “He called them freaks. Said the guys here must be pathetic to put up with it. Asked if we took turns or if we just watched.”

Ella’s nose wrinkled. “Creative.”

Sydney looked at the floor.

“And you hit him?” Arianna said.

“Yeah,” Brett said. “Right in his smug face.”

“Then he hit you,” Ethan added.

“Fine,” Brett said. “We both got a shot.”

Arianna exhaled slowly. “Were there phones?”

“Probably,” Ethan said. “It was a big lecture. People love drama.”

“Did campus security get involved?” Marshall asked.

“Not yet,” Ethan said. “Professor shut it down. No one came in.”

“Yet,” Arianna repeated.

She moved closer, eyes on Brett’s cheek. “You could’ve broken something.”

“Good,” Brett said. “Then he’d remember.”

“I don’t care about him,” Arianna said. “I care about you bringing more attention back here.”

Brett stared at her. “You care about attention more than my face?”

“I care about all of it,” she said. “That’s the problem.”

His mouth twisted. “You told me this morning not to react. I tried. I sat there listening to them call you names, and Sydney, and Ella, like you’re some kind of circus, and I tried to let it go. I couldn’t.”

“You could have walked out,” she said.

“And then they’d call me a coward,” Brett said. “They’d still post anyway.”

“So you think hitting him was better?” she asked.

“Yes,” Brett said. “For five seconds I felt like I did something.”

“And now?” she asked.

He hesitated. “Now I feel like shit.”

“Good,” she said softly. “You should.”

Ethan shifted. “Arianna.”

She looked at him. “What?”

He met her eyes. “He’s not the only one who screwed up today.”

Her gaze sharpened. “You want to explain that?”

“You built this,” he said. “The house. The rules. The secrecy that isn’t secret. You knew what would happen if this got out.”

“I did,” she said. “Which is why I told him not to make it worse.”

Brett’s voice rose. “So it’s on me now? It’s my impulses that are the problem?”

“Yes,” she snapped. “Because you should know better.”

He flinched. So did Sydney.

Arianna closed her eyes for half a second, then opened them again. Her voice was calmer when she spoke. “You can’t keep doing this. Flying off the handle every time someone says something ugly. We don’t have the luxury of indulging your impulsive behavior.”

Brett laughed, short and bitter. “You think it’s that easy?”

“I know it’s not,” she said. “I still need you to try.”

“What if I’m tired of trying?” he asked.

The room went quiet.

Marshall stepped in. “Okay. Everyone take a breath.”

“No,” Brett said. “She needs to hear this.”

Arianna straightened. “I’m listening.”

“You keep saying we,” Brett said. “We don’t have the luxury. We have to live with the rumors. But you built this. You decided you wanted another housegirl. Then another. You decided we should all live like this and pretend the world will get it.”

“The world doesn’t have to get it,” she whispered.

“Yeah, it does,” he said. “Because we have to live through it. Every day. Into classes where they’ve seen those pictures and read those comments and think they know us. You don’t get punched for it. We do.”

The last words came out cracked.

Arianna’s hand trembled at her side. Not much. Enough that Ethan saw it.

“I never asked you to be my bodyguard,” she said.

“Maybe you should have,” Brett said. “At least then I’d know what I’m getting hit for.”

Marshall moved forward, voice even. “Brett, man, take a breath. You’re hurt. You’re pissed. That’s not the time to make speeches.”

Brett rounded on him. “Whose side are you on?”

“Yours,” Marshall said. “Always. That’s why I’m trying to keep you from saying something you can’t walk back.”

Brett’s eyes were bright. “Maybe I don’t want to walk it back.”

Ella’s voice cut in, lighter. “Can we all relax for a second? You’re stressing me out.”

Brett stared at her. “I’m glad this is about you.”

She lifted her hands. “I’m not saying it’s nothing. I’m saying we can’t let it eat us alive. This isn’t new. People love to talk. Publicity’s still attention.”

No one laughed this time.

Sydney’s head snapped toward her. “You can’t say that today.”

Ella paused. “I… I was just trying to lighten it.”

“Read the room,” Sydney said. Her voice shook. “He got hit defending us.”

Ella’s shoulders dropped. “I know. I’m sorry. That came out wrong.”

Brett shook his head. “It’s fine. Everyone else can pretend not to care. I’ll be the idiot who does.”

“You’re not an idiot,” Ethan said.

“Really?” Brett asked. “Because it feels like it.”

The silence that followed felt heavy. Old pipes clicked in the walls. Somewhere outside, a car drove past.

Arianna spoke again, quieter. “You’re not an idiot. You’re loyal. That’s why this hurts so much.”

Brett’s eyes glistened. “Then stop making me pay for it.”

Her answer caught in her throat. Ethan could see it. Guilt, sharp and fast.

“I’m not trying to,” she said. “I’m trying to keep this house from falling apart.”

“Feels like it’s already falling,” he said.

She shut her eyes again for a moment. When she opened them, the cold leader look was back, but it was cracked around the edges.

“Go to your room,” she said. “Clean up. Ice that cheek. We’ll talk about this again when everyone’s calmer.”

Brett let out a breath that sounded like a laugh and a sob mixed together. “Yes, ma’am.”

He walked out without looking at anyone.

The front door closed harder than it needed to.

For a long moment, no one spoke.

Marshall broke it. “That went great.”

Ella looked miserable. “I really was trying to help.”

“I know,” Marshall said. “Just… maybe retire that line for a bit.”

She chewed her lip. “Got it.”

Sydney still had not looked up. Her voice came soft. “They always come for us first. Then they come for the guys. I hate that I’m the reason he got hit.”

“You’re not the reason,” Ethan said. “The jerk in class is.”

“He wouldn’t have said anything if there were no pictures,” Sydney said.

“He would’ve found something else,” Arianna said. “People like that always do.”

Sydney raised her head. “How do you know?”

“Because I’ve met them,” Arianna said. “I grew up with them. I dated some of them. They only feel big when someone else looks small.”

“So we just let them?” Sydney asked. “We pretend it’s fine?”

Arianna’s voice was tired. “We survive. Whatever that looks like.”

The room felt smaller. Ethan watched Arianna’s hands. They had stopped shaking, but she kept flexing her fingers like she wanted to grab something and could not.

He stepped toward her. “You alright?”

She blinked. “I’m not the one with a bruise.”

“That’s not what I asked,” he said.

She looked away. “I’m fine.”

He didn’t believe her.

Marshall rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll check on Brett.”

“Give him a minute,” Ethan said. “He needs to cool off.”

“That’s why I’m going,” Marshall said. “If we leave him alone with his brain right now, he’ll decide he has to move to Canada before dinner.”

Ethan almost smiled.

“Go,” Arianna said. “Tell him I’ll talk to him later.”

Marshall nodded and left.

Ella cleared her throat. “I guess I should… study or something.”

“Yeah,” Sydney said. “You should.”

Ella flinched at the tone. “Right. Got it.”

She slipped out toward the kitchen. The room felt even quieter when she was gone.

That left Ethan, Sydney, and Arianna.

Sydney stood. “I’m gonna make tea.”

“You hate tea,” Ethan said.

“I know,” she said. “I need to do something I hate so this doesn’t win.”

She went to the kitchen. Water ran. Cupboard doors opened and closed.

Ethan and Arianna were alone.

“You shouldn’t have gone at him like that,” Ethan said.

“He threw the first punch,” she said. “I had to address it.”

“You did more than address it,” he said. “You made it sound like this is all on him.”

“I know it’s not,” she said.

“Do you?” he asked.

Her eyes flashed. “You want to blame me too?”

“I don’t want to blame anyone,” he said. “I just want to stop pretending this is under control.”

She laughed once, humorless. “It has to be.”

“It isn’t,” he said. “You know it. I know it. Jaleel knew it. That’s why he left.”

She flinched at the name.

He kept going. “There’s cracks everywhere. Brett snapping in class. Sydney one thread away from falling apart. Ella still trying to find her place. You standing here shaking while you tell everyone else to be calm.”

“I am not shaking,” she said.

He looked at her hand. “You were.”

She curled her fingers into a fist. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” he asked.

“Don’t act like you see me,” she said.

He stared at her. “I do see you.”

“Well, stop,” she said. “We don’t have time for that.”

“Maybe we don’t have time not to,” he said.

She turned away from him. “This conversation is over.”

He let it drop. Pushing her now would not help. It would just make her dig in deeper.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll check on Brett later.”

She nodded, back still to him. “Tell him I’m sorry.”

“You tell him,” Ethan said.

He left her standing there in the middle of the room, shoulders straight, head high, a leader for anyone who glanced in.

From the doorway, he looked back once.

She had one hand on the edge of the bookshelf, grip tight enough to make her knuckles pale.

That was how he knew.

She was losing it, piece by piece. Not loudly. Not in a way anyone else would call a breakdown.

From the outside, she still looked like Arianna Wallace, the girl who ran everything.

From where he stood, it looked a lot more like someone standing on a floor that had already started to crack, telling everyone else it was solid.

Upstairs, a door opened and shut. Brett’s voice carried faintly, frustrated and tired. Marshall answered in a calm murmur.

In the kitchen, a mug clinked. Sydney sniffed once, quietly.

Ethan took the stairs two at a time.

The gossip had done what gossip always did. It had crawled into the walls.

Whatever authority Arianna had left, it was fighting for space with fear and guilt now.

He had no idea which one would win.


Chapter 6 — Lines Blur

The house had gone too quiet again.

Ethan sat at his desk, half-dressed, staring at the blueprint open on his laptop. The lines blurred until they looked like cracks instead of walls. He tried to focus. Tried to let the shape of something—anything—pull him out of the fog he’d been in for days.

The rumors had faded online, replaced by new gossip. But inside Beta House, the noise lingered. You could feel it in the silences between conversations, in the way people laughed a little too loudly or stared too long at their plates during dinner.

He had stopped saying much. It was easier that way.

Every word felt like another problem waiting to be pulled apart by Arianna. Every question turned into a debate. Every reassurance sounded false even to him.

Arianna noticed. Of course she did. She always noticed.

It started with a look that lasted too long, then a question that wasn’t really a question.
Then tonight.

He heard her before he saw her—the click of her heels against the hardwood, the pause outside his door.

“Ethan,” she said.

He didn’t turn around. “Yeah.”

“Can we talk?”

He glanced at the clock. “It’s midnight.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He shut the laptop. “About what?”

“About whatever it is you’re not saying.”

“I’m not not saying anything,” he said.

“Exactly,” she said.

He stood and faced her. “What do you want me to say, Arianna? That I’m tired? That I’m trying to hold it together while everyone else keeps unraveling?”

Her jaw tightened. “You think you’re the only one trying?”

“No,” he said. “I think I’m the only one not pretending.”

Her expression didn’t change, but her eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re still acting like this is fine,” he said. “That what we’re doing still works. It doesn’t. You see it. You just won’t admit it.”

“I’m keeping the house standing,” she said.

“You’re keeping yourself standing,” he said. “The house just happens to be under you.”

That one hit. He saw it land.

Her voice dropped. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

“I’ve been breathing,” he said. “It’s not the same thing.”

“Don’t do that,” she said. “Don’t talk to me like I’m the problem.”

“You are the problem,” he said quietly. “At least part of it.”

She crossed the space between them before he could stop her. “Say that again.”

He didn’t. He couldn’t. She was too close now, her breath steady, her eyes sharp and furious.

He felt it—the tension that always lived between them—snap like a wire.

She grabbed his wrist first. He didn’t pull away.

“You’re so sure you’re above this,” she said. “Above me.”

“I never said that.”

“You think I don’t see it?” she said. “You think silence is noble? It’s not. It’s selfish.”

He caught her arm. “And control isn’t?”

She leaned closer. “I can’t afford to fall apart.”

“Then stop pretending you’re not already doing it,” he said.

Her mouth crashed against his before he could say anything else.

The kiss wasn’t soft. It wasn’t kind. It was an argument that had found a different language.

He pushed her back against the desk, hands gripping her waist. The laptop slid to the floor. She pulled at his shirt, nails dragging across his chest. Every sound they made was too loud in the quiet room.

She bit his lip. He tasted blood. He didn’t care.

When she whispered his name, it wasn’t affection. It was a command.

He lifted her onto the desk, papers scattering. She wrapped her legs around him, pulled him closer.

For a few seconds, there was nothing but motion and noise and the echo of everything they hadn’t said.

When it ended, she stayed still. He could feel her heart against his chest, beating too fast.

Neither of them spoke.

Then she straightened her shirt and said, “That’s better.”

“It’s not,” he said.

She gave a small, sharp laugh. “Don’t ruin it.”

“It’s already ruined,” he said.

Her hand trembled as she tucked her hair behind her ear. “You’re impossible.”

“You didn’t need this,” he said. “You just needed to win.”

She looked at him then—really looked—and for a second, he saw it. The exhaustion. The fear. The small flicker of someone who wasn’t the queen of anything.

Then she blinked, and it was gone.

“Goodnight,” she said.

He didn’t stop her when she left.

Downstairs, the lights were low. The sound of quiet music hummed from someone’s speaker. Sydney sat on the couch, knees pulled to her chest, a blanket around her shoulders.

Ella sat beside her, folding and refolding the corner of the blanket in her hands.

“You ever get tired of pretending everything’s fine?” Sydney asked.

“Every day,” Ella said. “Why do you think I tell jokes?”

“Do they help?” Sydney asked.

“Sometimes,” Ella said. “Sometimes they just buy me a little time.”

Sydney gave a small smile. “You always seem okay.”

“I’m good at seeming,” Ella said. “You’re not bad at it either.”

Sydney stared at the wall. “I used to think I liked this. The attention. The structure. Knowing where I belonged. Now it just feels like I’m performing a version of myself for everyone else.”

Ella tilted her head. “Including her?”

Sydney hesitated. “Especially her.”

“She built the stage,” Ella said. “It’s natural to want to play your part.”

“I don’t even know what my part is anymore,” Sydney said.

Ella reached out and touched her hand. “You don’t have to decide tonight.”

Sydney looked down at their joined hands. “Do you ever wish it were simpler?”

Ella’s thumb brushed her knuckles. “I used to think simple meant boring. Now I think simple just means honest.”

Sydney turned toward her. “And what’s honest right now?”

Ella’s eyes met hers. “That you’re tired.”

Sydney laughed quietly. “You sound like my therapist.”

“Then I’m doing great,” Ella said.

Something in Sydney’s face softened. “You don’t have to fix me, you know.”

“I’m not trying to,” Ella said. “I just don’t want you to feel alone.”

The words hung there. Then Sydney leaned in. Not far. Just enough that their foreheads almost touched.

“You’re good at that,” Sydney whispered.

Ella’s voice was barely audible. “Good at what?”

“Making people forget they’re breaking.”

Ella smiled. “It’s a gift.”

She kissed her then—soft, careful, like a secret being tested.

Sydney froze for a heartbeat, then kissed her back. It wasn’t heat. It wasn’t hunger. It was something else. Relief.

When they pulled apart, Sydney’s eyes were wet.

“That okay?” Ella asked.

Sydney nodded. “Yeah.”

“Good,” Ella said. “Then let’s not ruin it by thinking too hard.”

Sydney rested her head on Ella’s shoulder. “You sound like Marshall.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Ella said.

Upstairs, Arianna sat on the edge of Ethan’s bed, staring at her hands.

Downstairs, Ella ran her fingers through Sydney’s hair, slow and steady.

Upstairs, Ethan stood by the window, shirt half buttoned, watching snow fall again.

Downstairs, Sydney whispered, “Don’t tell her.”

“I won’t,” Ella said.

Neither of them knew that the same silence had settled over Arianna and Ethan—two different rooms, two different kinds of ache.

The symmetry wasn’t lost on anyone.

Somewhere in the middle of the night, Ethan lay back and stared at the ceiling, wondering when the connection had started feeling like defeat.

And downstairs, Sydney finally closed her eyes, wrapped in Ella’s arms, wondering if this was what it felt like to choose something for herself.


Chapter 7 — The Dinner Fight

It started as an ordinary meal—one of those weeknight dinners where the house managed to feel almost normal again. The table was set, the overhead light cast a soft gold over everything, and Marshall had made something that actually smelled good enough for everyone to eat without complaint. For a while there was even laughter.

Brett talked too fast, Sydney laughed too loud, Ella tried to tell a story she couldn’t finish because Marshall kept interrupting with questions. Ethan sat across from Arianna, quiet as usual, but his silence didn’t feel cold tonight. It was the kind of silence that balanced a room.

Then, as always, Brett said too much.

They were halfway through the meal when Ella made a joke about the rotation chart still hanging on the fridge. “We should get it framed,” she said, smiling. “Like a family tree. History in the making.”

Marshall smirked. “History of chaos, more like.”

Sydney laughed. “At least this semester no one’s throwing plates.”

“Yet,” Ella said, nudging her.

Arianna took a sip of water and let herself enjoy the brief sound of everyone laughing together. Then Brett said it.

“So, are we still doing team colors this semester, or is that canceled too?”

The room froze.

Arianna looked up slowly. “What did you just say?”

Brett grinned, trying to play it off. “You know, team colors. Like last time. When we used to joke about who wore what, who belonged to whom. I’m just saying we could bring it back. Make things more… organized.”

Marshall groaned. “Don’t start, man.”

“I’m kidding,” Brett said quickly. “Sort of.”

Arianna’s voice cut through the air, sharper than she intended. “You think this is a joke?”

Brett blinked. “I said I was kidding.”

“You always do,” she said.

He frowned. “What’s your problem?”

“My problem,” she said, setting her glass down carefully, “is that you can’t seem to tell the difference between humor and disrespect.”

“Disrespect?” he repeated. “It was a joke.”

“It wasn’t funny.”

He sat back. “Everything’s a crime with you now. You run this place like it’s a military base. We can’t even laugh without a lecture.”

Marshall’s fork clattered against his plate. “Brett—”

“No,” Brett said, cutting him off. “She needs to hear this.”

Arianna felt her pulse start to climb, but she didn’t look away. “Go on.”

“You keep saying this is about balance and trust,” Brett said. “But it’s not. It’s about you. About how you look when you’re in charge. We’re just props in your little power game.”

Sydney looked up, startled. “That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?” Brett asked. “We do what she says, we follow her rules, and when it all blows up, she gets to act like the martyr who tried her best. Meanwhile, we’re the ones who get punched, or laughed at, or called freaks.”

“Watch your tone,” Arianna said quietly.

“Or what?” Brett snapped. “You’ll put me on probation? Take away my turn?”

Ethan set his fork down. “Enough.”

Brett turned toward him. “Of course you’d say that. You’ll defend her no matter what she does.”

Ethan’s eyes darkened. “She’s not the enemy here.”

“She’s the reason this house keeps imploding!” Brett said. “And you’re the reason she keeps getting away with it.”

“Stop,” Ethan said.

“Make me,” Brett said.

The tension thickened, coiling tight enough to hum.

Sydney stood abruptly. “Both of you, stop it.”

“Stay out of it,” Ethan said.

“Don’t tell me to stay out of it,” Sydney shot back. “You think defending her makes you noble, but all you’re doing is feeding her control.”

Arianna turned toward her. “You think I control you?”

Sydney met her eyes. “You don’t even ask anymore. You just expect.”

“I expect stability,” Arianna said. “After everything we’ve lost, I expect people to hold the line.”

Brett laughed bitterly. “There it is. The speech. I was waiting for that.”

“Sit down,” Marshall said, voice tight.

“No,” Brett said. “I’m done sitting down.”

He pushed his chair back, the scrape loud against the floor. “You keep pretending this is some kind of community, but it’s not. It’s just whatever version of family makes you feel powerful.”

“Careful,” Ethan said.

“Why?” Brett said. “Afraid I’ll say something true?”

Arianna’s throat felt tight. “You have no idea what it takes to hold this together.”

“And you have no idea what it’s like to live under it,” Brett said.

The silence that followed burned.

Then, from the other end of the table, Marshall slammed his hand down. The sound cracked through the argument like thunder.

“Enough!” he said. “All of you. You’re acting like strangers.”

No one moved.

Marshall looked at Brett first. “You. Sit down before I drag you back.”

Brett hesitated, then dropped into his chair, breathing hard.

Marshall turned to Ethan. “And you. Stop treating every word she says like gospel.”

Ethan said nothing.

Marshall’s voice dropped. “Arianna. You don’t get to talk about control when half this table is breaking under it.”

Arianna froze. The words hit harder than they should have.

The silence that followed was worse than the shouting had been. The air felt heavier, every breath awkward and shallow.

Ella broke it with a weak laugh that no one joined. “So… dessert’s canceled, right?”

No one answered.

Brett pushed his plate away. Sydney stood and left the room without looking at anyone. Ethan sat motionless. Marshall rubbed his face with both hands. Arianna stayed where she was, staring at the glass in front of her until the condensation began to pool around the base.

When the room finally emptied, she didn’t remember standing up.

The kitchen was dim when she found herself there. She turned on the faucet and began to wash dishes that weren’t even hers. Plates, bowls, glasses—anything she could put her hands on. The water ran too hot, but she didn’t flinch.

Voices drifted faintly from upstairs—Brett’s low and angry, Sydney’s sharper, Ella’s light and cautious. Marshall’s laugh tried to cover it all, but it didn’t reach far.

Arianna stared at her reflection in the window above the sink. The woman staring back looked composed. But her hands shook under the water.

She didn’t know how long she stood there before Ethan appeared behind her.

“You missed one,” he said softly, placing another plate in the sink.

She didn’t turn. “I know.”

He hesitated. “You okay?”

“Fine,” she said automatically.

He stayed quiet for a while, then said, “You don’t have to hold it together every minute.”

“Yes, I do,” she said. “Someone has to.”

He sighed. “Brett didn’t mean half of what he said.”

“He meant enough,” she said.

“He’s scared,” Ethan said.

“So am I,” she said.

That surprised him. “Of what?”

She looked at him then. “Of what happens when they stop listening.”

He didn’t know how to answer that.

She turned back to the sink, the sound of water filling the silence between them.

Upstairs, a door closed. Then another. The house creaked, the old wood settling into the weight of the night.

Arianna kept scrubbing until her hands ached, until the water turned cold, until there was nothing left to clean.

When she finally shut off the faucet, she stood there in the dark kitchen, the house heavy and still around her.

The argument had ended, but the fracture it left behind was already spreading—quiet, invisible, and unstoppable.


Chapter 8 — Marshall and Arianna

The night after the fight felt endless. The house slept like something wounded—too still, too careful, the kind of quiet that wasn’t rest but aftermath.

Arianna sat on the porch long after midnight, wrapped in one of the blankets they kept by the door for cold nights. The air was sharp, the wood beneath her bare feet cold enough to sting. She could see her breath in front of her, small white ghosts that vanished as soon as they formed.

She’d washed the dishes, turned off every light, checked the locks twice, but her mind wouldn’t stop replaying dinner—the look on Brett’s face, the sound of Marshall’s voice cutting through the chaos, Sydney’s silence afterward.

She didn’t know what part of it hurt more: being accused of control or realizing they might be right.

The porch light buzzed once and went out. She didn’t bother fixing it.

The door creaked open behind her. She didn’t turn.

“Couldn’t sleep either?” Marshall’s voice came, low and rough from the cold.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I didn’t invite company.”

“Good thing I don’t take orders well.”

He stepped outside, barefoot too, wearing sweatpants and an old T-shirt that looked like it had survived a hundred wash cycles. He leaned against the railing and looked out at the yard. The streetlight at the corner flickered in and out, throwing long shadows across the lawn.

They sat in silence for a while. The kind of silence that wasn’t awkward but heavy—like both of them were waiting to see who would break first.

“I’m surprised you’re still here,” she said finally.

“You kicked me out?”

“Not yet.”

He smiled faintly. “You sounded like you wanted to at dinner.”

“I wanted to do a lot of things at dinner,” she said.

“Same,” he said.

She glanced at him. “You think I was wrong?”

“I think you were human,” he said. “It just shocked everyone. They forgot you could be.”

“That’s comforting.”

He looked at her, expression soft. “You know what I mean.”

“Do I?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You’ve been holding this place together with your bare hands for two semesters. Everyone’s been taking that for granted, including me.”

She looked back out at the street. “You think holding things together is a virtue. It’s not. It’s just a habit.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But habits like that keep the roof from caving in.”

She pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “I’m tired of pretending I can’t break.”

He leaned forward slightly, elbows on his knees. “Then stop pretending.”

She shook her head. “If I stop, it all collapses.”

“Maybe that’s not the worst thing,” he said.

She turned to him, startled. “You’re suggesting I let it fall apart?”

“I’m saying maybe it’s okay to let people see the cracks,” he said. “Leadership and love are different muscles. You can’t keep flexing the first one and expect the second not to atrophy.”

She stared at him. “You rehearsed that line?”

He smiled. “It’s possible.”

She almost laughed. “You think you’re very wise.”

“I think I’ve made enough mistakes to fake it,” he said.

They fell quiet again, but it was a different kind of silence now. Warmer somehow.

“You’re a good liar,” she said softly.

“Thanks,” he said. “So are you.”

She sighed. “You ever wonder what it would be like to just… stop?”

“Stop what?”

“Everything,” she said. “The house. The rules. The expectations. Just exist.”

“Every day,” he said.

She looked at him again. He was watching her, his expression unreadable. “And what stops you?” she asked.

“The same thing that stops you,” he said. “Everyone else.”

They stared at each other, and the distance between them didn’t feel like much anymore.

He moved first, sitting beside her on the step. The blanket shifted, half covering him now. Their shoulders brushed.

“Why do you keep doing this?” he asked quietly. “Why keep pushing when you’re this tired?”

“Because if I stop, they’ll see I was never as strong as they thought.”

“Maybe they already know,” he said.

She laughed softly, but there was no humor in it. “You’re terrible at giving comfort, you know?”

“I’m trying something new,” he said.

“Is that what this is?”

He turned toward her. “You can tell me to leave.”

She looked at him, then at his hand resting on the step between them. “I should.”

“But you won’t,” he said.

“No,” she said. “I won’t.”

When he reached for her, she didn’t move away.

The kiss was gentle, almost cautious, nothing like the ones she had with Ethan. It wasn’t an argument or a test. It was quiet, steady, and too sincere for her to hide behind control.

She leaned into it anyway.

The blanket slid to the ground. The cold didn’t matter. His hand found hers, then her jaw, then the back of her neck. When he deepened the kiss, she let him. For once, she didn’t think about what it meant.

Later, in his room, it wasn’t a conquest. It wasn’t performance. It wasn’t a power game. It was the simplest thing she’d done in months—two people holding on to something familiar in a house that no longer felt safe.

Afterward, she lay with her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. The rhythm steadied her more than she wanted to admit.

He brushed her hair back. “You okay?”

“Don’t ask that,” she said.

“Someone should.”

“I’m fine,” she whispered.

“You’re lying.”

“Yeah, I know.”

He sighed. “You’re not supposed to fix me, you know.”

“I wasn’t trying to,” she said.

“Good,” he said. “Because I don’t think either of us needs another project.”

She smiled faintly. “You think this was a mistake.”

“I think it was real,” he said. “That’s scarier.”

She lifted her head to look at him. “You regret it already?”

“Not yet,” he said. “Ask me in the morning.”

Sydney found out the next day.

It wasn’t a scene. There was no yelling, no thrown glasses, no storming out.

She came into the kitchen midafternoon, hair pulled back, face pale but composed. Arianna was making coffee. Marshall was leaning against the counter, talking about groceries like nothing had happened.

Sydney stopped in the doorway, saw them, and didn’t say a word. Her eyes met Arianna’s for one long second, and whatever she saw there made her expression close up like a door.

“Hey,” Marshall said, voice careful.

She nodded once. “Hey.”

Then she turned and walked out.

Arianna watched her go, every step heavy in her chest.

“She knows,” Marshall said quietly.

“I know.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “You want me to talk to her?”

“No,” Arianna said. “She won’t listen to you.”

“She might,” he said.

“She won’t,” Arianna repeated.

They stood there for a long time, listening to the faint sound of Sydney’s door closing upstairs.

Finally, Marshall said, “You don’t look surprised.”

“I’m not,” she said.

He hesitated. “You think she’ll forgive you?”

“I don’t know,” Arianna said. “But I know it would almost be easier if she didn’t.”

He didn’t know what to say to that.

That night, Arianna sat alone in her room, staring at the ceiling, feeling the space in the house shift again. She’d wanted comfort and found it, but comfort had a cost.

Marshall lay awake in his own bed, hands behind his head, staring at the same ceiling through the floorboards. He knew he’d made everything worse.

He also knew he couldn’t bring himself to regret it.

Sometimes, he thought, doing the wrong thing for the right reason was the only kind of honesty left.


Chapter 9 — The Experiment Fails

By the following week, even the air in the house felt uncertain. The rotation chart still hung on the fridge, but no one looked at it anymore. The markers had run dry. The magnets had fallen off twice, and no one had bothered to put them back properly.

It started small, as most collapses did—with Sydney’s voice cutting through the tension at dinner.

She had waited until everyone was seated, until plates were full, until no one could escape without making it obvious.

“I think,” she said, “we should suspend the rotation for a week.”

No one spoke at first. Forks paused. Eyes lifted.

Marshall set his glass down slowly. “Suspend it?”

Sydney nodded. “Just for a week. No schedule. No assigned nights. Everyone takes a break.”

“A break from what?” Arianna asked.

Sydney’s tone was calm, but her jaw was tight. “From pretending the system still works.”

Arianna stared at her. “You think the system’s the problem?”

“I think everything’s the problem,” Sydney said. “And I think we need space to remember why we’re even here.”

Ella shifted in her chair. “That actually makes sense.”

Brett nodded, mouth already full. “I’m good with that. I could use a week off from being a disappointment.”

“Brett,” Arianna warned.

“I’m serious,” he said. “I’m tired.”

Ethan looked around the table, eyes settling on Arianna last. “It’s not a bad idea,” he said carefully. “A reset might help.”

Arianna forced a small smile. “Fine. A week.”

Sydney looked almost surprised. “You mean that?”

“Of course,” Arianna said. “Everyone deserves a breather.”

But as she said it, something cold settled in her stomach.

She smiled, she agreed, she let it go. And inside, she counted it as the first open act of rebellion.

By day two, the house had lost its rhythm.

Marshall stopped reminding people to clean. Ethan worked longer hours in the studio and came home past midnight. Brett turned drinking into a nightly ritual. Sydney and Ella disappeared together most afternoons.

Arianna told herself it was temporary, that a pause wasn’t the same as collapse. But by the third night, even she couldn’t ignore the signs.

The kitchen sink overflowed with dishes. Laundry piled up. The sound of laughter came and went in unpredictable bursts—sometimes from upstairs, sometimes from the porch, sometimes not at all.

She found Brett sprawled on the couch at one in the morning, half a bottle of whiskey balanced on his stomach. Ella sat cross-legged on the floor beside him, listening to him ramble.

“I’m just saying,” he slurred, “I’m not the problem. I never was. I show up. I try. I follow the damn schedule. And somehow, it’s always my fault when things go wrong.”

Ella leaned back against the coffee table, chin on her knee. “No one said it’s your fault.”

He looked at her, eyes glassy. “You didn’t. She did. Or she will. She always does.”

“She’s under pressure,” Ella said softly. “You all are.”

He laughed. “You sound like her now.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said.

“It’s not,” he said. “She’s losing it.”

Ella didn’t disagree.

After a long pause, Brett said, “You ever wish you could just be normal again?”

“What’s normal?” Ella asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I miss it.”

He reached for the bottle again and missed. She caught it before it fell, setting it on the table.

When he looked up, she was closer. The silence between them stretched, thin and fragile. He lifted a hand to her face, fingertips brushing her cheek like he wasn’t sure if she was real.

“Don’t,” she whispered.

He smiled, sad and tired. “You don’t want me to?”

“I didn’t say that,” she said.

He leaned in. She didn’t move away.

The kiss lasted only a few seconds—unbalanced, half pity, half curiosity. She didn’t pull him closer, but she didn’t stop him either. When she finally leaned back, he exhaled.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Don’t be,” she said. “You just forgot what you needed.”

He laughed softly. “And what’s that?”

“Rest,” she said. “Sleep.”

He closed his eyes. “You’re probably right.”

She sat beside him until he did.

Upstairs, Ethan was still awake, sketchbook open but untouched. He heard the muffled sound of voices below—the rhythm of conversation, the clink of glass, Ella’s soft laugh.

He closed the notebook and went to find Arianna.

She was in her room, sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at her laptop screen. A dozen tabs were open—class schedules, grocery lists, notes from old meetings. None of them made sense anymore.

“You should sleep,” he said quietly.

“I’m working.”

“On what?”

“Order,” she said. “Or what’s left of it.”

He sat across from her. “You agreed to a break. You can’t rebuild something while you’re pretending to rest.”

“I’m not pretending,” she said.

“You are,” he said. “You hate this. The uncertainty. The silence.”

“I built something that worked,” she said. “They wanted freedom, and look what it’s doing to them.”

“They’re breathing,” he said.

“They’re unraveling,” she said. “Brett’s drunk, Sydney’s distant, Ella’s—” She stopped.

“Ella’s what?” he asked.

“Too comfortable,” she said. “She’s adapting too well.”

He frowned. “You sound jealous.”

She looked up sharply. “Don’t.”

“I’m not attacking you,” he said. “I’m trying to get you to admit what’s happening.”

“What’s happening,” she said slowly, “is that I gave them an inch and they’re taking miles.”

“Because they’re tired of following orders,” he said.

“Because they don’t know who they are without them,” she snapped.

He exhaled. “Maybe that includes you.”

She froze. “Excuse me?”

“You don’t know who you are if you’re not in charge,” he said. “You call it leadership, but it’s control. You said you wanted balance, but all you really wanted was obedience.”

“Careful,” she said.

“Why? You’ll punish me?” he asked.

She stood, anger tightening her voice. “You think this is about ego? You think I do this because I like it?”

“I think you do it because you’re scared,” he said. “You don’t trust them to love you without rules.”

The silence between them was sharp enough to cut.

When she finally spoke, her voice was low. “You can leave, if that’s what you want.”

He stared at her. “That’s not what I said.”

“But it’s what you meant,” she said.

He shook his head. “No. What I meant is that you can’t lead people who don’t believe in you anymore.”

He walked out before she could answer.

The next morning, Sydney was gone.

Her door stood open, the bed unmade, a small bag missing from the closet. A note lay on the pillow in her looping handwriting.

I need perspective. Don’t wait up.

Arianna stood in the doorway reading it three times before folding it neatly and putting it in her pocket.

Downstairs, Ella was making coffee. Brett sat at the table nursing a headache, eyes hidden behind his hand. Marshall was already dressed, watching Arianna quietly. Ethan leaned against the counter.

“She left,” Arianna said.

Ella turned. “What do you mean?”

“She’s gone for a few days,” Arianna said. “Staying with someone.”

“Who?” Brett asked.

“She didn’t say,” Arianna said.

The kitchen filled with a silence that felt almost tangible.

“She’ll come back,” Marshall said finally.

Arianna nodded once. “Maybe.”

Ella poured coffee into two mugs and offered one to Brett. He took it without looking at her.

Marshall cleared his throat. “You okay?”

Arianna looked at him. “Do I look okay?”

He didn’t answer.

Ethan stepped forward. “We’ll figure it out.”

She met his eyes. “You keep saying that. It keeps sounding less true.”

He looked away.

That night, Arianna lay in bed alone, staring at the ceiling. The other side of the mattress was cold. The sheets still held the faint indent of Sydney’s body, the shadow of where she used to sleep.

The house creaked around her—old wood, settling pipes, the quiet rhythm of people pretending not to hear each other.

She used to love that sound. It had meant stability once. Now it only reminded her how far everything had slipped.

She rolled onto her side and pressed her hand against the empty space beside her, fingers curling into the sheets as if she could still hold onto what had been there.

The experiment had failed, not because they stopped following her rules, but because somewhere along the line, the rules had replaced the love.

She closed her eyes, but sleep didn’t come.

The game she’d created had finally turned on her, and this time, she didn’t know how to win.


Chapter 10 — The Reckoning

Sydney came back on a Sunday afternoon, just after the first snow had melted into gray slush along the curb. No warning. No text. No apology.

Arianna heard the door open from upstairs and froze at the sound—footsteps she knew better than her own heartbeat. The familiar rhythm of them moving through the hall.

When Sydney appeared at the top of the stairs, bag slung over her shoulder, she looked different—not in the way people do after haircuts or clothes, but in the way someone looks when they’ve made peace with themselves.

“Hey,” she said.

Arianna stood in the doorway, one hand still on the frame. “You’re back.”

Sydney nodded. “I said I’d be.”

No one else was home. The silence between them was filled with things that didn’t have names—anger, relief, fear, and something softer that Arianna didn’t want to identify.

“Where were you?” Arianna asked.

“With a friend,” Sydney said.

“Male or female?”

Sydney’s mouth twitched. “Does it matter?”

“Yes,” Arianna said.

“Then female,” Sydney said.

Arianna waited for the rest. There wasn’t any.

“Did you figure out what you needed?” she asked finally.

Sydney looked her in the eye. “Yes. I figured out that I’m done living by your rules.”

Arianna’s voice stayed steady. “You know that’s not how this house works.”

“Then maybe the house should change,” Sydney said.

Arianna exhaled. “You think you can walk back in here and rewrite the system?”

“I think I can live in it without losing myself,” Sydney said. “That’s all I want.”

Arianna folded her arms. “That’s not how we do things.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t do things this way anymore,” Sydney said.

The words hit harder than any argument they’d ever had.

Arianna moved aside to let her pass, but Sydney didn’t go to her room. She walked into Arianna’s instead and set her bag on the bed, facing her head-on.

“Love and control can’t coexist,” Sydney said. “You can’t have both. You can’t call it love when every decision comes from fear.”

Arianna’s jaw tightened. “You think I’m afraid?”

“I think you’re terrified,” Sydney said. “You built this place to feel safe, and now you don’t know how to live without controlling everyone in it.”

“That’s not true,” Arianna said quietly.

“Then prove it,” Sydney said. “Stop trying to own what you can only love.”

Arianna stared at her. “And if I can’t?”

“Then I’m gone,” Sydney said. “For good this time.”

Arianna felt the floor tilt under her. “You’d really walk away from everything we built?”

“We didn’t build it,” Sydney said. “You did. And now you’re watching it collapse because you can’t let go.”

The truth of it sat between them like a living thing.

Arianna’s voice was barely a whisper. “You’re staying?”

“I’m staying,” Sydney said. “But only if I can stay as myself. Not as your project. Not as your reflection.”

Arianna nodded once, forcing her mouth into something that looked like agreement. “Fine.”

Sydney’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t mean that.”

“I said fine,” Arianna repeated.

Sydney picked up her bag and moved toward the door. “You can’t fix this by pretending to agree with me. I’ll know.”

When the door closed behind her, Arianna’s knees felt weak. She sat down on the edge of the bed, hands shaking against her thighs.

She’d agreed because she had to. But deep down, she knew the truth—control was all she had left. If she let that go, there would be nothing.

Ethan heard most of it from the hallway. He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but the door was half open, and the tone in their voices drew him like a wire tightening around his chest.

He waited until he heard Sydney’s footsteps fade down the stairs before he moved.

Arianna sat on the bed, staring at the wall. She didn’t notice him at first.

“You heard that,” she said finally.

“Enough,” he said.

“She’s different,” Arianna said.

“She’s stronger,” Ethan said.

Arianna turned to him. “She’s naïve. She thinks she can separate love from control like they’re puzzle pieces.”

“She can,” Ethan said. “She already has.”

Arianna laughed softly. “You sound like her.”

“Maybe she’s the only one making sense anymore,” he said.

“You’re not on her side,” Arianna said.

“This isn’t about sides,” he said. “It’s about survival.”

He crossed the room, hands in his pockets, voice low. “You can’t keep pretending this works. The house isn’t a system anymore—it’s fallout.”

“So what, we walk away?” she asked.

“Eventually,” he said. “Before it breaks us.”

“You’d leave?” she asked.

He met her eyes. “If it meant saving what’s left of us, yes.”

She looked down. “You’d take them with you.”

“Someone has to,” he said.

She didn’t answer. He waited, but there was nothing left to say. When he left the room, she didn’t follow.

Later, in the kitchen, he found Marshall at the table with Ella. They were talking quietly, heads bent together over a grocery list.

“She’s back,” Ethan said.

Ella looked up. “Sydney?”

He nodded.

“Is she okay?”

“She’s more than okay,” he said. “She’s clear.”

Ella’s expression softened. “Good. The house needs to be clear.”

Marshall leaned back in his chair. “It needs peace.”

Ethan sat down across from them. “We might not get both.”

Marshall frowned. “You sound like a man planning something.”

“I’m just thinking ahead,” Ethan said.

“About what?” Ella asked.

“Exit strategy,” he said.

Marshall stared at him. “For who?”

“For everyone,” Ethan said.

No one spoke after that. The fridge hummed. The clock ticked.

Ella finally broke the silence. “If you’re planning a way out, maybe tell her last.”

“Yeah,” Ethan said. “That’s the plan.”

In the days that followed, Ella became something none of them expected—calm, steady, an anchor where there hadn’t been one since Jaleel left.

When Brett spiraled again, she sat with him in the living room, talking quietly until he stopped pacing. When Marshall got short-tempered with everyone, she was the one who diffused it, handing him a cup of coffee and saying something that made him laugh. Even Sydney, who barely trusted anyone lately, found herself leaning against the counter beside Ella, sharing quiet half-smiles.

Arianna noticed.

She saw how Ella’s warmth filled the spaces she used to occupy, how people turned to her instead of to their so-called leader. It shouldn’t have hurt, but it did.

One night, Arianna came downstairs and found Ella sitting alone at the table, writing in a notebook.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Arianna asked.

Ella shook her head. “Just thinking.”

“About what?”

“About how hard it is to hold things together when they’re supposed to fall apart,” Ella said.

Arianna frowned. “That’s poetic.”

Ella smiled faintly. “It’s honest.”

Arianna wanted to say something sharp, something that would remind her who ran this house—but the words caught in her throat.

Instead, she said, “Goodnight.”

Ella nodded. “Goodnight, Arianna.”

When Arianna climbed the stairs, she heard laughter from Sydney’s room—soft and unguarded, the kind of laughter that used to belong to her.

She stopped halfway up and leaned against the wall, eyes closed.

For the first time since she’d created Beta House, she wasn’t the center of gravity. The house had begun to orbit without her, finding new balance on its own.

She told herself it was fine. That leadership meant letting go, that she’d meant it when she told Sydney she could stay on her own terms.

But as she stood there in the dark, listening to the faint hum of voices and the quiet sound of her own heartbeat, she knew the truth—she hadn’t meant it. Not even a little.

And that was the reckoning: realizing the world she built could keep spinning, even if she wasn’t at the center anymore.


Chapter 11 — The End of Semester Party

The party was supposed to be the easy part. One night, one last gathering before winter break scattered everyone across the country. A campus tradition—loud music, cheap lights, and a borrowed gym that smelled faintly of sweat and sugar.

But when Beta House walked in, the noise dimmed just a little. Enough for Ethan to notice.

Sydney led the way, hair straightened, dress dark blue and cut to move when she did. Ella followed, laughing at something no one else heard, red hair coiled like flame against bare shoulders. Arianna came last, as if she’d planned it that way—black dress, sharp lines, expression unreadable. They looked like they had choreographed it: three women, arm-in-arm, walking into a room that had already decided what to think about them.

The whispers started immediately.

Ethan caught bits of it as they passed: that’s them, the house girls, she’s the one from the pictures, the redhead’s new, right?

He’d stopped being surprised by the attention, but tonight felt different. The girls didn’t shrink from it. They didn’t whisper back. They just smiled—slow, deliberate, like they were in on a joke no one else understood.

Marshall and Brett trailed behind, carrying that same mix of pride and discomfort they always did in public.

“Remind me why we’re here again?” Brett muttered, tugging at the collar of his shirt.

“Because it’s the last party of the semester,” Marshall said. “And because we need to look like we’re still part of this campus.”

“Right,” Brett said, grabbing a drink from a passing table. “Wouldn’t want to ruin our stellar reputation.”

Ethan said nothing. He’d volunteered to stay sober tonight. Someone had to.

He watched Arianna from across the room, the way she scanned the crowd—not out of insecurity, but instinct. She always had to know who was looking, who was judging, who might be a threat. Sydney leaned in to whisper something that made her laugh. Real laughter, uncalculated. Ella joined them, looping her arm through Arianna’s.

For the first time in weeks, the three of them looked united again.

When the music shifted from background noise to rhythm, people started to dance. Arianna resisted at first, standing at the edge of the crowd with her arms crossed, but Sydney grabbed her hand and pulled her in. Ella followed without hesitation, spinning them both until they were laughing too hard to stop.

It was chaotic and beautiful—three women who had weathered too many storms pretending for a few minutes that there was nothing left to survive.

Ethan stood near the wall, watching. It wasn’t jealousy. Not exactly. It was something quieter, heavier. He loved them, each in a different way, and none of those ways fit into the rules they’d built.

Brett stumbled past him with another drink in his hand. “They look good, huh?”

“They always do,” Ethan said.

“Yeah, but tonight…” Brett shook his head. “Tonight they look untouchable.”

Marshall appeared a moment later, his expression wary. “He’s had enough,” he said, gesturing toward Brett.

“I’m fine,” Brett said.

“You’re done,” Marshall said, taking the cup.

“Man, it’s a party.”

“Exactly why I’m getting you out before it turns into a headline,” Marshall said.

Brett rolled his eyes but didn’t fight when Marshall put a steady hand on his shoulder and steered him toward the door.

Ethan stayed. Someone had to watch the rest of it unfold.

Arianna caught his eye once across the room. Her hair stuck slightly to her forehead, her skin flushed from the heat. Sydney was behind her, dancing barefoot now, eyes closed. Ella had both hands raised, mouth open in a laugh.

Arianna’s look held for just a second, then broke when someone bumped into her.

Ethan took a breath and went outside for air.

The night air was colder than he expected, the kind that bit at the edges of skin but cleared the fog in his head. Marshall’s voice carried from the sidewalk.

“You good?”

Brett grumbled something inaudible.

Ethan leaned against the brick wall and waited. When they passed him on the way back to the house, Marshall gave him a nod that said Handle the rest.

Ethan went back inside.

The crowd had thinned. The music pulsed lower now, a heartbeat instead of a roar. The girls were still on the floor, slower now, their laughter softened into something like memory.

When the song ended, Arianna stepped away from them, brushing hair from her face. She spotted Ethan by the doors and walked over, still catching her breath.

“Brett okay?” she asked.

“Marshall’s taking him home.”

She nodded. “He’s been worse.”

“Yeah,” Ethan said. “We all have.”

She looked at him closely. “You’re quiet tonight.”

“I’m watching,” he said.

“Always watching,” she said with a faint smile. “You should try joining.”

“I do join,” he said. “Just not the way you think.”

Her expression softened. “You still hate me?”

“I never did,” he said. “That’s the problem.”

She tilted her head. “Then what’s the problem, really?”

He hesitated, then said it. “You wanted control. You built love instead.”

For once, she didn’t have a ready reply. Her lips parted, but no words came.

He continued quietly, “And you can’t manage love like you manage people. You can’t schedule it or ration it. It doesn’t care about order.”

Arianna looked away, toward the crowd still moving around them. Sydney and Ella were laughing again, their faces lit by colored light. They looked weightless.

“I didn’t mean for it to happen like this,” she said.

“I know,” Ethan said. “That’s what makes it real.”

She nodded once, slow and distant, as if she’d been waiting to hear that all along but didn’t know how to live with it.

The song changed again. Someone shouted something near the bar. The moment broke like glass.

Arianna smiled faintly, a practiced reflex. “You sound like Jaleel.”

“Maybe he was right,” Ethan said.

“About what?”

“That experiments don’t fail,” he said. “People do.”

She didn’t argue.

They left the party separately—Ella with Sydney, arm-in-arm again, both of them still glowing from the dance floor. Marshall and Brett were already home. Ethan walked beside Arianna in silence until they reached the edge of the quad.

The campus was half asleep, lights glowing in distant windows. Snow began to fall again, light and soundless.

Arianna stopped under a tree and looked up. The flakes caught in her hair, melting instantly.

“Everything changes after this,” Ethan said.

She didn’t look at him. “I know.”

“Are you ready for that?”

She smiled faintly. “No.”

He nodded. “Neither am I.”

They stood there for a while, not speaking, the quiet between them gentler than it had been in months.

When she finally walked ahead, he didn’t follow right away. He stayed under the tree, watching her cross the street toward the house that had once felt like a kingdom and now looked like an old photograph—something fading, but still beautiful for what it had been.

He realized then that this was the calm before the collapse—the night when everything seemed still only because it had already begun to fall.


Chapter 12 — Departures

The snow was almost gone by April. The lawn outside Beta House turned soft and muddy, the first hint of green breaking through where months of ice had pressed the ground flat. Students walked by in lighter jackets now, talking about finals, summer, the future. Everything smelled like thawed earth and change.

Inside the house, the rhythm was already different.

Brett broke the news first.

He said it over breakfast, casual as if he were announcing the weather. “I’m transferring.”

Arianna looked up from her coffee. “What?”

He shrugged. “I sent the paperwork last week. Got into Purdue. Mechanical engineering. They actually want me.”

Ethan leaned back in his chair. “You sure about that?”

“Yeah,” Brett said. “I can’t stay here. Not after everything. The whispers. The looks. It’s like walking around with a label on my forehead.”

Marshall frowned. “You could ignore them.”

“I tried,” Brett said. “Doesn’t work. I can’t walk into class without someone making a joke. I can’t even date without someone asking if it’s a group project.”

Ella, sitting at the counter with her cereal, said softly, “You’ll like Purdue. They’ve got decent people.”

“Yeah,” he said, managing a smile. “And no Beta House.”

Arianna stared at her mug. “When?”

“End of the semester,” he said. “I already found housing. Cheaper rent, smaller place. Less chaos.”

No one argued after that. There was nothing to say.

The next day, Marshall told them he’d taken an internship in Denver for the summer. “If they like me, it could turn into a full-time offer,” he said. “I need to think about what comes next.”

“What about the house?” Ethan asked.

“It’ll survive,” Marshall said. “It always does.”

Ella gave him a quick hug. “I’ll miss you.”

He smiled. “You won’t. You’ve got Sydney now.”

Sydney rolled her eyes. “Don’t make it sound like a soap opera.”

“It kind of is,” he said. “But I’ll still miss you too.”

Arianna kept her expression even, but inside she felt something pulling loose. The structure she’d built, the balance she’d forced back into place after every argument, every fracture—it was disassembling quietly, one choice at a time.

She spent the next week pretending everything was fine. She made lists, packed boxes, planned the end-of-semester cleaning schedule as if it mattered. It didn’t.

Ethan found her at the dining table one night, long after midnight, papers spread out in front of her. The lamp threw a small circle of light around her, enough to make the rest of the room look like a photograph—still, preserved, untouchable.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Planning,” she said.

“For what?”

“Next semester.”

He walked closer. “There won’t be a next semester for half the house.”

“There will,” she said, without looking up. “Just not this version.”

He stopped behind her chair. “You never stop, do you?”

She smiled faintly. “Someone has to think ahead.”

“What about resting?” he asked.

“Later,” she said.

She finished writing something, then pushed a sheet of paper toward him. “Read it.”

He hesitated, then leaned over. The top of the page said Beta House Charter — Revised Draft. Below that, the words were written in her careful, deliberate handwriting:

Four girls, one man, new rules.

He read the rest quietly. Adjusted guidelines. Shared duties. Equal authority. The language was softer now, less like a contract and more like an invitation.

When he reached the bottom, he saw the new name written there in neat letters: Brooke Sheffield.

He looked up. “Who’s that?”

“Next semester’s addition,” she said.

“You already picked her?”

“I’ve been watching her,” Arianna said. “She’s smart, discreet, and she wants in.”

He studied her face. “You think this will fix it?”

She met his eyes, something sharp and certain glinting there. “We adapt or we vanish.”

He didn’t answer. He looked down at the paper again, then back at her.

“You really believe you can rebuild this?” he asked.

“I know I can,” she said.

Outside, the spring breeze rattled the old windows. Upstairs, laughter spilled from the hallway—Sydney and Ella, their voices warm and bright, the sound of two people learning to exist without permission.

Arianna didn’t turn toward the noise. She kept her eyes on Ethan instead.

“They’re happy,” he said quietly.

“For now,” she said. “But happiness isn’t enough. It fades.”

He shook his head. “Maybe that’s why it matters.”

She didn’t respond. She just slid the paper closer to him again, as if daring him to sign something invisible.

When he didn’t, she gathered the pages, stacked them neatly, and set them aside.

The laughter from upstairs grew softer, then faded into quiet. The house creaked around them, settling into the promise of spring.

Ethan stood there for another minute, watching her stare at the clean surface of the table, as if she could already see the next version of everything unfolding.

Then he said, “You’re not rebuilding a house anymore. You’re rewriting history.”

Arianna smiled without looking up. “Maybe both.”

When he left, she kept writing long after midnight, the pen moving faster than her thoughts, the ink smudging across the edges of her hand.

By dawn, a new charter sat on the table—fresh, fragile, and inevitable.

Outside, the last of the snow melted from the steps, leaving only damp footprints that disappeared as the sun rose.

Upstairs, Sydney and Ella stirred, murmuring laughter drifting down again.

And downstairs, Arianna sat alone in the glow of early light, the architect of a house that refused to die, already drafting its next beginning.
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Click here to leave a review of

Beta House (More Geeks’ Girls)
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Please leave a review! Or even just a rating!

(They really, really help a girl out!)

Thank you so much!

Check out my blog at hotwivesandwhores.blogspot.com

Email me to sign up for my newsletter and I’ll send you a book of mine, your choice, for free!

(Be sure to let me know which one you want)

lenawhitegirl@gmail.com
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(Click here to go to my Amazon Author Page)

My Audiobooks
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My Titles on Audible
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Slave of the New Confederacy
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My Penthouse Harem


Lena White and Badger Therese
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Cruise  1 ~ Cruise 2 ~ Gaia

Andrea Marten and Lena White
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Reluctant Cuckold ~ Country Cuckold ~ Cuckold Dreams
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Another Cuckold  Tale ~ Black Owned Hotwife ~ First Time Hotwife




[image: ]

Trophy Hotwife ~ Unicorn ~ Socialite Hotwife
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Whore ~ Escort ~ Hooker
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A Cuckold’s Tale~Black Bull Club~The Hotwife Whisperer

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc2DT.jpg
Recently Released Coming Soon
Lena White [l Lena White an yy _ena White

me@ntmisl

Confederacy






OEBPS/image_rsrc2DY.jpg
Cuckold Collections






OEBPS/image_rsrc2E0.jpg
Elegant Hotwives






OEBPS/image_rsrc2DU.jpg
ConfecSlave of: the New leracy
Confederacy






OEBPS/image_rsrc2DS.jpg
K

lmrjuks Girl

An Unconventional
Reverse Harem Fan The Cuckold’s Reward|






OEBPS/image_rsrc2DN.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2DZ.jpg
Hotwife and Cuckold Collections
B chia WHILE

>






OEBPS/image_rsrc2DV.jpg
A Slice of Life

A Slice of Life Men’s Fantas






OEBPS/image_rsrc2DR.jpg
L.ena White

Beta House

An Unconventlonal
Reverse Harem Fantasy





OEBPS/image_rsrc2E3.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2DM.jpg
L.ena White

Beta House

/ \.
!
N f
=
y N |
i/
/
|

Reverse Harem Fantasy





OEBPS/image_rsrc2E2.jpg
Hotwife Collections






OEBPS/image_rsrc2DW.jpg
Lena White

L g






OEBPS/image_rsrc2DX.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Chapter 1 — Winter Returns

		Chapter 2 — Ella Arrives

		Chapter 3 - The New Rotation

		Chapter 4 — Sydney and Ella

		Chapter 5 – Rumors Reloaded

		Chapter 6 — Lines Blur

		Chapter 7 — The Dinner Fight

		Chapter 8 — Marshall and Arianna

		Chapter 9 — The Experiment Fails

		Chapter 10 — The Reckoning

		Chapter 11 — The End of Semester Party

		Chapter 12 — Departures




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162






OEBPS/image_rsrc2DP.jpg
An Unconlventlonal
vomgiiats Harem Fantasy






OEBPS/image_rsrc2E1.jpg
€1 RV i ¢ e[L e TSV t e JRERTAY t‘lul'
s >





