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Book One

One house. Five men. One girl.

At Crestmore College, tradition ruled at Beta House: one girl each semester, chosen to serve.

Then, Arianna Wallace walked in to claim the most notorious job on campus.

Ex-cheerleader, ex-girlfriend of the quarterback. Drop-dead gorgeous.

What began as revenge on her ex turned into something more dangerous.

Now serving five men, answering only to their rules.
But Arianna didn’t just want the role.
She wanted to own it.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Book Two

The fall semester at Crestmore College erupted into chaos. 

Arianna Wallace, the most talked-about woman on campus, had not only claimed the role of housegirl at Beta House but also cemented it as the most infamous tradition in school history. She lived naked under the roof of five men, answering only to their rules, and for months she thrived. But Homecoming weekend tore the balance apart, and Lucas, the senior who had anchored the house with his authority, walked away. 

Arianna offered a plan. She had tasted surrender and found it intoxicating, but she had also discovered something new inside herself—desire not only for the men of Beta House, but for women too. If she was going to lean fully into the life she had chosen, she wanted a partner to share it with. Someone who would challenge her, someone who would understand her, someone who would make Beta House even more dangerous. 

That someone was Sydney Grant. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Book Three

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.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Book Four

When the house loses two men, the real power struggle begins. 

With Marshall and Brett gone, Beta House stands on uncertain ground.
Arianna Wallace—the woman who built its rules and ran its games—faces a new challenge: herself.
Sydney and Ella, no longer content to orbit her, invite another girl, Brooke Sheffield, whose calm intelligence masks an appetite for disruption.
When the girls urge Ethan to finally take control as the house’s de facto owner, Arianna shocks everyone by agreeing to yield. 

But submission isn’t simple. It’s strategic.
As roles shift and loyalties blur, Beta House becomes something new—
a place where authority, desire, and surrender collide in ways none of them saw coming. 

The rules are rewritten again… and this time, Arianna isn’t the one holding the pen. 
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Chapter 1 — The Arrival

By eight, Beta House was hot and crowded. The fans pushed air around, the floor was sticky near the couch, and the playlist Ethan Cole had set up kept getting hijacked by someone with no taste. The college sophomore wiped his hands on his jeans and told himself it was just the heat. Brett Martin, his new housemate for the fall semester, camped in the kitchen doorway with a red cup like he was working the door, even though anyone who wanted to just strolled past him.

“This is fine,” Brett said, trying to sound chill and missing the mark. “Good turnout. Not too many freshmen. We’ll keep it simple, ask the questions, pick somebody. Easy.”

“Yeah,” Ethan said. He dialed the music down a notch. He kept checking his phone for updates. Jaleel Moss and Marshall Ryan had texted a photo of a cart stacked with beer. Lucas Dupre had texted a thumbs-up and said he was changing. Ethan wanted the returning Beta House upperclassmen here. He wanted the older guys’ calm. He wanted to get through this without becoming a story people laughed about for the rest of the school year.

Ethan heard but couldn’t see the front door open. Conversations dipped for a second. Brett leaned forward, then jerked back two steps like he had been smacked in the face.

“No way,” he said to no one in particular. Ethan leaned forward and looked over his new housemate’s shoulder into the living room.

Arianna Wallace had just walked in.

Black dress, her blond hair perfect, makeup sharp. She wasn’t dressed for this house, this party, this crowd. She wasn’t dressed for a sagging couch, a flickering lamp, and a shelf that leaned because someone had broken a bracket last year and never bothered to fix it. She scanned the room, taking in who was there, and headed straight for the kitchen like she already knew where the decisions got made.

Brett whispered, “Is that who I think it is?”

“It is,” Ethan said.

The crowd reacted in little pops—her name, a laugh, a text being typed behind a cup. Ethan heard the fan clicking the same spot in the cage over and over. Arianna stopped in the kitchen doorway and looked at them like she knew who they were, which was not only impossible but absurd.

“Hi,” she deadpanned. “You’re Ethan, right?”

“Yeah,” he said in a near trance. “Ethan.”

“And you’re Brett.” She gave him a once-over. Brett tried to say something smooth, but his mouth just opened and nothing came out.

“I’m Arianna,” she added, not bothering to wait for him to get his act together.

“We know,” Brett blurted, then winced. “I mean…welcome to Beta House.”

She smiled at the boy like she had decided to be generous. Then she looked at Ethan. “I’m here for the job.”

Ethan blinked. “What?”

“The housegirl position,” she said. “Let’s skip the interview.” She waited a beat. “You’re welcome.” She cocked an eyebrow but didn’t smile.

The room did that quiet-but-not-quiet shuffle. Cups lowered. Heads turned. Someone coughed, then laughed. Ethan planted a hand on the counter because his balance went sideways.

“We usually interview,” he said, desperately trying to recover. “There’s a process.”

“Cute,” she said. “But no. I did my homework. I’m the best option you’re going to see this year. Maybe ever. You could pretend to consider other people if that made you feel better. I wouldn’t be mad.” She gave him a tight smile.

Brett found a shaky grin. “Not arguing, but… why? You could live anywhere.”

“Because I feel like it,” she said. “Because I wanted something I chose. Because your deal is clear and I like clear.” She tipped her chin toward the window, where the stadium glow stained the sky. “And before you ask—no, this isn’t about him. He’ll live.”

Brett couldn’t help it. “Yeah, but he’s gonna flip.”

“He can go to hell,” she said with more than a hint of bitterness. “I’m not here to manage his mood.” She waited a beat, then added, under her breath, “Anymore.”

Ethan cleared his throat. “We can’t just appoint you. There are five of us. Everyone gets a say. We actually do have rules.” They’d been explained to him, being new and all, but he was sure there were strict rules they had to follow. Weren’t there?

“Good,” she said. “You should have rules. Five guys, one girl. Rules are hot. Here’s what I know: room, board, chores when needed, cooking sometimes, cleaning to a standard that isn’t a shot in the dark. I’m available when you want me available. If I say stop, you stop. If I say yes, you believe me. You keep your word, I keep mine. No games.”

She stepped close enough to touch the edge of his blazer lapel. It was quick, casual. It also felt like a test: would he move?

He didn’t move.

Brett exhaled. “You don’t mess around.”

“I don’t waste time,” she said.

Ethan blinked. “We’re getting everyone down here,” he told her. “We’ll run the process. It’ll be quick, but it has to be fair.”

“Be fair,” she said. “I’ll be by the window in the living room. Text your buddies to hurry things up.”

Brett bolted to the hall, already typing. Ethan poured a cup of water with ice and brought it back to her.

“Thanks,” she said, taking it.

“Everyone will be here soon,” he said. “Jaleel and Marshall are almost here. Lucas is upstairs.”

“Good,” she said. She studied him a beat. “Can I be blunt without you turning it into a thing?”

“I’ll try,” he said.

“I don’t like BS,” she said. “It’s a waste of time, and everyone turns it into performances. I like rules. If you actually have them, I’m interested.”

“We do,” he said. “Lucas will back me up. I’m new here, but this is his third year at the house, so he knows all the rules and shit.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’m here to be chosen. Not to play games.”

“Why us?” he asked before he could stop himself.

“Because I didn’t want to sit at some hole-in-the-wall apartment, doom-scrolling on my phone like an idiot,” she said. “Because I liked being looked at, and I’m not ashamed of that. Because I know who I am. I’ll handle the fallout, not you.”

“Lucas is coming down,” Brett called from the hall.

Ethan nodded to Arianna and moved into the staircase nook. Lucas hit the landing in a damp collar and wet hair.

“What’s going on?” Lucas asked.

“Arianna Wallace is in the living room,” Ethan said. “She wants the housegirl position.”

Lucas stopped one step above him. He blinked once. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

They crossed the living room together. Arianna watched them approach. She didn’t adjust her posture, didn’t fidget, didn’t fill the silence. She just waited.

“I’m Lucas,” he said. “Senior. One of the five.”

“Arianna,” she said. “Fifth-year senior. Candidate. Favorite.”

Lucas’s mouth twitched. “We have a process. It’ll be shorter than usual, but we'll follow it. We owe that to the others.”

“I‘m not asking for special treatment,” she said. “Well, I guess that isn’t quite true, but…” She cocked an eyebrow and let him finish her thought in his head. Which he did.

Lucas looked around at the crowd in the living room, which was trying not to stare and failing. “You won’t get a fair read with half the campus staring,” Lucas said softly. Then he turned to the crowd and raised his voice one notch. “If you aren’t here to be interviewed, head to the kitchen or the porch. We’d bring people back in five at a time.”

Brett played friendly bouncer, guiding the gawkers away. The mood eased. Four women remained on the couch and chairs, each with a look that said they hated the way this was turning out, but also they didn’t want to give up yet.

The back door opened. Jaleel and Marshall came in with beer. They froze.

“Oh,” Marshall said. “Right.”

Jaleel’s gaze moved from Arianna to Lucas to Ethan. “Are we doing this?”

“Yup,” Lucas said. “Right now.”

They set the cases in the kitchen and returned. The five men formed their loose half-circle. Arianna stood near the window.

Lucas nodded to her. “We ask everyone the same questions. Why do you want it? What do you think it involved? What do you expect from us?”

“I want it because I like things to be crystal clear,” she said. “You get chores, cooking sometimes, cleaning to a schedule, presence, and availability. I get a room, food, protection, structure. I expect honesty and respect. I expect you to keep your word. If I say stop, you stop. If I say yes, you believe me.”

Marshall’s shoulders dropped a hair. Brett’s knee bounced, then stilled. Jaleel leaned forward.

“You understand the optics,” Jaleel said. His voice was calm. “People will talk. It won’t be easy.”

“People already talk,” she said. “I can handle it.”

Brett couldn’t resist. “And Jake?”

“He can spin it however he likes,” she said. “Not my problem.”

Lucas glanced at Ethan. It was a quick check. Ethan said, “We can handle it.”

Lucas nodded. “We’d like to hear from the others.”

They ran interviews fast and respectfully. The girls who had come for the spot gave the usual answers: tuition was expensive, dorms were noisy, and they liked the idea of a built-in social circle. One girl fidgeted the entire time. Another gave long answers about her organizational skills. A third giggled through half her sentences. Arianna listened from her spot by the window, arms folded, expression unreadable.

Lucas looked around the circle. Ethan felt the weight of the moment settle on them. Lucas said, “We should take a vote.”

“Now?” Brett asked.

“Now,” Lucas said.

They did. Marshall said yes. Jaleel hesitated, then said yes. Brett blurted his yes so quickly that it made Arianna laugh. Ethan said yes, surprising himself with how easy the word came out. Lucas was last. He looked at Arianna for a long second, then nodded once.

“Yes,” he said.

Arianna’s smile was small and sharp. “Good. Then, I’m yours.”

The vote landed heavily in the room. A ripple went through the crowd that hadn’t drifted away yet—people whispering, some laughing, some already typing on their phones. Arianna ignored them. She walked straight to the kitchen island, set down her cup, and leaned against it like she had lived there for months.

“So,” she said, “when do I move in?”

“Tomorrow,” Lucas said automatically, then seemed to realize what he’d just committed to. “Unless you need more time.”

“Tomorrow’s fine,” Arianna said. “I didn’t take much when I left Jake’s place.”

That got another round of whispers. She let it happen, then walked away and out the front door without another word.

Marshall let out a low whistle. “Girl didn’t even blink.”

“She didn’t,” Brett agreed, still grinning like he couldn’t believe his luck.

Jaleel shook his head once, not in disapproval exactly, more like he was adjusting to something he hadn’t seen coming. “You know what this means, right?” he asked the others.

No one said a word, but they all looked at him, confirming what he already knew.

Ethan stood with his hands in his pockets, pulse still quick. He couldn’t tell if he was thrilled, terrified, or both.

Brett bounced on the balls of his feet. “This is crazy. This is literally crazy.”

Marshall finally broke the silence. “Well, shit.”

“Yeah,” Brett said. “Shit.”

Jaleel exhaled through his nose, steady as ever. “We’ll see how long she lasts.”

Ethan didn’t say anything. He was still watching the empty hallway, his heart hammering. The semester had just been rewritten, and they all knew it.


Chapter 2 — The Meeting

The kitchen smelled like stale beer and sweat, the kind of morning-after mix everyone at Crestmore recognized. Jaleel leaned back against the counter, arms crossed, watching Brett dump out the half-empty cups into the sink. Marshall carried around a trash bag, already half full, while Lucas sat at the table with his phone face down in front of him. Ethan stood by the fridge with a bottle of water, waiting for someone to say what they were all thinking.

“She’s coming back,” Brett said finally. His voice had that mix of awe and disbelief he’d been carrying since last night. “Arianna Wallace is our housegirl. Like, for real.”

Lucas gave him a look. “That’s not what we’re here to talk about.”

“Why not?” Brett grinned, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe his luck. “I mean, c’mon. She’s hot as hell. She’s famous on campus. People are gonna lose their minds when they find out.”

“That’s the problem,” Lucas said. His tone wasn’t sharp, but it was serious, as usual with him. “She’s not just another girl. She’s the kind of girl people notice. And my girlfriend’s not gonna like that I live with her.”

Marshall dropped the trash bag on the floor and tied it off. “That’s on you, man. But he’s right about one thing. People are already talking.” He didn’t need to finish his thought. Arianna is white, he and Jaleel are black, and everyone is going to have something to say about it.

Jaleel nodded once. “I’ve already heard it. Someone texted me this morning asking if I was seriously living with her now. Like it’s their business.”

Brett leaned against the sink. “Who cares what they think? We know the deal. She signed up. She wants it. If other people can’t handle it, that’s on them.”

“You don’t get it,” Marshall said. His usual easy smile was gone. “It’s not just about people talking. It’s about how they’ll talk. I’ve been down this road before. She says she doesn’t care, but that doesn’t mean it won’t blow up later.”

Ethan shifted his weight but stayed quiet. He knew better than to interrupt when the older guys got into it.

Lucas tapped his phone once, then pushed it away. “Look, we all agreed last night. We gave her the spot. But before she comes back through that door, we need to be on the same page. Expectations, rules, everything. Otherwise, this is gonna get out of control fast.”

Brett threw his hands up. “Fine. But let’s not act like this is a bad thing. We scored the hottest girl on campus. Everyone’s gonna be jealous.”

“Everyone’s gonna be watching,” Jaleel corrected. “That’s the thing.”

The front door opened then, and the sound of heels clicked against the floor. Arianna walked in wearing a denim skirt and a white tank top, her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. Sunglasses rested on her head like she’d just come from brunch. She carried a tote bag that looked like it weighed nothing, and she didn’t wait for an invitation to take a seat.

“Morning, boys,” she said, dropping the bag by the table and sliding into the chair across from Lucas. “You look like you’ve been waiting for me.”

Brett straightened up immediately. “We were.”

Lucas cleared his throat. “We need to go over some things before we move forward.”

“Of course we do,” she said, folding her arms on the table. “This is the part where you explain the rules, right? What you expect, what you don’t, how much I can get away with before someone complains.”

Jaleel raised an eyebrow. “That’s one way to put it.”

“It’s the honest way,” she said. “So go ahead. Give me the speech.”

Lucas leaned forward, elbows on the table. “The house was set up as an annex for Alpha Beta Omega back in the seventies. When Crestmore went coed, some of the brothers came up with the idea of having a housegirl. At first, it was just someone to cook and clean, and in exchange, she got a room and meals. Over time, the arrangement changed.”

“Changed how?” Arianna asked, though the smirk on her face said she already knew.

Lucas didn’t flinch. “It became more than just chores. The expectation turned sexual. It’s not something the fraternity advertises, and it’s not official, but it’s been the way of this house for decades. You wanted the position, so now you need to hear it plain: you’ll be expected to be available to all of us. Not just one of us. All of us.”

Arianna’s smirk widened. “Good. That’s what I signed up for. I don’t want half measures.”

Brett shifted on his feet, staring at her like she’d just handed him a winning lottery ticket.

Lucas kept his eyes on her. “There are rules. Consent is one. Respect is another. We don’t play games with each other’s heads. You live here, you take care of the house, you take care of us. That’s the deal. You back out halfway, it causes problems.”

“I’m not backing out,” she said quickly. “I know what this is. I want it. I need it.”

Marshall leaned against the counter again, arms folded. “Why?”

Arianna shrugged, but the shrug wasn’t careless. “Because Jake Hunter broke up with me a week before the semester started. Because I was tired of everyone looking at me like I was waiting for him to call. Because I like sex and I like attention, and this gives me both. And because the idea of being yours, all of yours, makes me feel like I’m finally doing something for me instead of for him.”

Ethan spoke for the first time. “So this is about him.”

Her eyes snapped to his. “No, it isn’t. It started because of him. I won’t lie about that. But I don’t want him back. I don’t want his apology or his pity. I want to burn whatever I still feel for him out of me, and this is how I’m going to do it.”

Nobody said anything for a beat. Arianna sat back, folding her arms.

“Believe me or don’t,” she said. “But I’m here. I’m not walking away. You want me, you’ve got me.”

Lucas looked at the others. “We all agreed last night that you get the spot. So here’s the condition. You’re here through the end of the fall semester. If you want to leave after finals, you can. That’s the deal. We’ll honor it. But if you stay, it has to be for the spring too.”

“That’s fair,” Arianna said, nodding. “I’ll make it through this semester. If I want more, we’ll talk about it then.”

Jaleel leaned forward, his tone steady. “Just know this isn’t a joke for us. We’re not props in your fight with Jake.”

“I know,” she said. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t mean it.”

Marshall grabbed a chair and spun it around, straddling it backwards with his arms crossed over the back. “I’ll be real with you, Arianna. I like the idea of you being here. I’m not saying I don’t. But you’re white, I’m not, and people are already waiting to see if this gets messy. You saying you don’t care doesn’t make the comments stop.”

Arianna tilted her head, watching him. “You want me to promise I’ll never flinch when somebody makes a crude remark about it? Or you want me to admit I’ve thought about it already?”

Marshall’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Which is it?”

“I’ve thought about it,” she said. “And here’s what I landed on: I don’t care what other people whisper. They weren’t in the kitchen last night when I said I wanted the job. They’re not here now. I’m not here to give Jake or anyone else ammo. I’m here because I like the idea of being with all of you. Even if it makes people uncomfortable. Maybe especially if it does.”

Jaleel’s gaze sharpened. “So you want to shock people?”

She leaned forward. “No. I want to live how I want to live. If that shocks them, fine. If it doesn’t, also fine. I’m not adjusting myself to fit into their idea of who I should be.”

Brett let out a low whistle. “Damn.” He looked between Jaleel and Marshall. “She’s saying the right stuff, isn’t she?”

Marshall didn’t smile. “Talk’s easy. We’ll see how it goes when the semester gets going.”

Arianna met his stare without blinking. “Test me, then.”

The room went quiet for a moment until Lucas cleared his throat. “Alright. We’ve gone over the history and expectations. We’ve heard why she’s here. The rest comes down to trust. And it has to go both ways.”

Arianna smirked. “You want me to trust you guys? Not a problem. I already do.”

Ethan frowned. “How can you trust us already? You barely know us.”

She turned to him, eyes sharp. “Because if I didn’t, I wouldn’t have walked in here last night and put myself in your hands. I’m not stupid, Ethan. I know what kind of risk this is. But I’ve spent years being careful, always making the safe choice, always doing what looked right. And look where it got me. Dumped before senior year by the guy everyone thought I’d marry. Screw safe. I’m choosing this.”

Ethan looked down at his water bottle, twisting the cap. He still wasn’t convinced she’d cut Jake out of her head as much as she claimed, but he kept that to himself.

Lucas leaned back in his chair. “Then here’s what we’ll do. We’ll give you the fall. You handle yourself the way you say you will, and we’ll revisit at the end of the semester. We’ll make sure the house is in order, no drama we can’t control, no surprises. You follow through, and we’ll talk about the spring. That’s the offer.”

“Works for me,” Arianna said easily. “I’ve got nothing better to do after finals anyway. Unless you think I’m running back to Jake the second the season ends.”

Nobody answered right away.

Ethan finally spoke. “I think you’re running from him as much as you’re running to us.”

Arianna stared at him. “That’s one way to see it. But you’ll learn fast—I don’t run from anything. I walk straight ahead.”

Brett leaned on the table with both elbows, eyes wide. “So… you’re all in? Like, totally?”

“Totally,” Arianna said. Then, smirking, “Don’t look so shocked. I told you last night—I don’t waste time.”

Jaleel shook his head slowly. “She’s either the bravest girl on campus or the craziest.”

“Maybe both,” Arianna said, smiling.

Marshall rubbed his jaw. “Either way, she’s ours now. At least till December.”

Lucas raised a hand. “Let’s keep one thing clear. We agreed because she fits what we need, not because she’s Arianna Wallace, former queen of Crestmore. No pedestals. No favorites. She’s equal across the board.”

Brett opened his mouth to object, but Lucas cut him off with a look.

Arianna laughed. “That’s adorable. You’re already worried about playing favorites. Don’t sweat it. I’m not here to crown anybody my number one. You’ll all get your share. And if I see any of you acting like I’m a prize you have to win, I’ll set you straight myself.”

Brett flushed and looked at his cup.

Ethan watched the exchange carefully. He could see how Arianna played them—pushing just enough, teasing without begging, confident but not arrogant. She knew exactly how much power she held, and she wasn’t afraid to flash it.

Lucas tapped the table. “Alright. That’s enough for now. You’ve got the basics. We’ve got class in an hour, and the house still looks like a keg exploded in here. Arianna, we’ll give you your key today. You can move your stuff in whenever you’re ready.”

“Perfect,” she said, leaning back in the chair like the meeting was hers to adjourn. “I’ll be here by dinner.”

Marshall shook his head again, muttering something under his breath. Jaleel caught Ethan’s eye, his expression unreadable.

Ethan capped his water and set it down. “You know what this means, right?”

“What?” Brett asked.

“That everything changed last night,” Ethan said. “We’re not just five guys with a house anymore. We’re five guys with her. And the whole campus is gonna be watching what we do.”

“Let them watch,” Arianna said with a grin. “I’ll give them a show.”

~ ~ ~

The meeting broke without anyone officially calling it. Arianna stood, scooped up her tote bag, and pushed her sunglasses back on her head. She looked around the table like she was sizing up her team before the first game of the season.

“I’ll grab my things and come back later,” she said. “Try not to miss me too much.”

Brett grinned like an idiot. “Not promising anything.”

“Of course you won’t,” she said, patting his cheek as she passed. He flushed bright red and froze in place, which made Jaleel shake his head.

Lucas stayed seated. “We’ll text you the house group chat invite. Anything you need, you put it there.”

“Way ahead of you,” she said. “See you boys tonight.”

She pulled the front door open, sunlight spilling into the hallway, then walked out like she owned the place. The door closed with a solid click.

Nobody spoke for a full ten seconds. The silence wasn’t awkward, but it was heavy.

Brett broke it first. “She’s unreal. Like, this is actually happening. Arianna Wallace is moving in here. With us.” He slapped the table. “I swear, this is gonna be the best semester of my life.”

Marshall leaned forward on his chair. “Or the worst.”

Jaleel nodded. “She knows how to carry herself. But people are gonna come for her—and for us. I’m not naive about that.”

Brett waved him off. “So what? We’ve handled worse.”

“You haven’t,” Jaleel said. His tone wasn’t sharp, just firm. “Trust me. This isn’t like some random girl moving in because she needed a place to stay. She’s got a name. She’s got a history. People think they know her. This changes everything.”

Marshall added, “And we’re not just talking about Jake. Professors, coaches, other houses, hell, even the Dean, if someone decides to stir it up. Everyone’s gonna have an opinion.”

Lucas finally stood. “Which is why we keep our heads straight. We keep the house running. She does what she promised, we do what we promised, and nobody gets sloppy.”

Brett rolled his eyes. “Relax, Dad.”

Lucas shot him a look. “I’m serious. My girlfriend’s coming up for Homecoming. If she walks in here and sees us falling all over Arianna, it’s over. For me and maybe for the house too.”

Brett leaned back. “That’s your problem, man. Don’t ruin it for the rest of us just because your girlfriend’s jealous.”

Lucas’s jaw tightened. “It’s not jealousy. It’s trust. And she’s not wrong to ask if I can be trusted in a house with Arianna Wallace living under the same roof.”

Ethan spoke quietly. “She won’t just test you. She’ll test all of us. Every one of us has something she can poke at. She already knows it.”

All eyes turned to him.

Brett frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Think about it,” Ethan said. “She had you wrapped around her finger in five minutes last night. She caught that Jaleel listens harder than he talks. She spotted Marshall’s doubts without him having to say a word. And she called Lucas out before he even finished the sentence about special treatment.” He shook his head. “She’s not just here for a room. She’s watching us as much as we’re watching her.”

Nobody argued with that.

Marshall leaned back, exhaling. “He’s right. She’s sharp. Too sharp to think she doesn’t know exactly what she walked into.”

“Good,” Jaleel said. “Better that than somebody who doesn’t know what she’s signing up for.”

Brett crossed his arms. “So what, we’re supposed to be scared of her now? She’s one girl.”

“One girl who just flipped the whole house dynamic,” Lucas said. “And we’d be idiots not to recognize it.”

Ethan pushed his water bottle away. “Look, I’m not saying it’s bad she’s here. I just don’t think she’s telling us the whole story about Jake. Or about herself. She’s hiding something. Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s everything.”

Marshall smirked faintly. “You planning on digging it out of her?”

Ethan shrugged. “She’ll tell me if she wants to. Or she won’t. Either way, I’ll find out when she slips.”

Brett let out a laugh. “Good luck with that. She’s not slipping. She’s Arianna Wallace.”

Lucas grabbed his phone off the table. “We’ll see.”

Jaleel stood, brushing crumbs off his hands. “I’ve got class. We’ll deal with this later.”

Marshall got up too. “Yeah. Same.”

They drifted out, leaving Ethan and Lucas in the kitchen. Brett hung back, fiddling with his phone but clearly listening.

Lucas leaned against the counter. “Your brother didn’t warn you about this, did he?”

Ethan stiffened. “What do you mean?”

Lucas gave him a long look. “He owns the place. We all know that. What we don’t know is why he let you run it. And now we’ve got Arianna moving in, the last girl anyone expected. You think that’s gonna stay quiet?”

Ethan kept his voice even. “My brother trusts me. That’s all you need to know.”

“Maybe,” Lucas said. “Just be ready. Secrets don’t last long in this house. Not with her around.”

Brett looked up. “What secrets?”

“Nothing,” Ethan said quickly. He pushed away from the table. “Let’s get this place cleaned before she comes back.”

Brett shrugged, already drifting toward the sink again. Lucas didn’t push, but his eyes stayed sharp.

By the time the trash was bagged and the floors were swept, the house felt a little steadier. But Ethan knew Lucas was right. Arianna wasn’t just another housegirl. She was a storm waiting to hit, and whether they liked it or not, they’d all stepped into the middle of it.


Chapter 3 — Moving In

The house was quiet when Arianna showed up just after noon. Most of the guys had already gone to class. Ethan was in the kitchen with his laptop open, but nothing typed on the screen, a mug of coffee going cold beside him. He heard the knock, and by the time he reached the door, she was already pushing it open, dragging a rolling suitcase behind her.

“You weren’t gonna make me wait out there, were you?” she said, sunglasses perched on her head, a sly grin pulling at her beautiful mouth.

Ethan stepped back. “You didn’t wait long.”

“I don’t wait for anybody,” she said, rolling the suitcase across the scuffed floor. She looked around the empty living room, then back at him. “Guess it’s just you and me.”

“Yeah. The others all have class.” He reached for her bag, but she pulled it back.

“I can handle it,” she said, though she let him take it anyway. “Show me my palace.”

He led her up the stairs to the second floor, to the small room at the end of the hall. The bed frame was bare, a thin mattress on top, a dresser pushed against the wall. She stepped inside, dropped her tote on the floor, and turned slowly like she was appraising a hotel suite.

“Charming,” she said. “Very coed chic.”

“It’s what we’ve got,” Ethan said. “Nobody’s used this room in a while.”

“I’ll make it work,” she said. She flipped open her suitcase, pulled out a stack of folded clothes, and set them on the dresser. Then she turned to him, arms crossed. “So. Availability. Let’s talk about it.”

Ethan blinked. “Now?”

“Why not? We should be clear.” She leaned against the dresser. “You said last night there are rules. I like rules. So tell me what you expect. How available do you want me to be?”

He hesitated, heat creeping up his neck. “We haven’t…”

“I’m asking you,” she cut in. “Not the group. You. If you want me in your bed tonight, do I say yes? If Brett corners me tomorrow, do I say yes? If Jaleel, Marshall, or Lucas wants me whenever, is the answer always yes?”

Ethan’s mouth went dry. “That’s what you’re agreeing to? All of us, whenever we want?”

“Exactly,” she said without flinching. “I’m not here to ration myself out. I’m here to be used. I don’t want to negotiate every time. I want it to be the expectation.”

He stared at her. “Why?”

Her expression softened for the first time all morning. “Because I don’t want to be in charge. Not here. Not with you guys. Everywhere else in my life, I had to be the girl with the perfect smile, the perfect grades, the perfect boyfriend. Here? I want to be the one who gives. Who serves. Who gets told what to do and does it. That’s what I came here for.”

Ethan swallowed, his head spinning. He’d seen her last night—snarky, cocky, the queen bee who could talk circles around Brett. Hearing her say she wanted the opposite was like being told the sun was really cold.

“You really mean that?” he asked.

She nodded. “I want to be submissive. I want to be subservient. It’s not a game, Ethan. It’s what I want.” She stepped closer. “Does that scare you?”

“No,” he said quickly. Then, quieter, “Maybe a little.”

Her smile returned. “Good. It should. But I’d rather you be honest than pretend you’ve got it all figured out.” She perched on the edge of the bed, legs crossed. “So tell me—what do you think of the others?”

He shifted on his feet. “I’m not gonna give you my take on them.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not my place.” He paused. “I’ll tell you about me, though.”

Her eyes lit with interest. “Go on.”

He took a breath. “I’m not a virgin. But I’m not… experienced like you probably think. In high school, I had a girlfriend. We messed around, but it wasn’t serious. Freshman year here, I hooked up a couple of times, but nothing that lasted. That’s it.”

Arianna tilted her head. “You’re saying I’m your biggest challenge yet?”

He flushed. “I guess so.”

She laughed. “Don’t look embarrassed. Honesty is hot. Now, let me ask—how many girls have you been with, total?”

“Three,” he said, after a pause. “You?”

“Do you really want to know?”

He nodded, though his chest felt tight.

“Twenty-seven,” she said, watching his reaction carefully. “And that’s not counting quick stuff at parties.”

His eyes widened. “You’re serious.”

“Completely.” She leaned forward. “And before you freak out, no, I don’t regret it. I like sex. I like men. I like women too, though that’s newer for me. So if you’re gonna ask what I’m willing to do, the answer’s almost everything.”

Ethan’s pulse kicked. “Almost?”

“I don’t do anything dangerous, anything that leaves scars, or anything without protection unless I say so. Other than that? I’ll try it.” She grinned. “Now ask me something else.”

He hesitated, then blurted, “What’s your favorite?”

“Favorite what?”

“Favorite… thing. Sexually.”

She laughed again. “You’re adorable when you’re shy. I like being taken. Pinned. Used hard. But I also like the slow stuff, where it’s about control and teasing. Depends on the mood. Depends on the guy.” She studied him. “What about you?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I haven’t done enough to figure it out.”

“Then you’ll figure it out with me,” she said. “That’s the deal. You learn what you like, I give you what you need. Fair?”

He nodded slowly, his heart racing. “Fair.”

Arianna kicked off her sandals and folded her legs under her, settling back on the mattress like she was already at home. “So,” she said, “you’ve got three girls in your past. What did you actually do with them?”

Ethan’s ears went hot. “Why do you need to know that?”

“Because I’m living here, Ethan. You’re supposed to have access to me. If I don’t know what you’ve done before, how can I know what to expect from you? Now quit stalling.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “With my girlfriend in high school… it was mostly hand stuff. Oral, sometimes. Once or twice we tried more, but it wasn’t great.”

Arianna smirked. “Typical high school sex.”

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “The two here at Crestmore were hookups. One was drunk, one was sober. Neither turned into anything. That’s it.”

She studied him for a moment, eyes sharp but not cruel. “So you’ve never had someone who was just… yours? Someone who wanted to give herself to you, however you wanted?”

“No,” he said quietly.

“Well,” she said, leaning forward, “you do now.”

He swallowed hard. “You really mean that?”

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” She cocked her head. “Ask me something else. Something you’re too polite to say out loud.”

He hesitated, then asked, “Do you like giving head?”

Her grin widened. “I love it. I’m good at it, too. You’ll find out.”

He exhaled slowly, surprised at how the words lit something in him instead of embarrassing him. “What about… anal?”

She laughed softly. “Yes, I’ve done it. No, it’s not my favorite, but if one of you wants it, I won’t say no. I told you—almost everything.”

Ethan shifted on his feet, his nerves giving way to a steady pulse of excitement. “Your body count doesn’t scare me,” he said, surprising himself.

“Good answer,” she said, approving. “Most guys your age would freak out. But you get it—it’s not about numbers, it’s about what I want now. And right now, I want this house, and I want you learning how to use me.”

He nodded, caught up in her certainty. “Alright.”

“See?” she said, eyes sparkling. “You’re already sounding more confident. That’s what I like.”

She stretched her legs out and gestured toward him. “So tell me, Ethan. When you picture me, what’s the first thing that comes to mind?”

He froze. “I—”

“Don’t overthink it,” she said. “Say it.”

He looked at her, heart hammering. “On your knees.”

Her smile was slow and satisfied. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” She climbed off the bed as he watched, his eyes going wide again as she knelt on the floor. “Like this?” she asked with a coy smile.

“Yeah,” he rasped.

“So, I’m here,” she teased. “What are you waiting for?”

Ethan swallowed, his mouth bone dry. “Seriously?”

“Why not? Are the others going to come back soon?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Would it matter if they did?” she asked with another smile, this one less coy and more suggestive. He shook his head. “Use your words, Ethan. Don’t make me guess.”

“No, I guess not.”

“Then…?” she asked, her eyes locked with his, her smile gone, her tone low and sensual. He stood and stepped toward her. “That’s better.” She reached for his belt buckle. When she undid his jeans and pulled them down, his cock sprang forth.

“Very nice,” she said without snark. Ethan felt relief surge through him - he wasn’t sure what she might think of him. That she didn’t ridicule him struck him as an incredible act of kindness.

“Don’t worry about cumming in my mouth, Ethan,” she cooed as she licked the precum that oozed from his tip. “I don’t mind at all, and I know guys love it.”

Ethan’s mind almost melted.

Arianna slid his cock into her mouth, not deeply, but fully, enough to thrill him beyond words. That this gorgeous woman was suddenly sucking him was incomprehensible. That this was just an indication of things to come was unimaginable.

“Of course,” she said in the most matter-of-fact tone that defied reality, “if you’d like to fuck me…” She looked up at him, her impossibly beautiful face daring him to say no.

“I’d like that,” he croaked somehow. “I’d love that.”

“I thought you might,” she almost snarked, but not quite. She leaned back and rose effortlessly to her feet. She was wearing a pleated skirt and a crisp white blouse, something Ethan noticed when she arrived, but which now struck him as suspiciously intentional. Had she planned to seduce him all along?

Did it matter?

“Is it okay if I keep my clothes on?” she asked in an innocent tone. “I’ll take them off if you prefer, but…” She didn’t finish her thought. She just sat on the bed, slid back, spread her legs, and lifted the hem of her skirt.

Once again, Ethan’s mind almost melted.

Not only was Arianna not wearing anything under her skirt, but her mound was completely bare. He stared at it, unable to look away, knowing somewhere in the more rational reaches of his mind that he was being incredibly rude, but his rational mind was powerless to overcome the otherworldly attraction of the sight before his eyes–Arianna Wallace’s bare naked pussy.

And she was wet for him.

“I got rid of all my panties, just so you know,” she admitted with a sly smile. “I didn’t think it made sense to bring them with me.”

He looked up at her face, her preposterous words overcoming the irresistible force of her pussy’s hold on him for a few seconds. She was smiling at him.

“What?” he asked dully.

“Never mind, Ethan. Just fuck me.”

He nodded. But as he moved toward the bed, he remembered an instant too late that his jeans were around his ankles and he stumbled forward, catching himself but just barely before he faceplanted into the bed, or worse, Arianna’s vagina.

“You’re so cute when you can’t think straight, Ethan,” she laughed as she reached for him, one hand for his shoulder and the other for his erection. As he knelt on the edge of the bed, she positioned his dick at the entrance to her pussy and guided him home. She wrapped her legs around his and pulled him to her, burying him inside her warm wetness.

Ethan orgasmed immediately.

“That’s okay, Ethan,” she whispered in his ear as he grunted and spasmed, unwillingly but inexorably. “That’s okay, go for it,” she told him again and again. “You feel amazing.”

He knew it was a lie. He knew he had failed in his first test with this goddess, but she was adamant. She would not make him feel like the loser he knew he was. She would console him. Protect his fragile ego. She held him close and kissed his ear as she murmured her approval against all reason, soothing him, consoling him in his misery.

“Sorry,” he whispered. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she told him. “It’s okay. I get it.” She held him close and stroked his back as he wilted inside her. “It’s okay,” she repeated, as if saying it again and again would make it so. He knew better, but he loved her for saying it.

He loved her.

Was that even possible?

“Do you have a towel I can use?” she said at last. “Or a tissue?”

He rose and looked at her, her gorgeous face so close to his, her breath hot on his cheek, her lips there for the taking. He bent down and kissed her. He didn’t know if this was his place, but she didn’t stop him, didn’t protest, didn’t turn away. She kissed him back. She fucking kissed him back.

“Sorry,” he said when at last he backed away.

“Don’t be silly, Ethan. We have all semester, so don’t worry about it.” She smiled. “But I really do need a towel, or I’ll have to wash the bedding before I even get to sleep here.”

“Sorry,” he said again, feeling inept and inadequate but also okay. Better than okay. Good.

“Stop saying you’re sorry, silly,” she chided him gently. “I’m okay, Ethan. I’m here to please you. It’s not something you need to apologize about.”

Ethan scrambled off the bed and almost ran to the bathroom to grab a towel. “This okay?” he asked as he returned and handed it to her.

“I’ll get some hand towels as soon as possible,” she said with a light laugh. “But it’ll do for now.” She wiped her hole and stood up. “I’ve got another suitcase in my car if you’d be so kind?” He almost tripped again as he exited the room while pulling on his jeans.

“Anyone home?” Brett called out from the living room.

Ethan tugged his jeans into place, cheeks burning, while Arianna stood barefoot by the bed, casually blotting herself like nothing unusual had just happened.

“You really don’t need to panic every time something goes sideways,” she said with that half-smile that made him both crazy and calm at the same time. “Relax. You’re fine. We’re fine.”

He nodded, pulling on his shirt too quickly and catching the collar backward. She laughed softly.

“Ethan?” Brett’s voice echoed from downstairs, louder this time.

Ethan gave her a look. Arianna glanced at the door, then back at him, her grin widening.

“Well,” she whispered, tossing the towel into the hamper like a practiced shot. “Looks like round two is gonna have an audience if you don’t tuck yourself away.”

“Coming,” Ethan called, his voice cracking.

Arianna sat on the edge of the bed, smoothing her skirt down as if she’d been waiting politely the whole time. Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “This semester’s going to be fun.”

Ethan dragged a hand through his hair, trying to steady his breathing. Downstairs, Brett’s footsteps creaked on the old stairs, getting closer. Ethan looked at Arianna one more time—her calm, her confidence, the secret she was already keeping for him—and knew nothing about his life at Crestmore would ever be the same again.


Chapter 4 — Brett Drops By

Brett bounded up the stairs two at a time, a bag of takeout swinging from one hand, calling out before he even reached the landing.

“Yo, Arianna! Ethan! Anybody hungry? I grabbed sandwiches!”

Ethan had barely gotten his shirt buttoned straight. He was still flushed, the taste of Arianna’s kiss buzzing in his mouth, the whole room hot with what they’d just done. Arianna sat neatly on the edge of the bed, legs crossed, hair smooth, not a trace of what had just happened on her face. She looked like she’d been chatting politely about unpacking.

Brett pushed the door open without knocking. “Oh, here you are!” He grinned when he saw her. “Room looks way less creepy with you in it.”

“Thanks, Brett,” Arianna said easily. Her voice was steady, amused. “You’re just in time. I was about to faint from hunger.”

Ethan swallowed hard, forcing his face neutral. “What’d you get?”

“Subs from Giovanni’s,” Brett said, dropping the bag on the dresser. “Turkey, roast beef, ham, all that. Plus chips. I figured moving in deserves carbs.”

Arianna clapped her hands together once. “Perfect. That’s the kind of thoughtfulness that earns you points, Brett.”

He blushed, scratching the back of his neck. “Yeah, well, figured I should help you feel at home.” He glanced at Ethan, then back at her, like he was waiting for someone to explain why the air felt thick in the room.

Arianna popped the bag open and pulled out a wrapped sub, peeling the paper back like she’d been planning to eat in this exact moment. “So, what’d I miss this morning?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Ethan said too quickly.

Brett shot him a curious look. “I just came from class. Lucas is in the library, Jaleel’s got practice, Marshall’s off somewhere. The place was dead. I figured you might be bored.”

“Not at all,” Arianna said between bites of sandwich. “Ethan’s been keeping me entertained.”

Brett’s eyebrows rose. “Entertained how?”

Ethan nearly choked on his water. “Talking. Just… talking.”

Arianna chewed, swallowed, then leaned back against the wall. “Don’t worry. He’s a gentleman.” Her smirk made Ethan’s pulse spike all over again.

Brett grinned like he didn’t know whether to believe her or not. “Well, you’ll have plenty of time to see we’re all gentlemen. Mostly.”

“Mostly,” Arianna repeated, her smile sharp. “That’s what I like.”

She finished the sandwich with surprising speed, wiped her fingers on a napkin, and stood. “Alright. Show me what passes for storage in this house. I’ve got another suitcase in my car.”

“I’ll get it,” Ethan blurted.

“I’ll help,” Brett added quickly.

Arianna looked between them, clearly amused. “Relax, boys. It’s just a suitcase. Ethan, you can come with me. Brett, keep my seat warm.”

Brett’s face fell a little, but he nodded. “Sure. No problem.”

She breezed past Ethan into the hall. He followed, grateful for the air outside the room. They walked downstairs together, the floorboards creaking under their steps. When they stepped into the front yard, Arianna slid her sunglasses back onto her head and exhaled a laugh.

“That was close.”

Ethan shot her a look. “He almost knew.”

“He didn’t know a thing,” she said, striding toward her car. “Brett’s adorable, but he’s not exactly Sherlock Holmes. He just felt weird because he walked in on a vibe. He’ll get over it.”

Ethan pulled her second suitcase out of the trunk, heavier than the first. “You don’t care if he figures it out?”

She leaned against the car, watching him heft the bag. “I don’t care who figures it out. What I do care about is you acting like you just robbed a bank every time one of them walks in the room.”

“I’m not… ” he started.

“You are,” she cut him off. “And it’s cute, but it won’t last. You’ll get comfortable with me. Or you won’t, and then I’ll have to tease it out of you until you stop blushing every time I look at you.”

He set the suitcase down on the porch and turned to her. “You’re way too calm about all this.”

“Ethan, calm is my secret weapon.” She smiled, opening the front door again. “Now stop worrying. We’ve got all semester to make this interesting.”

They carried the bag back upstairs. Brett was sprawled on the bed now, scrolling through his phone. He looked up as they entered. “You guys took your time.”

Arianna dropped her sunglasses on the dresser and slid the suitcase beside the first. “Traffic,” she said dryly. “You know how it is.”

Brett laughed. “From the driveway?”

She smirked. “Exactly.”

Ethan caught her eye for just a second. She winked.

Brett didn’t notice.

Brett stayed sprawled on the bed, his shoes half off, thumb flicking on his phone like he didn’t plan on leaving anytime soon. “So,” he said, “what’s it feel like? Being the housegirl, I mean. You walked in here last night like you’d already decided, but now you’re actually in the room.”

Arianna unzipped her suitcase and started pulling out folded clothes. “Feels like I’m in charge of where I keep my socks. Otherwise, same as yesterday.”

Brett laughed. “C’mon, you know what I mean. Like, does it feel weird? Living with five guys who…” He trailed off, suddenly remembering he wasn’t supposed to say the quiet part out loud.

She raised an eyebrow. “Who what, Brett?”

“Who, uh… like, expect stuff?” His voice cracked at the end, and he cleared his throat. “I mean, it’s a big deal. You don’t think it’s a big deal?”

Arianna folded a shirt neatly and set it in the dresser. “It’s only a big deal if I make it one. I told you all last night—I know what I signed up for. I want it. That’s the difference.”

Brett stared, wide-eyed. “You actually like it?”

“I love it,” she said simply, turning to face him. “So stop acting like I’m some poor girl who got tricked into this. I’m not. I’m exactly where I want to be.”

Ethan shifted in the chair by the desk. “She already told us, Brett.”

“Yeah, but it still blows my mind,” Brett said. “Like, Arianna Wallace, the Arianna Wallace, just saying she wants to be available to all of us? No offense, but it sounds fake.”

Arianna smirked. “Well, it’s not fake. You’ll get used to it.”

Brett grinned sheepishly. “I guess I’ll have to.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, right beside him now, and he nearly dropped his phone. “Lesson number one, Brett,” she said, her tone playful but firm. “Don’t waste my time asking if I mean it. If I say something, I mean it. Got it?”

“Got it,” he said quickly, nodding.

“Good boy.” She patted his knee once, then stood to hang a dress in the closet.

Ethan watched Brett practically melt at the touch. He couldn’t stop the twist of heat in his chest—not jealousy exactly, but something close. He kept his eyes on the floor until Arianna turned, caught his look, and gave him the smallest smile.

Brett exhaled loudly, trying to recover. “So, uh, do you guys wanna eat now? I’ve still got a sandwich left.”

“You go ahead,” Arianna said. “I already had mine. Ethan?”

“I’m good,” Ethan said.

“Cool, more for me,” Brett said, pulling the bag closer. He unwrapped the sub like he was starving, chewing happily between glances at Arianna. “This semester’s gonna be insane. I still can’t believe you’re actually here.”

“You’ve said that three times,” Arianna teased.

“Yeah, but it’s true,” he said with his mouth full.

She laughed softly and went back to her suitcase.

Brett crumpled the sandwich wrapper and tossed it into the trash can in the corner, then leaned back against the wall. “So, Arianna, I gotta ask… how many guys have you actually been with?”

Ethan froze.

Arianna didn’t. She zipped her suitcase closed and turned, arms crossed, eyes locked on Brett. “You really wanna know?”

“Yeah,” Brett said quickly. “I mean… unless that’s, like, private.”

“Nothing about me is private anymore,” she said. “Twenty-seven. And a couple of girls.”

Brett’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit.”

Ethan clenched his jaw, remembering she’d already told him the same thing less than an hour ago. Hearing her say it again, so casually, made it hit harder.

“You’re not supposed to act shocked,” Arianna added, smirking.

“I’m not—” Brett stammered, then laughed nervously. “Okay, yeah, I’m shocked. That’s… wow.”

“Get used to it,” she said, picking up a stack of books from her tote and setting them on the desk. “I don’t owe anyone excuses for my body count. It’s just a number.”

Brett nodded like he was trying to catch up. “No, yeah, totally. I just… damn. That’s a lot more than me.”

“Of course it is,” she said. “You’re what, nineteen? Twenty?”

“Nineteen,” Brett admitted.

“Then stop comparing,” Arianna said. “You’ve got time.”

Ethan coughed into his hand to cover the laugh that almost escaped.

Brett shot him a glare, then turned back to her. “Okay, but, like… what’s the craziest thing you’ve done?”

Arianna raised an eyebrow. “Define crazy.”

“Like… I don’t know. Something wild. Something you weren’t sure you’d do until you did it.”

She pretended to think. “A threesome with two football players. Both starters. One of them couldn’t keep up, though. Total waste of time.”

Brett’s eyes went wide. “No way.”

“Way,” she said, smirking. “And before you ask, no, I’m not telling you who. Figure it out yourself.”

Brett shook his head in disbelief. “You’re seriously just… open about all this.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked. “I’m not embarrassed. I like what I like. If that freaks people out, that’s their problem.”

Ethan’s chest tightened. The honesty thrilled him all over again.

Brett scratched at his neck. “So you’re saying, like, anything goes? With us?”

Arianna walked back over and sat on the bed again, leaning close enough that Brett froze. “Anything that doesn’t leave scars or hospital bills,” she said. “Other than that? Try me.”

Brett swallowed hard. “Holy shit,” he repeated under his breath.

Ethan finally spoke. “You’re gonna break him if you keep that up.”

Arianna looked at Ethan over Brett’s shoulder, her smile quick and private. “He’ll survive.”

Brett rubbed his palms on his jeans, trying to laugh it off. “This is insane. Like… I can’t believe this is real.”

“It’s real,” Arianna said. “And if you keep acting like it’s a dream, you’ll annoy me.”

Brett sat up straighter. “Got it. No more gawking. I’m cool.”

“You’re not cool,” Arianna said, smirking. “But you’re cute enough. And that’ll do.”

Brett grinned, relieved she hadn’t dismissed him. “I can work with that.”

Arianna leaned back, stretching her arms overhead. “Good. Now, unless you’ve got more life-changing questions, I’d like to finish unpacking.”

Brett hopped off the bed, grabbing his phone. “Alright, alright. I’ll get out of your hair. But this is seriously the best day of my life.”

“I bet it is,” Arianna said.

He laughed and headed for the hall. “Catch you guys later.”

The door clicked shut.

Silence filled the room for a beat before Arianna turned to Ethan, her grin back in place. “Told you he wouldn’t figure it out.”

Ethan sat back in the chair, still buzzing. “You’re insane.”

“And you like that,” she said, pulling another dress from her suitcase.

He couldn’t argue.

~ ~ ~

By late afternoon, the house had more life again. Ethan was on the couch in the living room, laptop open but untouched, when the front door swung wide. Jaleel stepped in first, gym bag slung over his shoulder, sweat darkening his T-shirt. Marshall followed right behind him, tossing a basketball up and catching it one-handed.

They both stopped short when they saw Arianna stretched out in the armchair with her legs tucked under her, reading one of her textbooks like she’d been living there for weeks instead of hours. She looked up, smiled like she’d been expecting them.

“Welcome home, boys,” she said.

Marshall blinked. “You move in already?”

“Suitcases, closet, bathroom shelf. All done.” She closed the book. “Your timing’s perfect. I was about to start a tour of my new kingdom.”

Jaleel raised an eyebrow but didn’t smile. “Kingdom?”

“Figure of speech,” she said. “Relax. I know whose house this is.”

“Do you?” Jaleel asked, his tone quiet but not unfriendly.

“Of course,” Arianna said. “It’s all of yours. I’m just lucky enough to get a room here.” She tilted her head. “Though, let’s be honest, I’m more than just lucky.”

Marshall laughed under his breath, shaking his head. “You really don’t hold back.”

“Why should I?” she shot back, grinning. “You wouldn’t respect me if I did.”

Ethan watched from the couch, trying to read Jaleel’s expression. The older guy’s face was hard to crack—steady, calm, not giving anything away. But Arianna didn’t flinch under it.

Marshall dropped his basketball into the corner and flopped onto the couch next to Ethan. “Man, this is wild. Arianna Wallace in Beta House. People are gonna lose it.”

“They already are,” Jaleel said, setting his gym bag down by the stairs. He looked at Arianna. “You ready for that?”

She met his eyes without blinking. “I told you this morning. I don’t care what people say. I’m here for me, not them.”

For the first time, Jaleel’s mouth curved into the faintest smile. “We’ll see.”

Arianna leaned forward in her chair. “Test me. Please. I’m not afraid.”

Marshall let out a low whistle. “Okay, I like her. She’s got more guts than half the guys I know.”

“That’s because I don’t bluff,” Arianna said. “I say what I mean. You’ll get used to it.”

Ethan finally spoke up. “She’s not lying.”

Marshall glanced at him, surprised at the certainty in his voice. Then he grinned wider. “Oh, I bet she’s not.”

Marshall leaned back against the couch, tossing one of the throw pillows up and catching it lazily. “So what happens when half the campus figures out you’re living here? You gonna start charging admission for house tours?”

Arianna smirked. “Only if I get a cut. And I’ll need a throne in the living room.”

Jaleel shook his head, unzipping his gym bag. “She’s joking.”

“Am I?” she asked, eyes sparkling.

Marshall laughed. “See, this is exactly what I mean. You act like you’re the one running the place.”

“Maybe I am,” Arianna said. “You just don’t realize it yet.”

Jaleel finally cracked a grin. “Careful. You’re gonna make Brett lose his mind.”

“He already did,” Arianna said, settling back in her chair. “Don’t worry, though. He’s harmless. Sweet, even.”

“Sweet?” Marshall repeated, laughing harder. “That’s not how I’d describe him.”

“Then you haven’t seen the way he looks at me when he thinks I’m not paying attention,” Arianna said, grinning. “It’s kind of adorable.”

Ethan closed his laptop, rolling his eyes. “You’re going to have him following you around like a puppy if you keep saying stuff like that.”

Arianna gave Ethan a quick glance. “Maybe that’s exactly what I want.”

Marshall leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Okay, serious question. What’s the catch? You don’t just walk in here, say you want to be our housegirl, and not have some kind of angle.”

“My angle is fun,” Arianna said. “I like sex, I like attention, and I like not pretending to be perfect anymore. That’s it. No secret plan. No drama. Just me.”

Jaleel zipped his bag shut and sat on the bottom step. “If that’s true, you’re gonna fit in fine.”

“Good,” Arianna said, crossing her arms with a satisfied nod. “Because I wasn’t planning on going anywhere.”

Marshall pointed at her. “I’m calling it now—by midterms, you’ll have the whole house wrapped around your finger.”

“Midterms?” Arianna scoffed. “Try the end of the week.”

Marshall and Jaleel both laughed, and even Ethan couldn’t stop himself from smiling.

Marshall was still chuckling when Jaleel’s voice cut in, low and steady. “Laugh if you want, but you should hear me out, Arianna.”

She turned toward him, eyebrow raised. “Go ahead.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “People already look at me and Marshall a certain way. Now they’ll look harder. They’ll make assumptions about you. About us. Some of it’ll just be talk, but some of it won’t be so harmless.”

Marshall’s smile faded. He rubbed a hand over his jaw, suddenly less relaxed. “He’s not wrong. People don’t always keep their shit to themselves.”

Arianna didn’t flinch. “So what? Let them talk. Let them think whatever they want. I’m not here to make anybody else comfortable.”

“That’s fine for you,” Jaleel said quietly. “But don’t forget, it lands on us too.”

The room went still. Arianna studied him, then nodded once. “I get it. And I won’t pretend I can fix what people think. But I’m not gonna hide, either. You need to know that.”

Marshall shifted in his seat, caught between Jaleel’s warning and Arianna’s confidence. “Man… this semester’s gonna be something.”

“That’s the point,” Arianna said, a grin tugging at her lips. “You wouldn’t want boring.”

Jaleel held her gaze a second longer before looking away, not smiling but not dismissing her either.

The silence that followed wasn’t heavy, but it wasn’t playful anymore. The house felt different, sharper at the edges, as if the rules they’d talked about were already pressing in.


Chapter 5 — First Night

By the time the sun set, the house smelled like takeout pizza and garlic knots. Lucas had come back from the library, Jaleel and Marshall were done with practice, Brett had already eaten half a box of breadsticks, and Ethan was carrying plates from the kitchen to the living room. They’d pushed the coffee table out of the way and spread everything across it—two large pizzas, wings, sodas, paper plates stacked in a leaning tower.

Arianna strolled in from upstairs, fresh from a shower, hair damp and loose over her shoulders. She wore a soft gray T-shirt that hit mid-thigh and nothing else Ethan could see, and she carried herself like she’d planned it that way.

“Smells good,” she said, dropping onto the armchair she’d claimed earlier. “You boys actually feed yourselves, or is this a special occasion?”

“Special occasion,” Marshall said, grabbing a slice. “Usually it’s cereal and whatever Brett steals from the cafeteria.”

“Hey,” Brett said, mouth full, “don’t knock free food.”

Arianna laughed, reaching for a plate. “Noted. But I expect better when I’m here. I can cook, but I’m not doing it every night.”

“That’s fair,” Lucas said, passing her the soda. “We usually rotate chores. You’ll slot in where it makes sense.”

“Good,” she said, pouring herself a drink. “Just don’t leave me stuck cleaning up your messes every time. I didn’t sign up to be your maid.”

“Noted,” Lucas said evenly.

Jaleel leaned back on the couch, taking a slow sip of his water. “So this is what it looks like, huh? All of us at the table, one girl in the mix. Arianna, you ready for the spotlight?”

She took a bite of pizza, chewed, and swallowed. “I was born for the spotlight.”

Marshall let out a laugh. “She’s not lying.”

Ethan sat on the far end of the couch, watching the exchange. He could feel the energy shift with her in the room—everything brighter, sharper, louder. Even the food tasted different, like everyone was waiting for her to set the tone.

Brett leaned forward, grinning. “So if you’re really here for all of us, what’s the rule? First come, first served?”

Arianna arched an eyebrow. “You volunteering to test that?”

Brett nearly choked on his soda. Jaleel rolled his eyes. Lucas cut in before it could get messier. “That’s not how this works. Nobody calls dibs. Nobody plays games. We respect each other, or it doesn’t work.”

“Fine with me,” Arianna said. She licked her thumb clean of sauce, not missing how Brett’s eyes followed the motion. “I can multitask.”

Marshall laughed again, shaking his head. “You’re dangerous.”

“You like it,” she shot back.

Lucas’s tone hardened. “Enough.”

The room settled. Arianna gave him a look, testing him, then smiled sweetly and leaned back. “Relax. I’m just making conversation.”

Ethan finally spoke. “You’re making it interesting.”

She glanced at him, eyes sharp for a moment, then softened. “That’s the idea.”

They ate in relative quiet for a few minutes, the sound of chewing and soda cans cracking filling the gaps. Brett tried to get a game going with who could eat the most wings, but Arianna shut him down with a single raised eyebrow.

When the food was mostly gone, Arianna pushed her plate away and looked around the circle of men. “So, let’s lay it out. You’ve all got expectations. I’ve got mine. We can dance around it, or we can say it.”

Nobody answered right away.

Lucas finally nodded. “Alright. Say it.”

Jaleel set his drink down. “She asked how it worked before. We might as well tell her.”

Marshall nodded. “It’s not complicated. Last year, same as the year before, housegirl had her own room, but nights rotated. In order of seniority. Seniors first, of course, then juniors, sophomores last.”

Lucas looked at Arianna. “That way, nobody fights. Everyone knows where they stand. No surprises.”

Arianna leaned back in her chair, considering. “So, one guy each night?”

“That’s right,” Jaleel said. “Five of us, five nights. Weekends were flexible, up to her.”

Marshall added, “Afternoons were open too, if she was free and you asked. That kept people from losing their minds waiting.”

Brett sat up straighter. “Wait, so like… afternoons are just—what? Anyone can ask?”

“Pretty much,” Marshall said. “As long as she says yes.”

Brett’s eyes went wide. “Holy shit.” He looked at Arianna. “You’re okay with that?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked evenly. “I told you before—I’m not here to ration myself out. If I’m available, I’m available. All I ask is respect and consideration.”

Brett shook his head, still grinning in disbelief. “This is insane. Like, I’m actually living in the middle of a porno.”

“Careful,” Lucas said sharply. “It’s not a joke.”

“I know, I know,” Brett said quickly, though the smile didn’t fade.

Arianna reached for her glass, eyes still on Lucas. “I’m fine with your system. Seniority order. Nights, afternoons. Whatever keeps the peace.”

Lucas studied her a moment before nodding. “Good. Then it’s settled.”

“Wait,” Brett said, frowning. “That means I’m last. Or close to it.”

Marshall smirked. “Sorry, pal. Perks of being the new guy.”

Brett groaned, flopping back against the couch. “Figures. Guess I’ll take the consolation prize of afternoons.”

“Don’t pout,” Arianna teased. “I like enthusiasm. You’ll get your turn.”

That perked him up again. “Okay, yeah. I can live with that.”

The group finished the last of the wings and crusts, the table littered with empty plates and napkins. Arianna stood, gathering dishes into a neat stack. “Alright, gentlemen. You feed me, I clean up. Seems fair.”

“You don’t have to… ” Ethan started.

She cut him off with a smile. “I said I would. Sit.”

The guys watched as she moved around the kitchen with practiced ease, dumping paper plates, cleaning glasses, wiping the counter, tossing trash. The space looked cleaner in ten minutes than it had in a week.

“Damn,” Marshall said. “She’s already better than us.”

“No kidding,” Jaleel murmured.

When Arianna finished, she dried her hands on a towel and turned back to them. “Alright. Dinner’s done, chores done. I think I’ll head upstairs.”

Lucas stood too, his voice steady. “I’ll show you where the spare linens are.”

She smiled knowingly. “Lead the way.”

Ethan felt a knot tighten in his chest as he watched them climb the stairs together. Brett opened his mouth to say something, but Jaleel gave him a look that shut him up. Marshall reached for another breadstick and shook his head with a low chuckle.

Upstairs, Arianna followed Lucas into his room. He closed the door behind them.

“Any rules I should know about in here?” she asked lightly.

“Just one,” Lucas said. “No games.”

“Good,” she said, stepping close. “I don’t play games.”

She slid her hands against his chest, and he let her.

~ ~ ~

Downstairs, the four of them drifted back into the living room after Arianna and Lucas disappeared upstairs. The house had gone quiet for a few minutes, the only sounds the hum of the fridge and the soft creak of floorboards above as they moved around. Then came the first unmistakable sound: the rhythmic squeak of bedsprings.

Brett’s eyes widened, and he let out a low whistle. “Well. Guess we don’t need proof of what’s happening up there.”

Marshall groaned, tossing a pillow at him. “Man, I don’t wanna hear that shit.”

“You could leave,” Brett said, catching the pillow and hugging it to his chest.

“No, I’m talking about you making stupid remarks,” Marshall shot back. “Grow up, asshole..”

The bed above them creaked louder, joined by the muffled sound of Arianna’s voice. Jaleel leaned back against the wall, expression unreadable.

“Not exactly subtle,” he said quietly.

Brett grinned, shaking his head. “Can you blame him? I’d be loud too.”

Ethan stayed quiet. His mind wasn’t on the noise upstairs—it was on the afternoon, on Arianna in his arms, her breath hot in his ear as she whispered things that made his chest tighten. He didn’t share any of it. Not with them. Not now. Maybe not ever.

Marshall tried to drown out the creaking with the TV remote, but the sound came through anyway, steady, relentless. “Jesus. He’s really going for it.”

Brett smirked. “Well, he’s the senior. Gotta set the pace, right?”

Jaleel gave him a look. “Don’t get stupid about this, Brett. You’ll get your night.”

“I’m not waiting that long,” Brett said flatly.

Marshall turned to him. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

Brett leaned forward, elbows on his knees, grin widening. “She said afternoons are open. I’m not stupid. I’m gonna ask. Tomorrow.”

Jaleel shook his head. “That’s not the point of the system. Nights are for order. Afternoons are for balance, not greed.”

Brett laughed. “Balance, my ass. She literally said I could. Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because it’s desperate,” Marshall said. “And pathetic.”

“Call it what you want,” Brett said. “I’m not waiting behind three other guys when she’s offering it on a silver platter.”

Marshall frowned. “You even hear yourself? You sound like a damn song lyric.”

Brett snapped his fingers. “Exactly. Afternoon Delight. That’s what it’s called. Old song. Totally cheesy, but it’s perfect.”

Jaleel’s brow furrowed. “Never heard of it.”

“Me neither,” Marshall said.

“You’re missing out,” Brett said, smirking. “Skyrockets in flight… afternoon delight…” he sang out of tune. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

“Man, shut up,” Marshall groaned, covering his ears.

The bed above creaked louder again, the rhythm picking up. Brett let out another low whistle, shaking his head in disbelief. “He’s been at it forever. Lucky bastard.”

Nobody answered. Jaleel stared at the floor, Marshall fiddled with the TV remote again, and Ethan sank deeper into the couch, his thoughts locked on Arianna—on the taste of her kiss, the heat of her body pressed against his.

Almost an hour passed before the sounds upstairs finally quieted. Brett stood, stretching his arms. “Alright, I’m calling it a night. If I sit here any longer, I’m gonna lose my mind.”

“Good,” Marshall muttered. “Go to bed and shut up.”

Jaleel grabbed his bag from the corner. “See you in the morning.”

They drifted off to their rooms one by one. Ethan stayed a moment longer on the couch, staring up at the ceiling. He could still picture Arianna, could still feel her, and the thought that she was spending the whole night with Lucas hit him like a gut punch.

But instead of jealousy, it was anticipation that rose in him. He’d had her once, quick and stolen, and it had been sweeter than anything he’d ever known. The idea of a whole night—his night—was enough to keep him awake long after the house had gone quiet again.


Chapter 6 — Settling In

By Monday morning, the house already felt different. Arianna had unpacked everything, stocked a shelf in the bathroom with her products, claimed half the fridge with groceries she said she needed, and announced to the guys that she only had one class this semester. It met twice a week in the afternoons. The rest of the time, she’d be at the house.

“So basically, I live here full time,” she said, sipping coffee in the kitchen while Ethan rinsed dishes. “Congratulations, you just got yourselves a housegirl with a degree.”

Brett fist-bumped the air. “Best deal ever.”

Lucas gave him a sharp look. “Don’t be an idiot. Having her around all day means we need to keep our shit together.”

“I’m not like that,” Arianna said, sliding her mug into the sink next to Ethan. “And I don’t nag. Unless you deserve it.”

Jaleel smirked faintly. “We’ll see.”

The first few days dragged and flew at the same time. Arianna fell into a rhythm quickly. She made breakfast twice, helped Marshall with laundry once, and spent two afternoons stretched across the couch with a book while Brett tried to impress her with stories from high school basketball. By Tuesday night, she had already been upstairs with Brett that afternoon.

Ethan hadn’t realized how much he’d notice until Marshall stood from the couch, grinning, and Arianna slipped her hand into his without hesitation. Her blond hair brushed her shoulders, her pale skin catching the light from the lamp, while Marshall’s dark arm slid around her waist. His shaved head gleamed under the lamp as they walked toward the stairs.

Ethan stared at the floor, a flush creeping up his neck. The contrast between them was impossible to ignore, and he hated the way it turned him on. He hated it more when Brett blurted exactly what Ethan had been thinking.

“Damn,” Brett said, watching them disappear up the stairs. “That’s… hot.”

Ethan shot him a look, but Jaleel spoke before he could. “You’re not wrong,” Jaleel said calmly. “People outside the house will think whatever they want. In here, it’s just us.”

Marshall’s laugh echoed from upstairs. Arianna’s voice followed, low but unmistakable. Ethan closed his laptop and muttered something about an early class, though he stayed awake in his room for hours.

By Thursday, the rotation had moved on. Marshall had his turn, and Jaleel had his. That left the sophomores, Ethan and Brett, to sort themselves out. They ended up in the kitchen, the argument starting small and growing fast.

“It’s my turn,” Brett insisted, leaning against the counter with his arms crossed. “We’re the same year, but I called it first.”

“That’s not how it works,” Ethan said. He was trying to stay calm, but Brett’s smirk was pushing every button. “Jaleel and Marshall are the same year, too. They didn’t argue. They flipped a coin.”

“Yeah, because they’re chill,” Brett said. “I’m not leaving this to chance.”

Ethan shook his head. “You’ve had her every afternoon since Monday. Don’t act like you’re starving.”

Brett’s grin widened. “Afternoons don’t count.”

“They do if you’re wearing her out before anyone else gets the chance,” Ethan snapped.

Brett laughed. “She doesn’t look worn out to me. You’re just jealous because you’re in class.”

Ethan folded his arms, staring at him. “Fine. Coin flip. Winner gets tonight. Loser gets tomorrow night.”

Brett hesitated, chewing his lip. “I don’t like it.”

“Too bad,” Ethan said. “It’s fair. Unless you want Lucas deciding for us.”

Brett groaned. “Fine. Coin flip.” He pulled a quarter from his pocket and flipped it onto the counter. “Call it.”

Ethan called tails. The coin clinked on the counter, spun, wobbled, and fell flat. Heads.

Brett whooped and snatched it up. “Yes! Tonight’s mine. Sorry, man.”

Ethan rolled his eyes, refusing to give him the satisfaction. “Enjoy it.”

“Oh, I will,” Brett said, winking. “And I’ll let you know how good it is.”

“Don’t,” Ethan muttered, walking out.

Dinner that night was tense. The others made small talk, but Ethan barely touched his food. When Arianna excused herself and stood, Brett jumped up too fast, practically knocking over his chair.

“Ready?” he asked, grinning.

“Always,” Arianna said, glancing at Ethan before turning toward the stairs.

Ethan kept his eyes on his plate. He didn’t look up until Arianna stopped at the bottom of the stairs.

“Oh, and Ethan?” she said casually.

He forced himself to meet her eyes. “Yeah?”

“Mornings are open too, unless I have a class,” she said with a smirk. “In case you didn’t know.”

His chest tightened, but he only nodded. “Got it.”

Brett tugged at her arm, pulling her upstairs. Lucas shot Ethan a look across the table, but Ethan ignored it. He finished his dinner in silence and cleaned the kitchen alone.

~ ~ ~

Friday morning broke gray and damp, the kind of weather that made half the campus roll over and skip class. Ethan was up early anyway, sitting at the kitchen table with his laptop when Arianna padded in barefoot, her hair loose around her shoulders, wearing one of Brett’s shirts like it had always been hers.

She poured herself coffee, dropped into the chair across from him, and watched him type. “You look like you didn’t sleep.”

“I slept,” Ethan said without looking up.

“Not much.” She sipped, then smirked. “Thinking about me?”

He sighed and shut the laptop. “You don’t make it easy.”

“Not supposed to,” she said. “So. About what I said last night—mornings are open. Want to test that theory?”

Heat rushed into his face. “You can’t just… ”

“Can’t I?” she asked, leaning forward on her elbows. “I told you, Ethan. I’m available. You just have to ask.”

He hesitated, then shook his head. “Not now.”

Her smirk softened into a smile. “Good. I like it when you make me wait. Means you’re actually thinking about it.” She stood, kissed the top of his head like it was the most natural thing in the world, and carried her mug back upstairs.

The rest of the day crawled. Ethan went to class, tried to focus, and failed. By the time evening came, he was pacing his room when Arianna knocked on the door.

“Ready for our date?” she asked.

He blinked. “Our what?”

“Our date,” she repeated. “Friday nights aren’t just about sex. They’re about taking me out. Didn’t Lucas tell you?”

Ethan shook his head. “No.”

“Well, now you know.” She stepped inside, wearing jeans and a fitted black top, her hair straightened and gleaming. She looked like she was going to a party, not just dinner. “So? Where are you taking me?”

Ethan scrambled. “There’s a place downtown. Burgers, beer, nothing fancy.”

“Perfect,” she said. “Grab your jacket. I’m hungry.”

They walked across campus together, students turning their heads as Arianna slipped her arm through Ethan’s. He kept his face forward, but he could feel the eyes on them. She leaned closer, her voice low.

“Let them stare. I like it.”

The restaurant was noisy, crowded with Crestmore kids and townies. They found a booth in the corner, ordered burgers and fries, and sat across from each other. Arianna rested her chin in her hand, watching him.

“So, tell me something about yourself,” she said.

He frowned. “Like what?”

“Like, why you act like you’re carrying the whole house on your back,” she said. “You’re twenty, Ethan. You should be having fun, not worrying about rules and fairness every second.”

He looked down at his drink. “Somebody has to keep it together.”

“Lucas does,” she said.

“Lucas won’t be here forever,” Ethan replied.

Her eyes sharpened. “No. But you will. Because it’s yours.”

His head snapped up. “What?”

“The house,” she said casually, popping a fry into her mouth. “Your brother’s giving it to you. Everyone knows he owns it. They don’t know he’s handing it down. But I do.”

Ethan’s stomach flipped. “How do you know that?”

She shrugged. “I have my ways.”

“Who told you?” he pressed.

“Nobody you need to worry about,” she said. “Point is, you’re not just some sophomore with a room. You’re the future of this place. And I want to be here when you figure that out.”

He stared at her. “So this is why you’re giving me more… attention? Because I’ll own the house?”

Her eyes softened. “That’s part of it. But don’t play dumb. You and I have something the others don’t. You’re the only one I’ve been completely honest with.”

He flushed, remembering the afternoon they’d spent together, her voice in his ear, her blunt confessions. “You want this to be more than just the housegirl thing.”

She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “I want you. The rest is just….” She waved her hand dismissively.

His chest tightened. “The others can’t know.”

“They won’t,” she promised. “This is just between you and me.”

The server dropped their food, breaking the tension for a moment. They ate, trading smaller jokes, Arianna brushing her foot against his under the table more than once. By the time they walked back toward Beta House, Ethan felt lighter than he had all week.

At the door, Arianna squeezed his hand. “Don’t look so nervous. Tonight isn’t about them. It’s about us.”

He nodded, the weight of her words sinking deep.

When they entered Beta House, the living room was loud with a video game match. Brett and Marshall sat on the couch, controllers in hand, while Jaleel watched from the chair. Lucas was stretched out with a textbook open, but clearly not reading it.

Brett glanced up when Arianna and Ethan came in. “Look at you two, all dressed up. Where’d you go?”

“McGinty’s,” Arianna said smoothly. She slipped her jacket off and hung it on the hook by the door. “Burgers and fries. Don’t worry, I didn’t let him cheap out.”

Ethan flushed, but Marshall laughed. “Guess you got the first official date, huh? Lucky bastard.”

Arianna sat on the arm of the couch, looking down at the game. “You’ll get your turn.”

Brett groaned. “Don’t tease me. I’m already dying waiting for next week.”

“You’re not dying,” Jaleel said without looking away from the screen.

“Feels like it,” Brett shot back.

“Patience, Brett,” Arianna said, patting the top of his head like he was a kid. “You’re doing fine. Besides, you’ve been busy enough in the afternoons.”

Brett’s face turned red, and Marshall burst out laughing. “Busted.”

“Hey, she offered,” Brett said quickly, fumbling with his controller. “Don’t act like you wouldn’t.”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t,” Marshall said, grinning.

Arianna leaned down closer to Brett’s ear. “You’re not supposed to brag about it. That’s how you lose privileges.”

Brett froze, then nodded quickly. “Right. Got it.”

Lucas closed his book. “Can we not turn the living room into a locker room?”

“Fine,” Arianna said, standing and stretching. “But you guys should relax. It’s Friday night. We could be out doing something instead of sitting here.”

“We have a game tomorrow,” Jaleel reminded her.

Arianna looked at him. “You’re on the football team?” she asked, not trying to be disrespectful but not quite pulling it off.

Jaleel rolled his eyes. “Seriously?” he asked, but she didn’t blink. “We’re going to the game, not playing in it.” He shot Marshall a look, and he laughed.

“We’re all looking forward to the game,” Lucas explained without explaining, not really.

Arianna shrugged. “Okay, fine,” she said. “I’ll have to find better entertainment elsewhere.”

Her eyes flicked to Ethan. He looked down, but his pulse quickened and his dick hardened all the same.

Brett caught him looking down and groaned again. “This is torture.”

“You’ll survive. Go back to your game,” Arianna said, heading for the stairs.

Marshall smirked. “Barely.”

Ethan lingered for a moment, then closed his laptop and followed her. He could feel Brett’s eyes on his back the whole way up the stairs.

When he reached the second floor, Arianna was already waiting by his door, leaning against the frame with her arms crossed.

“Took you long enough,” she said softly.

“I didn’t want to make it too obvious,” he murmured.

“It’s already is,” she said, her eyes glinting.

She slipped inside his room, and he followed, shutting the door behind them.

For the first time since she’d moved in, Ethan felt like the house was theirs alone. Arianna kicked off her shoes, crawled onto his bed, and looked at him expectantly.

“Well?” she asked. “Are you going to make me wait again?”

He shook his head, heart racing.

“Good,” she whispered.

When he joined her, the rest of the house faded away.


Chapter 7 — Game Day

The house was buzzing before anyone even left for the stadium. Marshall was the first one up, clattering around the kitchen, heating eggs and sausage on the stove like he was cooking for a team. Jaleel had pulled out his Crestmore hoodie, the sleeves shoved up his forearms. Brett ran in and out of the living room half a dozen times, changing his hat twice, his shoes once, insisting he had to look right for the cameras even though nobody was filming him.

Lucas sat at the table with a mug of coffee, calmer than the rest, but even he was more talkative than usual. “We beat them last year. We should beat them again. No reason we can’t start the season strong.”

“You’re not on the team,” Brett teased, stuffing a muffin into his mouth.

“We’re part of the program,” Lucas shot back. “Doesn’t matter if it’s the house or the bleachers. We show up, we represent.”

Ethan tried to focus on his cereal, but the chatter was relentless. Everyone was excited, restless, already thinking about kickoff.

Then Arianna came down the stairs.

She wore a short black skirt, a tight white top with Crestmore stitched across the front, and her blond hair loose down her back. Her lips were glossed, her nails polished. She looked like she was ready for the sidelines again, but she wasn’t carrying pom-poms.

The conversation stopped for a second. Even Marshall, still holding the spatula, stared.

Brett was the first to speak. “Holy shit. You’re gonna turn the whole stadium upside down.”

“That’s the point,” Arianna said. She grabbed an apple from the counter and took a bite, eyes flicking to Ethan as if daring him to comment.

“You don’t have to do this,” Ethan said quietly.

She chewed, swallowed, then smiled. “Yes, I do.”

Lucas leaned back in his chair, studying her. “You realize people are going to talk.”

“People already talk,” she said. “I’d rather give them something worth talking about.”

Nobody argued, but the mood shifted. It wasn’t just game day anymore—it was the first time Arianna would step out in public as Beta House’s girl.

They left late morning, walking together across campus toward the small stadium on the edge of the athletic complex. The crowd was already thick, students in blue and gold spilling across the lawns and sidewalks, music blasting from speakers, grills smoking at tailgates.

Ethan walked a step behind Arianna, watching her as she moved through the crowd. Her head was high, her shoulders back, but he saw the flicker in her eyes when someone whispered behind them. He noticed the tightness in her smile when a pair of sorority girls looked her up and down and snickered.

When they reached the gate, Ethan touched her arm. “We don’t have to do this. If you want to go home, I’ll take you.”

She looked at him, the tension in her face clear for a second before she smoothed it away. “You think I’m scared?”

“I think you’re nervous,” he said.

Her lips curved into a half-smile. “Good. You’re paying attention.” She stepped closer, lowering her voice so only he could hear. “I am nervous. But I’m not backing down. Not today.”

He nodded, but before he could say more, Marshall offered his arm with a grin. “Ready to make an entrance?”

Arianna slid her hand into the crook of his elbow without hesitation. Then she reached with her other arm for Jaleel.

“Let’s go,” she said.

The three of them walked through the gates together, Arianna in the center, Jaleel steady on one side, Marshall grinning on the other. Students turned their heads immediately. Some whispered. Some laughed. Some stared in open disbelief.

Ethan followed a few steps back, his chest tightening. He knew Arianna was making a statement—that she was doing this on purpose—but the sight of her on their arms, flaunting herself for the whole stadium, hit him harder than he expected.

Brett clapped him on the shoulder. “You see that? We’re legends already.”

Ethan forced a tight smile. “Yeah.”

As they made their way to their seats in the stands, Arianna’s head was high again, her smile sharp, but Ethan knew the truth. She wasn’t just flaunting her role. She was daring the whole campus to look at her differently—and daring herself not to flinch when they did.

The stands filled fast, students in Crestmore blue and gold cramming shoulder to shoulder, the band blasting fight songs while the cheerleaders flipped on the track. Marshall led the way, guiding Arianna and Jaleel to a block of seats mid-row where the rest of Beta House gathered. Ethan slid into the space beside them, Brett plopping down with a loud sigh and two hot dogs already dripping mustard onto his napkins.

The minute Arianna sat, the whispers started. A girl in the row ahead nudged her friend, pointing with her chin. A cluster of fraternity guys across the aisle elbowed each other and laughed. Even parents in the family section craned their necks for a better look. Arianna crossed her legs and fixed her gaze on the field, her hand still resting lightly on Jaleel’s arm as if none of it touched her.

Brett leaned forward, his voice pitched low. “Everybody’s talking about us already.”

“That was always gonna happen,” Lucas said flatly.

“Yeah, but this is different,” Brett insisted. “She’s not just some random girl. It’s her.”

Arianna finally turned her head, smirking. “You can say my name, Brett. I’m not a ghost.”

“You know what I mean,” he said, flushing.

Ethan didn’t join in. He watched Arianna, saw the way her eyes darted to the field, then back to the crowd, then away again. She was holding herself steady, but he recognized the tension in her shoulders. He leaned closer.

“You okay?” he murmured.

“Of course,” she said, her smile tight. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

He wanted to say more, but the announcer’s voice cut through the speakers, and the team poured out of the tunnel in a blur of helmets and pads. The crowd roared. Arianna straightened in her seat, clapping, her expression locked in place.

Crestmore scored first, a clean drive capped with a touchdown pass. The stadium erupted, and the student section shook as fans jumped and shouted. Arianna stood with the rest, cheering, her blond hair catching the light, her voice carrying above the noise.

Then the quarterback jogged back to the sideline, helmet off, sweat shining on his forehead. Jake Hunter.

His eyes swept the crowd in that practiced way star players had. And then they stopped. On her.

The change in his face was instant. His jaw clenched. His grip tightened on his helmet. His stare burned across the rows like a spotlight.

Arianna met it head-on. She didn’t flinch, didn’t look away. She lifted her chin, her smile sharp as cut glass, and slid her arm more firmly through Marshall’s.

Jake’s expression twisted. He yanked his helmet back on and turned away, shouting at a receiver as if nothing had happened.

Brett leaned into Ethan, whispering loud enough for everyone around them to hear. “Holy shit, he saw her.”

“Of course he did,” Marshall said calmly.

“This is insane,” Brett said, laughing nervously. “The whole damn stadium just watched her pick us over him.”

The people in front of them were already buzzing. The word “housegirl” hissed through the rows like static. By halftime, the phrase “queen who fell” had been whispered enough times that Ethan knew it would be all over campus by Monday.

But Arianna didn’t shrink. She leaned forward, cheering for every big play, laughing when Brett dropped nacho cheese on his shirt, teasing Marshall when he yelled too loudly at a missed call. From the outside, she looked untouchable. Only Ethan, sitting close enough to see her knuckles white where they gripped her purse, knew different.

When the game ended with Crestmore on top, 28–17, the students stormed the field. Arianna stayed in her seat, clapping calmly, then standing to join the Beta House guys as they pushed toward the exit.

“She just made this the biggest story on campus,” Brett said, still half in awe.

“Good,” Arianna said, sliding her sunglasses back on. “That’s exactly what I wanted.”

~ ~ ~

By nightfall, Crestmore’s campus was alive with music and shouting. The Alpha Beta Omega house glowed like a beacon, its lawn crowded with students, red and blue cups in every hand. Speakers boomed from the porch, the smell of beer and grilled food hanging in the air.

Beta House arrived together, cutting through the crowd. Lucas walked point, calm but sharp-eyed, while Marshall and Jaleel flanked Arianna, their arms easy but protective. Ethan hung just behind them, Brett bouncing with nervous energy at his side.

The reaction was immediate. Heads turned. Conversations broke mid-sentence. Even in the chaos of the biggest party of the semester, Arianna drew eyes the way she always had. Only now she wasn’t Jake Hunter’s girl—she was Beta House’s.

Brett leaned close to Ethan as they stepped onto the porch. “You see that? They can’t stop staring.”

Ethan didn’t answer. He was too busy watching Arianna. She smiled, nodded at people who muttered her name, and let the whispers roll off her like she had planned it all.

Inside, the music pounded even louder. The main room was a crush of bodies, teammates in jerseys high-fiving, sorority girls shrieking in groups, alumni grinning with beers in hand. The smell of sweat and alcohol pressed in heavily.

Jake stood near the back, surrounded by linemen, his hair damp from a post-game shower, his arm slung over a girl Ethan didn’t recognize. When he saw Arianna, his posture stiffened, his grin dropped, and his eyes narrowed.

The girl tugged at his arm, whispering something in his ear, but Jake barely moved. His gaze locked on Arianna across the room.

Marshall noticed first. “Incoming,” he muttered.

Arianna followed his line of sight. Her lips curved into a smirk. “Perfect.”

She stepped forward, pulling Jaleel with her. The crowd parted just enough for her to cross the room, the tension rising with every step.

Jake straightened as she stopped a few feet away. His teammates closed ranks, but Arianna didn’t blink.

“Congrats on the win,” she said, loud enough to be heard over the music.

Jake’s jaw tightened. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Why not?” she asked sweetly. “It’s a frat party. Everyone’s here.”

“Not you,” he snapped.

Marshall stepped up beside her, voice even. “She came with us. That makes her welcome.”

Jake’s glare shifted to him, then to Jaleel. “So this is what you’re doing now? Passing her around like—”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” Jaleel said, his tone low but sharp.

The teammates bristled, murmurs rippling through them. The girl on Jake’s arm tugged again, but he shook her off.

Arianna tilted her head, smiling. “You look angry, Jake. Didn’t think you’d care this much after you dumped me.”

“Don’t act like this is about me,” he shot back.

“It’s always been about you,” she said. Her voice wasn’t loud, but it cut through the noise. “You thought you could throw me away and I’d just disappear. Instead, I’m right here. With them. In front of everyone.”

The room buzzed. Students edged closer, whispering, recording on their phones.

Lucas finally stepped in, calm but firm. “We’re not here to fight. We came to celebrate a win. That’s all.”

Jake’s eyes flicked to him, then back to Arianna. His expression hardened. “You’ll regret this.”

Arianna’s smile didn’t falter. “No, Jake. I don’t think I will.”

She turned on her heel, pulling Jaleel and Marshall with her. Ethan and Brett closed in, Lucas trailing last, his gaze locked on Jake until the crowd swallowed them.

Back outside, the air was cooler, easier to breathe. Students still stared as they crossed the parking lot, but Arianna’s stride was steady.

Brett exhaled, half-laughing, half-shaken. “Holy shit. That was insane.”

Marshall glanced at Arianna. “You sure you’re ready for the fallout?”

She met his eyes, calm and sharp. “I was ready the second I walked into Beta House.”

Ethan followed just behind her, his pulse still pounding. He knew tonight had changed everything. Jake wouldn’t forget. And neither would anyone else at Crestmore.




Chapter 8 — Saturday Night

The walk back from the Alpha Beta Omega house was quiet, the music and shouting fading behind them. The six of them cut across the parking lot that bordered the frat house and its annex, Beta House, silent and dark. Arianna’s heels clicked against the hard asphalt, her arm brushing Jaleel’s once, then Marshall’s. Nobody said anything as Lucas unlocked the front door and pushed it open.

They filed inside. The living room light flicked on, and for the first time all day, the energy sagged. Everyone looked around like they were waiting for someone else to start.

Brett finally broke the silence. “So… that was crazy. Jake’s face? Priceless.”

Marshall shook his head. “He’s not gonna let it go.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Arianna said softly. “He doesn’t get to control me anymore.” Her voice was steady, but the look she gave Ethan said she was still replaying every second of that showdown.

Nobody argued. They dropped their jackets, grabbed water bottles from the fridge, shifted, and sat uneasily as the conversation sputtered. The air was thick with the weight of what had happened at the party.

Then Arianna realized something. She was perched on the edge of an old chair at the edge of the living room, eyes darting from one guy to the next. No one moved. No one said a word.

She swallowed. “So… who am I with tonight?”

That got everyone’s attention. Brett leaned forward, expectant. Marshall scratched the back of his neck. Jaleel’s eyes sharpened, watching her. Ethan looked down at the floor, then at Lucas.

Lucas sighed. “Weekends are different. Weeknights rotate. But Saturday and Sunday nights? They’re up to you. You can stay in your own room, or go to whoever’s room you want.”

Arianna froze. “You’re saying I have to decide?”

Lucas nodded. “You get to decide. That’s how it’s always been.”

Her stomach twisted. She didn’t want to choose, she realized unexpectedly. Choosing meant control, and control was exactly what she’d come here to give up. She glanced at Ethan, but he didn’t say anything. She felt the weight of five sets of eyes on her and hated every second of it.

“I don’t…” she started, then stopped.

Jaleel stood, setting his water bottle on the table. “She doesn’t want to choose.”

Everyone turned to him.

“That’s not what I…” Arianna began.

“It is,” Jaleel said firmly. He crossed the room, his presence filling the space in a way that made Brett shrink back against the couch. “She doesn’t want to choose. She wants to be taken.”

Arianna’s breath caught. “I…”

He stood and walked across the room, then offered his hand. Not gentle, not coaxing. An order, almost a demand. “Come on.”

She stared at it, her pulse racing. She could say no. She could laugh it off. But she didn’t. Slowly, she slid her hand into his.

“Good girl,” Jaleel said quietly. He pulled her to her feet, steady and unyielding, and led her toward the stairs without another word.

The others didn’t move. Brett’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. Marshall glanced at Ethan, who looked away. Lucas leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, letting it happen.

Upstairs, Jaleel pushed his door open and guided Arianna inside. The room was simple: a bed against the wall, a desk under the window, and clothes folded neatly on a chair. He shut the door behind them and turned to face her.

“You wanted this,” he said. His voice was calm but heavy. “But you need to understand what it means.”

Her throat tightened. “I do understand.”

“No,” he said, stepping closer. “You understand the fun part. The power trip of being seen, of flaunting it in Jake’s face, of making Brett drool and Marshall laugh. But there’s another side. The part where you give up control completely. That’s not easy. But that’s what you want, isn’t it?”

Arianna’s breath came shallow. Fear mixed with a hot rush low in her belly. “And you’re going to show me that side?”

“I am,” Jaleel said. “Because you need it. And because I can give it to you in a way the others can’t.”

Her legs trembled, but she didn’t step back. “You’re awfully sure of yourself,” she whispered.

He studied her for a long moment, then nodded. “Yeah, I am.”

She exhaled, steadying herself. “I don’t want to…” She hesitated, as unsure of what she doesn’t want as she is of what she wants.

Jaleel reached for her chin, tilting her face up to his. “Then tonight, you submit. Not because I asked. Because you need it.”

Her eyes fluttered shut, her body yielding even as her heart pounded.

He smiled faintly. “That’s better.”

When he eased her back toward the bed, she didn’t resist.

“This isn’t our first time together,” Jaleel said, his tone even. “So tell me. Was that what you expected?”

She knew what he meant. Her first night with him, earlier in the week, when it had been his turn. She thought about the way he’d been different from Brett’s boyish enthusiasm, from Marshall’s easy joking. Jaleel had been steady, controlled, and she’d left his room shaken in a way she couldn’t explain.

“No,” she admitted.

“No?”

“It was more intense. Less… playful.”

“That’s because I’m not here to play.”

Her throat tightened. “Yeah, I figured that out.”

He stepped closer, his presence pressing against her without touching. “You’ve been thinking about it since then, haven’t you?”

“Yes.”

“What about it?”

She shifted on her feet. “How serious you were. How you didn’t let me deflect with jokes or little comments. You made me face it.”

“Face what?”

She hesitated. “That I want to give up control more than I want to admit.”

His eyes didn’t move from hers. “You want to be owned.”

The words landed heavy, almost frightening, because they rang true.

She swallowed. “Maybe.”

He leaned in slightly. “Not maybe. Yes.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

Silence stretched, her admission hanging in the air. Then his tone hardened. “So here’s my other question. Are you here because you want me—or because I’m black?”

Her chest tightened. “I’m here because I want you. That’s it.”

He shook his head. “That’s not it. You thought about it before you came upstairs with me. You thought about the difference. My skin against yours. What it means.”

Arianna’s stomach twisted. She kept her chin high, but inside, the truth was messy. She had thought about it. She’d pictured her pale skin against his dark hands, the way the contrast would look, what people would think if they knew. It excited her, and it scared her, and she hated herself for feeling both.

But she wouldn’t admit it out loud. “You’re wrong.”

“Am I?” His voice stayed calm, but unyielding.

“Yes,” she insisted. “I don’t fetishize black men.”

He searched her face. “You really believe that?”

She felt heat creep up her neck. She wanted to believe it. She wanted it to be true. But something in his eyes told her he didn’t buy it—and maybe he wasn’t wrong.

“I’m not like that,” she said, though the words felt thin.

He stepped closer. “Then tell me this. When you looked at Marshall the other night, walking upstairs with him, what went through your head?”

She froze. The image had stuck with her—her blond hair and pale skin against Marshall’s dark, shaved head and broad shoulders. The contrast had thrilled her in a way she couldn’t stop replaying. But she wasn’t about to admit that to Jaleel.

“Nothing,” she said.

His eyes narrowed. “Liar.”

Her face burned. She turned away, arms wrapping around herself, trying to contain the storm inside. She was turned on by the contrast, by the taboo of it. She hated that she couldn’t untangle whether it was desire for them as men or desire for the boundary she was crossing.

When she didn’t answer, he moved closer until he was right behind her. “You can’t even say it out loud. That’s how deep it runs.”

Her voice cracked. “Stop putting words in my mouth.”

“Then use your own,” he said sharply.

She spun around, eyes blazing. “You want to accuse me of fetishizing you? Fine. But what about you? You think I don’t notice the way you look at me? Blond hair, blue eyes, pale skin? Don’t tell me you’ve never thought about it.”

For the first time, his composure slipped. His jaw tightened, his gaze flicking across her face.

“You’re accusing me?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” she said, though her voice shook. “Maybe you’re just as guilty.”

He let the silence stretch before answering. “No. I don’t chase blondes because they’re blond. I don’t chase white girls because they’re white. I wanted you because you’re strong enough to walk in here and admit you want to be used. That’s rare. That’s what I wanted.”

Her breath caught. She wanted to believe him.

“You don’t believe me,” he said.

“I… I don’t know,” she admitted.

“Then I’ll prove it,” he said. He stepped in close, towering over her, his presence overwhelming. “This isn’t about the color of your skin. It’s about what you’re willing to give up to me.”

Her pulse hammered in her chest. She wanted to say no. She wanted to keep arguing. But her body betrayed her.

“You’re shaking,” he said.

“Because I’m nervous,” she whispered.

“You should be,” he said, lowering his voice. “You’re about to find out what submission really means.”

She drew a ragged breath. “And if I can’t handle it?”

“Then you leave,” he said. “But if you stay, you’ll understand yourself better than you did when you walked in.”

Her body tensed, torn between fear and heat. She realized with a shock that he was right. She did want to understand, even if it meant facing truths she didn’t like.

He reached out, sliding his fingers under her chin and tilting her face up to his. “So what’s it going to be? Run back to the safe choice, or admit you came here because you want to be broken open?”

Her eyes fluttered shut. “I want it,” she whispered. “All of it.”

“Good girl,” he said, the first hint of approval in his voice. “Then tonight, you stop kidding yourself.”

He eased her back on the bed, steady and unrelenting. Her belly clenched, her breath uneven, but she didn’t resist.

“But I’m not into pain,” she whispered.

“Neither am I,” he said evenly. “This isn’t about pain. It’s about submission.”

She didn’t contradict him, but she knew there was more to it than her submission. She’d surrendered to each of the men over the last five days, but Jaleel was the only one of them who took control their first time together. He didn’t assert himself dramatically, but his manner was different from the others, more insistent, more entitled. The others had tried to please her, to give her what they thought she wanted. Jaleel had taken what he wanted, and that made all the difference to her, she now realized.

“I want to submit to you,” she whispered. “I need to submit to you.”

He stared at her without speaking for several seconds, until she wondered if she’d said something wrong. Finally, he smiled, but there was no warmth in it. None at all.

“Get off the bed, Arianna,” he growled. “And on your knees.”

He belly clenched hard as she processed what he’d said, what he was asking her to do. This was what she wanted, what she longed for. She wasn’t surprised that of the five of them, Jaleel was the only one to get it.

Or was he just the first one to get it?

“Yes, sir,” she whispered as she climbed down from the bed and sat on her heels. He followed suit and stood before her, his erection hard and imposing, his expression hard in a different way.

“Suck me, Arianna,” he whispered. “Show me how bad you want this.”

She gulped and reached for him, her eyes locked with his as she stared up at him. She grasped his shaft with one hand and his hip with her other hand, then she looked at the tip of his cock just to be sure it was leaking precum.

It was.

“Lick it off, Arianna,” he urged her. “Taste it.”

She did.

She noted how different he tasted from white guys, but wondered if that was her imagination. He was more bitter, more salty, more everything. She sucked the imposing head of his penis into her mouth and moaned on it. She closed her eyes and leaned in, jammed his shaft deep in her mouth, gagged on the head, and made no effort to hide it. She knew this was what he wanted from her, what she wanted to do for him. To gag on his hard cock, to show her willingness to degrade herself for his pleasure. To do whatever it took to please him. To exceed his expectations. To exceed her own.

“Fuck, that’s good,” he whispered as a hint of a smile graced his thick black lips. “You’re some kind of cocksucker, Arianna, you know that?” He closed his eyes and rolled his head back. “Yeah, of course you knew that. You’ve probably sucked dozens of cocks, you fucking slut. Why else would you be here? Why else would you fucking volunteer to be the Beta House slut? What a whore.” He moaned. “What a fucking wetdream of a whore Arianna-fucking-Wallace turned out to be?”

Arianna moaned as her belly clenched as she listened to his vile remarks. She gagged herself again, harder this time, almost retched, and reveled in the sordid debauchery she was subjecting herself to. What was it about this that excited her so intensely? And how was she just discovering now how much she loved being used like this? Was it the fact that Jaleel was black? Or did that just enhance an experience that would have stood on its own merit had this happened with one of the others?

Who cares? she decided.

“Get on the bed, hands and knees,” Jaleel said suddenly. “I need to fuck that tight, white cunt of yours.”

Arianna couldn’t believe how hard Jaleel was leaning into the racial aspect of their relationship, and how much she loved it. Every slur hit home for her, burrowing into her mind and her belly. She wondered if she should respond in kind or just let him run with it.

She kept quiet.

“Fuck, you are tight,” Jaleel said as he slid his cock into her vagina. She moaned and rolled her eyes back as she closed them. He read her mind and grabbed a fistful of her hair.

She moaned, for him and for herself.

“Yeah, you like that, you fucking slut? You like getting fucked, Arianna?”

“I like this, Jaleel,” she whispered.

“Of course you do,” he growled as he upped his depth and tempo, keeping her on that sweet border between pain and ecstasy. She moaned again, and he pulled her hair harder, lifting her hands off the mattress. She waved them helplessly as an orgasm overcame her suddenly, out of nowhere, and she groaned and shuddered.

“Yeah, bitch,” he said as he swelled inside her. “Cum on my black cock.”

He grunted and spasmed, then his seed flooded her pussy, warm and wet, deliciously obscene, until he collapsed on her back and pressed her body into the mattress as he continued to slut-shame her.

“You fucking whore,” he whispered. “Trading your body for room and board. You are such a fucking whore.”

She just took it.

Finally, he stopped moving, stopped talking, his cock still thick inside her, but no longer as hard as before. She turned her head just enough to find his eyes, open and staring at her.

“You like that, Arianna?” he asked gently, all the anger and intensity gone now.

“Yeah, Jaleel,” she whispered. “I liked that a lot.”

“Me too.”


Chapter 9 — Sunday Morning

The smell of bacon drifted through the house by the time Jaleel and Arianna came downstairs. He carried himself like nothing had changed, in gym shorts and a plain T-shirt, calm as ever. Arianna followed a half step behind, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, wearing one of the Beta House T-shirts that hung loose on her frame.

Marshall was at the stove, flipping bacon with a fork. Brett sat at the table, nursing a glass of orange juice like he hadn’t slept. Lucas scrolled on his phone, unreadable. Ethan leaned against the counter, quiet.

Conversation stalled when the pair walked in. Brett’s eyebrows shot up. Marshall kept his eyes on the pan but smirked. Lucas set his phone face down. Ethan just crossed his arms.

“Morning,” Jaleel said evenly.

“Morning,” Marshall echoed, dragging it out just enough to make a point.

Arianna slipped into a chair beside Brett like she hadn’t noticed the shift. She reached for his glass and stole a sip. “You boys cook better than you clean,” she said lightly.

Brett grinned, trying not to stare at her bare legs under the oversized shirt. “Thanks, I guess.”

Lucas cut in before it could drift. “We need to settle something. Last night made it obvious.” He glanced at Arianna, then back at the others. “Weekends. How they work.”

Marshall plated the bacon, dropped it in the middle of the table. “Weeknights rotate. That’s clear. But Saturday and Sunday have always been different.”

“Different how?” Brett asked, already reaching for bacon.

“Up to her,” Lucas said. “She can stay in her room or go where she wants.”

Arianna’s smile faltered. She set the glass down slowly. “So I’m supposed to pick?”

“That’s the tradition,” Lucas said. “It avoids fights.”

The silence stretched. Ethan noticed the way her shoulders tightened, the way her gaze flicked to Jaleel before she looked down. She didn’t want the responsibility, and she wasn’t saying it out loud.

Jaleel leaned back in his chair. “Like I said last night, she doesn’t want to choose.”

Her head snapped up, but she didn’t deny it.

Marshall raised an eyebrow. “Then what’s the point of weekends?”

“The point is giving her the freedom,” Lucas said.

“The point is,” Jaleel said calmly, “she came here to give that up. If we hand it back every weekend, it defeats the purpose.”

The room went quiet again. Arianna said nothing, but her pulse hammered in her throat. She was grateful someone had figured it out; put it into words she couldn’t.

Brett broke the silence with a nervous laugh. “So what, we just take turns anyway?”

Lucas didn’t answer right away. His eyes shifted to Jaleel, then back to Arianna. Finally, he nodded. “We’ll talk it through. But she’s right here. Let’s be clear in front of her, not behind her back.”

Arianna leaned back in her chair, forcing herself to keep still. She wanted to smirk, to cover her nerves with bravado, but she didn’t. Not here. Not now.

The men were taking charge. And she loved it.

Marshall dropped into the chair across from Arianna, fork in hand. “Alright then. If weekends aren’t her call, what’s the system?”

“Same as weekdays,” Brett said quickly. “Just keep the rotation going. That way nobody gets left out.”

Lucas frowned. “Weekends have always been flexible for a reason. She gets a break if she wants one.”

“I don’t need breaks,” Arianna said quietly.

All eyes went to her. She lifted her chin but didn’t say more.

“You hear that?” Brett said, grinning. “She’s tougher than you give her credit for. No breaks. Keep it going.”

“It’s not about toughness,” Ethan said from the counter. “It’s about respect. If she wants time to herself, she should get it.”

Arianna glanced at him, a flicker of warmth sparking in her chest, but she stayed silent.

Jaleel spoke next, his tone calm. “There’s another way. Keep the weeknights structured. But on weekends, whoever claims her, claims her. If she says no, it’s a no. Otherwise, the first move wins.”

Brett nearly choked on his juice. “You mean, like, call dibs?”

“Not dibs,” Jaleel corrected. “Just initiative. You want her, you step up.”

Marshall raised his eyebrows. “That’s a recipe for fighting.”

“Not if we act like adults,” Jaleel said simply.

Brett leaned back, shaking his head. “Man, I don’t like the sound of that. I’d blink and someone else would have her every time.”

“That’s your problem,” Jaleel said.

Lucas tapped his fingers against the table. “Alright. Let’s keep it simple. Weeknights stay on the rotation. Weekends are open—but we don’t put her on the spot. If she’s approached, she can accept or decline. If she declines, no one gives her any grief. Everyone clear?”

“That’s not fair,” Brett muttered.

“It’s the only way this works,” Lucas said firmly.

Ethan spoke for the first time in minutes. “It puts the decision back on her, though. Isn’t that what she doesn’t want?”

Arianna’s chest tightened. She looked down at her plate, trying to keep her face blank.

Lucas considered Ethan’s point. “Then here’s the compromise. She doesn’t have to choose in advance. She just has to answer in the moment. That way, it’s not about managing us. It’s about responding to what happens.”

“That’s splitting hairs,” Brett grumbled.

Marshall shrugged. “I don’t care what you call it. Sounds fine to me.”

Jaleel leaned back, arms crossed. “Works for me. As long as she’s not dragged into a vote every week.”

Lucas glanced around the table. “Majority rules. That’s the system.”

Brett groaned but didn’t argue further.

Arianna finally looked up. “So that’s it?”

“That’s it,” Lucas said. “No pressure. No confusion. You live by the same rules we do—say yes when you mean yes, no when you mean no.”

She nodded slowly, her throat dry. “Okay.”

Marshall grinned, spearing a piece of bacon. “See? Easy.”

Brett muttered under his breath, but shoveled eggs onto his plate.

The tension eased as they dug into breakfast. Marshall kept cracking jokes. Brett complained about his schedule. Lucas reminded him he was lucky to be here at all. Jaleel said little, but his quiet presence carried weight. Ethan stayed back, watching Arianna more than he realized.

She said almost nothing else, just listened. And yet inside, she was humming. They had argued, debated, set rules—without her needing to steer. She wasn’t trapped in the middle, forced to manage them. They had taken charge, just like she’d hoped they would.

She chewed her toast, hid her smile, and let them believe she was simply along for the ride.

When breakfast wound down, the others drifted out of the kitchen. Brett mumbled something about catching up on sleep, Marshall disappeared with his headphones, Jaleel headed for the shower, and Lucas left the table spotless as always, retreating upstairs with his coffee mug. Ethan stayed behind, leaning on the counter, watching Arianna wash the plates in the sink.

She tied her hair back with an elastic from her wrist, sleeves tugged up, her hands moving briskly in the warm water. The clatter of dishes was the only sound for a minute. Ethan couldn’t shake the knot in his chest.

“You don’t have to do that,” he said finally.

She glanced over her shoulder. “I told you, I don’t mind. Cooking, cleaning, whatever. It makes sense.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

She set a plate in the rack and turned back to the sink. “I know.”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “You’re getting in deep, Arianna.”

“That’s the point,” she said simply.

His jaw tightened. “You’re letting them–us–make the decisions. All of them. Even about weekends. You didn’t fight it.”

“I didn’t want to fight it,” she said, rinsing a glass. “I want you all to take it.”

Ethan studied her profile, the curve of her cheek, the way she kept her focus on the task instead of him. “And you’re fine with that?”

She shut off the water, drying her hands on a towel. Finally, she turned and faced him. “I’m better than fine. I’m getting exactly what I came here for.”

Her tone was calm, almost serene, but it shook him anyway. He leaned against the counter, arms crossed. “If you don’t have any agency, how do you expect this to work long term?”

Her eyes flicked down, then back up, softer now. “Maybe I don’t want it to work like that. Maybe agency isn’t what I need right now.”

The words rattled around in his chest. He should have argued, but he didn’t. He just stood there, listening, the hum of the fridge filling the silence.

“You really mean it,” he said.

She gave the faintest smile, almost shy. “I do.”

He wanted to press harder, to make her explain how the smartest, sharpest girl on campus could give herself over this way. But the look in her eyes stopped him—steady, resolved, with a hint of playfulness she wasn’t ready to share out loud.

He exhaled, running a hand over his face. “You’re impossible.”

“Or honest,” she countered.

They stood a beat longer, the tension thick between them. Then she brushed past him, towel still in her hand, and dropped it on the counter. “You don’t have to understand it, Ethan. You just have to decide if you can handle it.”

He caught her wrist lightly before she left the kitchen. “And if I can’t?”

Her lips curved. “Then you’ll be the only one who can’t.”

She slipped out, leaving him staring after her.

The house was quiet again, the dishes drying on the rack, the smell of bacon lingering in the air. Ethan pressed his palms against the counter, breathing slowly.

He wanted to believe her—that she knew exactly what she was doing, that this was all part of some plan she’d made for herself. But part of him couldn’t stop worrying. What if she gave up too much? What if the others didn’t respect the boundaries she thought she had?

And yet another part of him, the part he was reluctant to admit even to himself, was thrilled. The most desirable woman at Crestmore didn’t want agency. She wanted to be claimed. She wanted rules, not choices. She wanted to give herself over, and he was in the middle of it.

The thought made his chest burn with a mix of jealousy and excitement. He wanted more of her—more than afternoons stolen from Brett, more than the rotation that parceled her out like a shared secret. He wanted the whole thing.

His hand curled into a fist on the counter. Sharing her had seemed manageable in theory, but standing here, listening to her admit she wanted to give everything up, he realized the truth: he was going to have a hard time watching her with the others.

By the time the sun dipped low, the house had settled into something like normal again. Brett sprawled across the couch, controller in hand, hammering buttons as he tried to beat Marshall at the same basketball game they’d played a hundred times. Marshall trash-talked between bites of popcorn, half the kernels ending up on the rug. Lucas sat nearby with his laptop open, headphones resting around his neck, pretending to read but chiming in whenever Brett got too loud.

Jaleel leaned against the wall, arms folded, watching the game with a faint smirk. Ethan sat in the armchair, one leg draped over the other, a soda can balanced on the armrest.

Arianna took the chair in the corner, legs tucked under her, scrolling absently through her phone. She didn’t say much, just looked up now and then when Brett shouted or Marshall laughed. The oversized sweatshirt she wore hid most of her frame, but Ethan saw more than the clothes. He saw how she was changing.

She’d walked into Beta House a week ago like she owned it—sharp, snarky, daring them all to keep up. Now, sitting quietly, her face soft in the lamplight, she seemed settled in a different way. Not passive, not beaten down, but at ease. Like she’d found a place that matched what she wanted more than she’d ever admitted out loud.

Ethan couldn’t stop staring, even when he tried.

“Yo, Ethan,” Brett called, jolting him out of it. “You watching this? He keeps cheating.”

Marshall barked a laugh. “There’s no cheating, man. You just suck.”

“I don’t suck,” Brett snapped. “You’re just bigger in the game than me. It’s not fair.”

“That’s the point,” Marshall said, grinning.

Arianna smiled faintly at their bickering, then went back to her phone.

Ethan leaned back, arms folded. He’d worried all day about how she was handling everything—Jake at the game, the whispers, the new weekend rules. But here she was, calm as ever, watching them like she belonged in the middle of it all.

“Alright, enough,” Lucas said finally, snapping his laptop shut. “You two are loud as hell.”

Marshall set the controller down, still grinning. “Not my fault he’s a sore loser.”

Brett muttered under his breath, but the match ended, and the room quieted.

Then Arianna stood, slipping her phone into her pocket. She looked across the room and held Jaleel’s gaze. No words. Just that steady look.

Jaleel pushed off the wall and nodded once. “Let’s go.”

She followed him out, her bare feet silent on the stairs. The door upstairs shut softly.

The living room stayed quiet for a beat.

“Well,” Brett said, breaking it. “Guess that answers the question about weekends.”

Lucas shook his head. “Not really. We still need to be clear, or it’s going to get messy.”

“Didn’t we already decide?” Marshall asked. “Weeknights on rotation, weekends open, no whining.”

“Open, but not chaos,” Lucas corrected. “Nobody calls dibs. Nobody gets entitled. If she says yes, fine. If she says no, you deal with it.”

Brett groaned. “Man, I hate that word.”

“It’s the only word that matters,” Lucas said flatly.

Ethan stayed quiet, watching the stairs. He could still picture Arianna’s face, calm and unreadable, as she rose to follow Jaleel. She hadn’t needed to say a word. She’d given herself over without hesitation, and the sight made his chest burn.

Marshall tossed another handful of popcorn into his mouth. “Sounds fair enough to me.”

“Me too,” Lucas said. “We just stick to it, no exceptions.”

Brett slumped back against the couch, crossing his arms. “Fine. But I’m still calling next Saturday afternoon.”

“Don’t push it,” Marshall warned.

Ethan let them argue. His thoughts stayed upstairs. Arianna was slipping deeper into the role she’d chosen, and he wasn’t sure any of them—not even him—knew how far she’d go.

And the truth he couldn’t shake was this: he wasn’t sure he could keep sharing her much longer.


Chapter 10 — Lunch with Maureen

The student union was packed for lunch, the hum of voices bouncing off the high ceiling. Students in Crestmore gear crowded the tables, most of them still buzzing about Saturday’s win. Arianna slipped through the line at the café counter, grabbed a salad and a soda, and scanned the room.

She spotted Maureen right away. Same sharp cheekbones, same bright eyes, her dark hair cut shorter now into a sleek bob. She was standing by a table in the corner, waving Arianna over.

Arianna smiled and crossed the room. “Look at you. I didn’t know you were back.”

“Just for the day,” Maureen said, pulling her into a quick hug. “Visiting old professors, catching up. I heard you were still here, so…” She trailed off, giving Arianna a once-over. “Well, I had to see for myself.”

They sat. Arianna opened her salad container, stabbing a forkful of lettuce, but Maureen didn’t touch her food. She was too busy studying her, the way old friends do when they haven’t seen each other in a while.

“You’ve changed,” Maureen said finally.

“Everyone says that.” Arianna took a bite.

“No, I mean it,” Maureen pressed. “You were always polished, always on. Now… you look different. Relaxed, maybe. Or just—different.”

Arianna shrugged. “Life’s different.”

Maureen leaned in. “So it’s true?”

Arianna froze for a second, then set her fork down. “What’s true?”

“Don’t play dumb,” Maureen said with a grin. “I’ve been on campus three hours and already heard it from three people. Arianna Wallace, living in Beta House as their… housegirl.” She lowered her voice on the last word.

Arianna didn’t blink. “It’s true.”

Maureen’s eyes widened. “Oh my God. I thought it was just another rumor. But you’re actually doing it?”

“Yes.” Arianna popped the top on her soda and took a slow sip. “It’s not as scandalous as people make it out to be.”

Maureen gave her a look. “Come on. You know exactly how scandalous it sounds. Arianna Wallace, former prom queen, cheer captain, Jake Hunter’s ex, now living with five guys and…” She trailed off, letting the implication hang.

Arianna smirked. “And sleeping with them. Yes.”

“Jesus,” Maureen said, shaking her head. “Are you doing this to win Jake back? Tell me you’re not.”

Arianna’s voice was sharp. “Absolutely not. Jake’s out of my life. This has nothing to do with him.”

“Really?”

“Really,” Arianna said, leaning back. “If anything, it’s the opposite. This is me making sure I never fall back into that trap. I don’t want him, Maureen. I want… this.”

Maureen studied her, skeptical but curious. “So what’s it like? Living with five men? I mean—seriously. What’s it like?”

Arianna laughed softly, finally picking up her fork again. “Where do I start?”

“Start with who they are,” Maureen said, leaning closer. “I remember some of their names, but not all. Break it down for me.”

“Fine.” Arianna smiled, amused at how eager Maureen looked. “Brett first, since he’s the hardest to miss.”

“The freshman, right?”

“Sophomore. He’s a mess,” Arianna said, grinning. “Goofy, insecure, always trying too hard. He stares at me like I’m a movie he can’t believe he’s watching. He runs his mouth constantly, but half the time it’s nonsense. Still, he’s sweet. I can’t help liking him.”

Maureen laughed. “Sounds like a puppy.”

“That’s exactly it. A loud, clumsy puppy who doesn’t know what to do with himself. But harmless.”

“And Marshall?”

“Marshall’s smoother. He jokes a lot, keeps things light. But he’s got his hang-ups, too. He tries to pretend race doesn’t matter, but it does for him. He doesn’t like admitting it. He’s been good to me, though—steady, kind. I like his company.”

Maureen’s eyebrows rose. “So he’s the balance?”

“Something like that.” Arianna speared a tomato with her fork. “Then there’s Jaleel.”

Maureen nodded. “I’ve heard his name.”

“He’s serious,” Arianna said quietly. “Calm, confident, but heavy. There’s something in him that doesn’t laugh easily. He doesn’t play around. With him, it’s intense. He doesn’t let me hide. It’s hard, but I think I need that.”

Maureen tilted her head. “That sounds… a little intimidating.”

“It is,” Arianna admitted. “But it’s real. More real than most of what I’ve had before.”

“And Lucas?”

“He’s the anchor,” Arianna said immediately. “Rules, order, responsibility. He makes sure the house doesn’t implode. He’s got a girlfriend, which complicates things, but he doesn’t flinch around me. I respect that.”

“And Ethan?”

Arianna’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. Her lips curved, but her eyes softened. “Ethan’s different.”

“How?”

“I picked him first,” Arianna said, lowering her voice. “At the party. I knew what I was doing. He’s the brother of the house’s owner, and eventually it’ll be his. He’s quiet, thoughtful, shy even. I figured he’d be easy to push around.” She smiled faintly. “But he’s not. Not really. He’s more stubborn than he looks. And…” She trailed off, realizing she was rambling.

“And you’re falling for him,” Maureen said, finishing it for her.

Arianna let out a laugh, shaking her head. “Maybe.”

Maureen leaned forward, chin in her hand, eyes gleaming. “Maybe? You can’t fool me. You wouldn’t even mention it if it wasn’t already happening.”

Arianna stabbed at her salad, smirking. “You always did know how to get the truth out of people.”

“Spill it,” Maureen pressed. “What is it about Ethan?”

Arianna set her fork down, sighing. “He doesn’t chase me. Not like the others. He watches, he listens, he keeps his thoughts to himself. When he does speak up, it’s careful, deliberate. It makes me want to push him, just to see how much he can take.”

“That sounds exhausting,” Maureen teased.

“Or thrilling,” Arianna countered. “Besides, he’s the only one who worries I might be in over my head. The others just assume I know what I’m doing.”

Maureen tilted her head. “Do you?”

Arianna shrugged. “Most of the time.” She laughed suddenly, shaking it off. “Anyway, it’s not like they’re perfect. Want to hear their flaws?”

“Obviously,” Maureen said, grinning.

“Brett eats like a child,” Arianna started. “He spills everything, forgets to clean it up, and tries to hide the evidence under couch cushions. I found an entire slice of pizza back there last night.”

Maureen laughed so hard she nearly snorted. “An entire slice?”

“Yes. Cold, greasy, and probably a week old. He’s hopeless.”

“Okay, that’s disgusting.”

“Marshall pretends to be laid-back, but he sulks when he loses at anything. Ping pong, video games, even a coin flip. He’ll mope for hours like someone stole his car.”

“Sounds dramatic.”

“It is. Jaleel,” Arianna continued, “has a habit of staring right through me. He asks questions nobody else would, and half the time I don’t want to answer. He won’t let me get away with a shrug or a joke. It’s infuriating.”

“But you like it.”

“I like it because it terrifies me,” Arianna admitted. “And I hate that I like it.”

Maureen’s expression softened. “That sounds like more than a flaw.”

“Maybe,” Arianna allowed. “Lucas is the hardest to criticize. He runs the house like a machine. But he’s stubborn. He makes decisions like he’s always right, and sometimes I want to scream at him. Still, without him, the rest would fall apart.”

“And Ethan?” Maureen asked, eyebrows raised.

Arianna hesitated. “Ethan hides. He thinks too much, holds too much in. I can see it. He’s afraid of taking charge, even though deep down he wants to. It drives me crazy because I want him to push me harder. But it’s also what makes me want him more. He’s not like the others.”

Maureen leaned back, studying her. “So you’ve got a loud puppy, a sore loser, a serious interrogator, a control freak, and a guy who hides behind his thoughts. And you’re telling me you’re happy?”

Arianna smiled, almost shy. “I am.”

Maureen shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t wrap my brain around it. Living with five guys, all of them expecting you to… You know. Aren’t you exhausted?”

“Sometimes,” Arianna admitted. “But it’s not just about sex. It’s about belonging. About letting go of everything I used to think I had to be. With Jake, I was a role. With them, I’m… me. Or at least, the me I want to be right now.”

Maureen was quiet for a moment, then asked softly, “And Ethan? Where does he fit in that picture?”

Arianna’s fingers played with the edge of her napkin. “He was supposed to be the safe bet. The one I targeted because of the house. But the more time I spend with him, the more I realize I don’t want safe. I want him. The way he makes me feel seen when I least expect it. The way he pushes back, even when he’s scared. I wasn’t supposed to care about him. But I do.”

Maureen reached across the table, squeezing her hand. “That sounds real, Ari. Scary, but real.”

Arianna nodded, swallowing hard. “Yeah. Scary is the right word.”

They ate a few bites in silence. The noise of the union rose and fell around them, a steady buzz that made it easier to say what didn’t fit in smaller rooms.

Maureen set down her fork. “So tell me the part you haven’t said yet.”

Arianna gave her a look. “What part is that?”

“The part where this blows up in your face,” Maureen said, not unkindly. “Not because you’re wrong to want what you want. Because people are who they are. Rumors don’t stop. Families ask questions. Professors talk. Alumni talk. You’re still Arianna Wallace to all of them.”

Arianna rolled the soda cup between her palms. “I’ve thought about it.”

“And?”

“And I don’t care enough to stop,” Arianna said. “I care enough to be smart. That’s different. I’m not posting about it. I’m not dragging strangers into the house. I’m not trying to humiliate anyone. I’m living how I want and keeping it inside the walls as much as I can.”

“That’s not the same as invisible.”

“I know.” She took a breath. “Saturday proved that. But if I’m going to be talked about anyway, I’d rather it be for something I chose than for getting dumped by the quarterback.”

Maureen nodded slowly. “Okay. What about your parents?”

“They’ll hear eventually,” Arianna said. “They won’t like it. They didn’t like Jake either, but they liked the picture he made. I’m done posing for pictures.”

“Any part of you doing this to poke them? Or Jake?”

“Not anymore.” Arianna’s voice tightened, then leveled. “It started that way. I won’t lie. But it stopped being about him the minute I said yes to the house. Now it’s about me and the guys. That’s it.”

Maureen tapped her nail against her cup. “And you won’t regret it later?”

“I’ll regret pretending more than I’ll regret this,” Arianna said. “If I look back and hate it, fine. At least it’ll be something I chose to do for myself.”

Maureen watched her a moment, then smiled. “You sound older.”

“I feel older,” Arianna said. “But also lighter.”

“Because you let go,” Maureen said.

“Yeah.”

Maureen shifted. “Can I ask something blunt?”

Arianna smirked. “Since when did you ask permission?”

“Fair,” Maureen said. “You mentioned race with Marshall and Jaleel. Campus chatter is always gross about that stuff. Are you ready for that, too?”

Arianna’s jaw set. “It’s already started. It’s not new to them. I’m the new piece. I can’t fix anything for anyone. I can show up and not pretend it’s not there. That’s what I owe them. And myself.”

Maureen nodded. “And where’s Ethan in that mix?”

“He’s the one who never turns it into a performance,” Arianna said. “He doesn’t announce his opinions. He just treats everyone the same and watches for when it matters. That’s part of why I liked him first.”

“First because of the house,” Maureen said, testing the words.

Arianna met her eyes. “First, I targeted him because of the house. I went after the future owner because it was smart and strategic. Then I sat across from him and realized he was more than a plan. That’s the part I didn’t expect.”

Maureen held her gaze. “What are you going to do with that?”

“Keep it quiet,” Arianna said. “He asked me to. I agreed.”

“Because the others would lose it?”

“Because the others deserve the truth,” Arianna said. “No favorites. No drama. If this turns into something real with him, it can’t become a weapon in the house.”

“Is it already real?”

Arianna hesitated, then nodded once. “For me.”

Maureen let out a low breath. “And for him?”

“I think so,” Arianna said, and couldn’t help the small smile. “He won’t say it. He barely says anything. But I can feel it when he looks at me. And when he tries not to.”

She nodded. “You’re in deep.”

“I know.”

“You’re okay with that?”

Arianna picked up her fork again, pushed a crouton to the side, then ate it anyway. “I’m better than okay with it.”

Maureen laughed under her breath. “God, you’re impossible.”

“You used to like that about me.”

“I still do.” Maureen took a sip of water, then leaned back. “Tell me about the practical stuff. You said you only have one class. What’s the plan after that? Graduate in December? Stick around?”

“Technically, I’m done in December,” Arianna said. “But if the house asks me to stay for spring, I might.”

Maureen’s eyebrows jumped. “Might?”

Arianna shrugged. “It’s not my call alone. That’s the whole point.”

Maureen stared. “And you’re happy to put that choice in their hands?”

Arianna’s answer came fast. “Yes.”

Maureen shook her head, amazed. “This is wild to me. The girl who ran every meeting, who captained every team, who never let a decision go unsupervised, is telling me she wants other people steering.”

“Not other people,” Arianna corrected. “Them.”

“That’s a big difference in your head?”

“It is,” Arianna said. “It’s the difference.”

They finished eating. The lunch rush had thinned. A few tables over, a group of freshmen was whispering while sneaking glances at Arianna. She ignored them.

Maureen checked her phone. “I’ve got ten minutes before I meet Professor Greene.” She looked back up. “Do you want me to say anything to anyone? Shut down rumors? Redirect? I can pretend I didn’t see you if that helps.”

Arianna smiled. “No need. Let them talk. I’m not hiding anything.”

“You never did,” Maureen said, then added softly, “Just don’t let them eat you alive.”

“They won’t,” Arianna said. “They can try, but I won’t let them.”

Maureen stood, gathered her tray, then leaned over the table to hug her. The hug lingered. “I mean it, Ari. If it gets weird, call me. I don’t care if I’m three states away.”

“I will,” Arianna said into her shoulder.

They pulled apart. Maureen studied her face one last time. “Okay. Final question. If Ethan asked you to leave the house stuff behind and just be with him, would you do it?”

Arianna blinked. The answer surprised even her. “No.”

Maureen’s eyebrows rose. “No?”

“Not now,” Arianna said. “That’s not the deal I made with myself. I want him. But I also want this. If he wants me, he has to want the truth of me right now, not a version that makes other people comfortable.”

Maureen nodded slowly, impressed. “Then you already know who you are.”

“Today I do,” Arianna said. “Ask me in a month.”

They laughed. Maureen gave her hand one more squeeze and stepped away. “Text me if you need me.”

“I will.”

Arianna watched her weave through the tables and disappear through the doors. The student union’s noise filled the space she left behind. Arianna tossed her trash, wiped her hands, and checked her phone. Nothing from the house. A message to Ethan sat half-typed, unsent. She deleted it, then wrote something shorter.

Back in twenty. Need anything?

His reply came fast.

Just you. Then, after a beat: Coffee?

She felt the little spike in her chest and answered:

I’m on it.

Arianna slung her bag over her shoulder and headed for the café counter again. Whatever the campus thought they knew, she knew this much—she wasn’t running, she wasn’t bargaining with ghosts, and she wasn’t pretending. She was choosing. And for now, that was enough.


Chapter 11 — Jake Strikes Back

Monday morning sunlight spilled across Ethan’s sheets, dragging him out of sleep. For a few seconds, he forgot where he was, then Arianna shifted beside him, stretching lazily, the strap of her tank top sliding down her arm.

“Morning,” she murmured.

He blinked, still groggy. “Morning.”

She rolled onto her side, propping her head on her hand. “You look like you barely slept.”

“That’s because I didn’t,” he said, voice low.

“Your fault or mine?” she teased.

“Both,” he admitted, and she laughed, quick and bright.

They lay there in silence for a minute, the hum of the old ceiling fan filling the room. Ethan thought about how easily she had fit into their lives. Two weeks ago, she was just a rumor, the girl Jake had dumped. Now she was the center of everything at Beta House, drifting from one room to another each night, afternoons claimed by whoever asked first.

Arianna broke the silence. “You know what the best part is?”

“What?”

“I don’t have to think about anything,” she said, her smile slow and certain. “Classes are a joke. Chores are shared. Meals just appear when someone gets hungry enough. All I do is show up where I’m needed. And that’s exactly what I wanted.”

Ethan frowned slightly. “That doesn’t bother you? Not having control?”

She shook her head. “That’s the point. My whole life, I’ve been in charge—cheer captain, class president, Jake’s perfect girlfriend. Every decision, every plan, every expectation fell on me. Now? I wake up, and I don’t decide a damn thing. I let it happen. And I love it.”

He studied her face, the ease in her expression. “You really mean that?”

“Of course I do,” she said. “It’s freedom, Ethan. Not the kind people brag about, but the kind I need. Letting go. Being used. Not running the show for once.”

His chest tightened. He wanted to believe her, but part of him still questioned it. “What about when this ends? When the semester’s over?”

She shrugged. “Then I graduate, and we figure it out. But I’m not planning that far ahead. Not this time.”

He let the thought settle. It was so different from the Arianna he’d first known, the one who strutted into the house in a little black dress and demanded the job outright. That Arianna had been sharp, deliberate, always in control. This one looked content in his bed, hair mussed, makeup worn off, smiling at the idea of having no responsibilities.

“You don’t miss it?” he asked finally. “Being in charge?”

“Not even a little,” she said. Then her smile tilted slyly. “Besides, I still run the show in other ways. I think you’ve noticed.”

He flushed, remembering the way she coaxed and teased him until he did exactly what she wanted. “Yeah. I’ve noticed.”

“Good,” she said, settling back against the pillows. “Because you’re different from the others. I can’t play the same games with you. You see through them.”

Ethan’s heart kicked harder. “That’s why you keep…?” He didn’t finish his thought. From the look on Arianna’s face, he didn’t have to.

“Partly.” She reached out, brushing her fingers over his wrist. “Partly because I want more than just the routine with you. The others are fun. But you’re the one I think about when I’m alone.”

He didn’t answer right away. Her words thrilled him, but they also cut deep. Sharing her had been easier when he thought she was playing evenly with all of them. Now she was hinting at something more, and he wasn’t sure if he could handle it.

She must have sensed it. “Don’t overthink it,” she said softly. “Just take what I’m giving you. Right now, this is exactly what I want.”

He nodded, though the questions didn’t leave. How long could it last? What happened when the balance tipped? He didn’t voice any of it. Not yet.

Instead, he pulled her closer, burying his face in her hair. She let him, her body warm against his, the morning quiet wrapping around them both.

For now, it was enough.

Arianna crossed the quad with her notebook tucked under one arm and a coffee in her other hand. The lawn was crowded. Monday schedules overlapped after lunch, and the path from the union to the humanities building always bottlenecked. She kept a steady pace, head up, sunglasses on.

She saw him before he saw her. Jake stood near the fountain with two receivers and a girl from the dance team hanging on his elbow. He laughed too loudly at something one of them said. Then he turned and caught sight of her.

His face changed. The laugh died. He handed the girl his water, shoulder-checked one of his teammates, and started straight for Arianna. The crowd felt the shift and slowed, the way students do when they smell a scene. Arianna didn’t break stride. She held his stare and kept walking.

“Arianna,” he said when he reached her, his breath already hot with anger. He fell into step beside her, then cut in front and forced her to stop. “You think you’re cute, don’t you?”

“I’m late for class,” she said evenly. “Get out of my way.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” he snapped. “Not until we clear something up.”

She raised an eyebrow behind the sunglasses. “Clear what up?”

“That you turned into a slut,” he said. “That’s what everyone’s saying. You wanted attention? You got it. You’re a joke.”

Arianna’s stomach clenched, but her face didn’t change. “Are you done?”

Jake laughed, a sharp bark. “Not even close. You’re sleeping with five guys. Five. You think anyone respects you now? The team’s laughing at you. Half the campus is. The other half is disgusted.”

“I don’t live for your respect,” she said. “Or theirs.”

“You used to live for mine,” he shot back. “Until you didn’t have it anymore.”

She took a breath. “You dumped me, Jake. Remember? But I should thank you. You did me a favor.”

He stepped closer, voice lower. “I dumped you because you were fake. Because you needed to be perfect all the time. Now look at you. You went the other way and became trash.”

Her cheeks burned. She felt the heat climb her neck, but kept her shoulders square. “You’re boring me.”

He glanced past her at the small crowd that had formed. People stopped on the grass, on the path, on the steps. Phones were out, not all of them hidden. Jake fed off the eyes. “Tell me, Arianna. How many today? One? Two? All five? Do they take numbers? Do they rate you after?”

A boy snickered. The dance team girl watched, wide-eyed. Arianna took off her sunglasses and met Jake’s stare head-on.

“Are you done?” she asked again, slower this time.

“Not until you admit what you are,” he said. “A whore.”

The word landed like a slap. Her grip tightened on the coffee cup. She didn’t look away. “Feel better?”

He smirked. “A little. You’re pathetic. You could have had me. You could have kept your place. But you had to push it. Now you’re just something guys use.”

She held his eyes until the smirk wavered. “I could have had a liar who cheated and then pretended he dumped me because I wasn’t fun anymore. I think I’ll pass.”

Color rose in his face. “You want to blame me? Do it. I won’t lose a minute of sleep. You’re the one walking around campus with your legs open.”

A low murmur ran through the crowd. Arianna felt the sting like a live wire under her skin. It didn’t show in her voice. “Are you done now?”

He stared, breathing hard. She waited him out.

“Enjoy your little group,” he said at last, stepping back. “It won’t last. Guys don’t keep girls like you. They pass you around and move on.”

“Thanks for the advice,” she said. “You can go.”

He held her gaze one more beat, then turned on his heel and stalked back to his teammates. They closed around him, feeding him nods and slaps on the shoulder. The dance team girl said something and glanced back at Arianna like she was watching a car crash.

Arianna put her sunglasses back on and turned to the crowd. She didn’t shout. She didn’t pose. She just scanned the faces. Challenging. Daring anyone to say something out loud.

No one did. A few people dropped their eyes. A few whispered. Two phones lowered. A girl in a Crestmore hoodie met Arianna’s look and didn’t flinch. They held it for a second. Then Arianna turned and kept walking.

She was late. She didn’t care. Her hands still shook a little, so she tossed the coffee in a trash can and wiped her palms on her skirt.

He got to you, she told herself, and you didn’t show it. Good. But the words were still there, crawling under her skin. Slut. Whore. Laughing stock. She could hear the snickers, feel the phones, smell the cheap thrill people got from watching someone else take a hit.

Halfway to the humanities building, she slowed. She could cut through the library and shave a minute off, but she stopped in the shade of the big maple and closed her eyes for a breath. She saw the house in her head, the messy living room, the guys bickering over nothing, Ethan’s quiet questions, Jaleel’s steady eyes, Lucas’s rules, Marshall’s jokes, Brett’s open grin. She thought about how she’d woken up in Ethan’s bed that morning at peace, then how fast Jake tried to rip it away.

No. She opened her eyes. If anything, this made the choice easier.

She didn’t come here to take half-steps. She didn’t come here to play nice for the crowd. She came here to live the way she wanted, and she’d said it to Maureen and to Ethan and to herself. If the campus wanted a story, she’d give them one.

She took out her phone and pulled up the house group chat.

Arianna: All-hands tonight. 8 pm. I have a proposal.

Brett replied first, a second later.

Brett: Is it fun?

Marshall: If it’s not, make it fun.

Lucas: Be specific.

Arianna: I have an idea but I’ll explain in person.

Jaleel: Noted.

Ethan didn’t reply right away. A minute later, his text appeared just to her, away from the group text chain.

Ethan: You okay?

She looked at the words and felt the tightness in her chest loosen. She typed.

Arianna: I’m fine. Quad was a mess. I’ll tell you later.

Ethan: Do you want me to meet you?

She wanted to say yes. She also wanted to walk into her class and sit down like nothing had happened. She chose the second one.

Arianna: No. I’m good. See you after.

Ethan: I’ll be at the house.

She slid the phone back into her bag and started walking again. She was late enough to miss the first ten minutes, but she didn’t hurry. A few students she passed looked at her too long. One guy muttered something under his breath to his friend. She didn’t turn her head.

At the classroom door, she paused long enough to smooth her skirt and push her hair behind her ear. Then she went in, found a seat near the back, and took out her notebook. The professor kept talking. Heads barely lifted. The room felt normal in a way she needed.

She wrote nothing for the first five minutes, just sat there with her pen poised and her eyes on the board. Her pulse slowed. Her face cooled. The words faded to a dull buzz at the edge of her mind.

By the time the professor called on a student in the front row, Arianna had made up her mind. If Jake wanted a spectacle, fine. If the campus wanted to sneer, fine. She would answer by going further, not smaller. More structure, not less. More visibility inside the house, not on the quad.

She pulled her phone out under the desk and opened a new note. Title: Housegirl Plan — Proposal. She typed three bullet points. Nights, afternoons, and a new rule she’d been turning over in her head for a week but hadn’t dared to say out loud.

She glanced up, asked a question to prove she was engaged, got a nod from the professor, and went back to her notes. The decision felt right. It didn’t erase the sting from Jake’s words, but it made them irrelevant. He could rant on the lawn all he wanted. He wasn’t in the house. He wasn’t in her bed. He wasn’t in the room at 8 p.m.

When class ended, she packed slowly, let the room clear, and checked her phone again. A new message from Ethan waited.

Ethan: I’ll make sure the guys are there tonight.

She typed back.

Arianna: Good.

She slipped the phone away and walked out into the hallway. The quad noise reached her through the open doors, the same buzz as before. She didn’t slow. She headed for the union to grab another coffee, then back toward Beta House.

Tonight, they would all sit down. She would lay out the plan. And when she finished, there would be no doubt about how hard she intended to lean into the role she’d chosen.

The guys were already waiting when Arianna called them together that night. They crowded the living room in their usual spots: Lucas at the head of the table with his laptop open but ignored, Marshall sprawled on the couch, Brett bouncing on the armrest like a kid waiting for Christmas, and Jaleel leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. Ethan sat near the middle, caught between them all, his gaze shifting to Arianna as she stood at the front.

She didn’t fidget. Barefoot in one of Ethan’s old T-shirts, she looked more like she was about to give a presentation than propose something that could upend the whole semester.

“You all know what happened today,” Arianna began, her voice steady. “Jake tried to humiliate me in front of half the campus. He wanted me to back down, to act ashamed. To disappear.”

Marshall snorted. “That didn’t happen.”

“No,” Arianna agreed. “And it won’t. I’ve decided I’m going to lean harder into this. If people want to talk, let them. If Jake wants a story, I’ll give him one he can’t control. But for that, I need new rules.”

Lucas sat forward, brow furrowing. “What kind of rules?”

Arianna lifted her chin. “Two. First: I won’t wear clothes in the house anymore. Not in the kitchen, not in the living room, nowhere. If I belong here, I belong all the way. Naked, always.”

The room erupted.

Brett nearly toppled off the couch arm. “No way. You’re serious? You’d just… be naked all the time?”

“Serious,” Arianna said.

Marshall laughed, shaking his head in disbelief. “You’re wild. But I can’t say I hate the idea.”

Lucas scowled. “That’s not practical. What about when people from the fraternity stop by? You know they will. Word will get around, and ABO guys will come over just to see for themselves.”

“Then let them,” Arianna said calmly. “I don’t mind. They’re your brothers. If they drop by, they’ll see me the same way you do. Naked. It makes no difference to me.”

Brett’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit.”

Lucas snapped his attention back to her. “You’re saying you’d be fine standing around naked in front of whoever shows up?”

“Yes,” Arianna said without hesitation. “I’d rather live it openly than pretend there are limits when there aren’t.”

Jaleel finally spoke, his voice quiet but sharp. “And you’re not worried they’ll take advantage?”

“I’m yours,” Arianna said, locking eyes with him. “Not theirs. They can look. That’s all.”

Ethan shifted in his chair, his stomach tight. The image of fraternity guys crowding their living room, eyes glued to Arianna’s body, made him burn with both jealousy and excitement.

Lucas wasn’t convinced. “This opens the door to chaos.”

“Only if you let it,” Arianna countered. “I’m not hiding in my room. If they come, they’ll see me. That’s the rule.”

Silence followed, heavy with the weight of her words.

“Okay,” she said finally, lifting a second finger. “Rule two. If more than one of you wants me at the same time in the morning or afternoon, I won’t make you argue or flip coins. I’ll take both. Or all. No exceptions.”

Brett slapped his knee. “Oh my God. Best rule ever.”

Marshall barked a laugh. “She just solved half our problems.”

Lucas’s eyes narrowed. “She just created new ones. What happens when one of us wants her alone, but another insists on joining? You can’t just toss that back and forth like a football.”

Arianna looked straight at him. “That’s not my problem. That’s yours. If there’s a conflict, you work it out. Don’t drag me into it.”

“That’s easy to say now,” Lucas shot back. “But when the tension builds, when somebody feels cheated—”

“Then you all deal with it,” Arianna cut him off. “I’m not a referee. I’m not going to stand there while you argue over me. If two of you want me, and one of you doesn’t want to share, then it’s up to you to settle it. I’ll do what I’m told.”

Brett pumped his fist. “Hell, yeah. Finally, some clarity.”

Marshall grinned. “Sounds fair. We’re grown men. We can figure it out.”

Jaleel’s voice sliced through again. “And what if it’s not fair? What if it tears this house apart?”

Arianna met his stare. “Then that’s on you. Not me.”

The room buzzed. Brett and Marshall whispering excitedly about possibilities, Lucas pacing with frustration, Jaleel glowering from the wall. Ethan sat in the middle, silent, his heart pounding as he replayed every word.

“She’s reckless,” Lucas said finally. “And you’re letting her steer us straight into trouble.”

“I’m not steering anything,” Arianna said. “That’s the point. You are. I gave up control. This is me taking it to its logical conclusion.”

Jaleel pushed off the wall and stepped closer. “You sure this isn’t about proving Jake wrong? About making a spectacle so he can’t say he won?”

Arianna’s voice didn’t waver. “I don’t care what Jake says anymore. This is about me and this house. I’m not backing down.”

The weight of her words hung in the air. Brett’s excitement, Marshall’s amusement, Lucas’s anger, Jaleel’s doubt—it all pressed in at once.

Finally, all eyes turned to Ethan.

Lucas spoke first. “You decide. You’ve been the one keeping this even. Say yes, and you’ll be the reason this blows up. Say no, and we can keep the balance.”

Brett leaned forward. “Come on, man. This is what we all want.”

Marshall added, “You know it.”

Jaleel said nothing, but his gaze burned into Ethan’s.

Arianna stood waiting, her eyes fixed on him. No smile, no bluff, just the steady fire he had come to recognize.

Ethan swallowed hard. “You’re sure?” he asked her.

“I’m sure,” she said.

His chest tightened. The thought of her naked all the time, open to them, even to fraternity brothers who wandered in—the thought of her taking two of them at once, maybe more—it twisted something deep in him. Fear, jealousy, desire, everything.

But beneath it all was her certainty. She wanted this. She was daring him to match her.

He let out a slow breath. “Yes. To both proposals.”

The room froze.

Then Brett whooped loud enough to shake the walls. “Yes! That’s what I’m talking about!”

Marshall laughed, clapping him on the back. “Didn’t think you had it in you, Ethan.”

Lucas cursed under his breath, slamming his laptop shut. Jaleel’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t argue further.

Arianna smiled, calm and satisfied. “Good. Then it’s decided.”

She turned, walked upstairs, and disappeared without another word.

The guys sat in the silence she left behind. Brett still buzzing, Marshall still grinning, Lucas seething, Jaleel unreadable. Ethan leaned back, his pulse racing. He’d just bound her to the house more tightly than ever.

He wasn’t sure if it was right. He only knew it was what she wanted—and that he wanted it too, even if it scared him.

There was no going back.


Chapter 12 — The Next Morning

Ethan woke before his alarm. He lay there listening to the house. Pipes ticked. A truck downshifted on the street. Somewhere, a floorboard settled. He tried to will himself calm and failed. Today, the rules changed in a way he’d agreed to but hadn’t fully pictured. He glanced at the door even though it was closed. He felt stupid for being nervous. He wasn’t the one who had to walk around naked.

He dressed and made his bed because it gave his hands something to do. When he opened his door, the hallway air was cool. Voices drifted up from the kitchen—Marshall, low and easy, and Brett, already too loud for morning.

Ethan took the stairs and stopped on the second step from the bottom. Arianna stood at the sink, completely bare, hair tied up, pouring water into the kettle like it was any Tuesday. No towel. No robe. No jewelry. She glanced up, saw him, and gave a small nod like he’d walked into the kitchen.

Brett did a double-take, then tried to play it off by opening a cabinet he didn’t need. “Uh, morning.”

“Morning,” Arianna said, as calm as if she were wearing jeans and a sweater.

Marshall leaned on the island with a bowl of cereal. He didn’t pretend not to look. He took her in once, head to toe, then met her eyes. “You weren’t kidding.”

“I don’t kid,” Arianna said. She reached for the coffee tin on the top shelf. Marshall handed it to her to keep her from stretching. She didn’t thank him with a joke or a wink. Just a level look and a quiet “thanks.”

Ethan forced his legs to keep moving. He grabbed mugs to make it look like he had a purpose to be in the room. His chest felt tight and oddly proud and a little sick, all at once. He set the mugs down, then stepped back out of the way. He didn’t want to stare. He also couldn’t pretend this was normal yet.

Brett cleared his throat and missed the mug he was reaching for. It clanged against the counter and spun. “Sorry,” he said to no one.

“You don’t have to apologize for being clumsy,” Arianna said. She scooped grounds into the filter. “Just don’t spill on the floor. I just mopped last night.”

“You mopped naked?” Brett blurted.

“I started today,” she said. “But I sleep naked, so… close enough.”

Marshall choked on a laugh. “You’re gonna kill this kid.”

“He’ll get used to it,” Arianna said.

“I’m not so sure about that,” Brett mumbled to himself.

Ethan found the bread and slid two slices into the toaster. His hands weren’t steady. He hated that. He also liked it.

Lucas walked in, hair damp, shirt tucked, keys clipped to his belt. He saw her and stopped like he’d hit a wall. Then he nodded once and kept going. “Okay,” he said, voice flat. “Ground rules for visitors, then. We keep the porch door locked, no unannounced drop-ins, and if someone rings, one of us answers, not Arianna.”

“That’s fine,” she said.

“And if fraternity guys wander over?”

“They’ll see what you see,” she said. “They just don’t touch.”

Lucas absorbed that, then poured himself water. “Agreed.”

Jaleel came in a beat later, gym bag on his shoulder. He took in the scene the same way Marshall had—one clear look, no flinch. He set the bag down. “Morning.”

“Morning,” Arianna said.

He scanned the counter. “You eat yet?”

“I will,” she said. “After coffee.”

He lifted the fruit bowl and pushed it her way. “Banana’ll keep you steady.”

She peeled it and took a bite without making it a show. “Thanks.”

Brett tried not to stare at the banana and failed. Marshall elbowed him. “Eyes up, man.”

“I am,” Brett said, eyes not up.

Ethan’s toast popped. He spread butter like it was a lab assignment. Arianna moved around him to drain the coffee. She was close enough that his arm brushed her shoulder. He didn’t pull away. She didn’t either. He put the knife down before he cut his hand.

Lucas set his glass aside. “Visitors,” he repeated, back to business. “We need a policy. If ABO brothers come in groups, we’re not hosting a tour. We keep them in the living room. Someone sits with them. Nobody gets led down the hall. Nobody goes upstairs. Arianna doesn’t answer questions.”

Arianna nodded. “I don’t do tours.”

“You also don’t hide,” Jaleel said, as a check.

“I don’t hide,” she confirmed.

Brett found his voice. “So, like, if the guys come by after practice, you’re just… here? Like this?”

“Like this,” she said.

He grinned in a way he couldn’t rein in. “That’s insane.”

Marshall leaned closer to him. “Breathe, bro.”

Ethan took his toast to the end of the island and chewed like he needed the calories just to stand there. He tried to figure out what felt different besides the obvious. The room was quieter in a focused way. No one was pretending this wasn’t happening. She wasn’t posing. She wasn’t fishing for reactions. She was just in the space, and the space bent around her without anyone saying it out loud.

She poured a second mug and slid it to Ethan without looking, like she’d been doing for weeks. He glanced at her and got a quick flicker of a smile. It did something to him that he didn’t want anyone to see.

Lucas checked the phone. “Class in twenty. If you’re late because you were gawking, that’s on you, not the house.”

Brett scraped his bowl clean in record time. “I’m good. I’m great. I’m— I’m going to go brush my teeth.” He darted out and nearly ran into the doorframe. “I’m good,” he called again from the hall.

Marshall shook his head, amused. “He’s not gonna make it through the week.”

“He will,” Arianna said. “He listens when you make it easy to listen.”

“You figured that out already?” Marshall asked.

“Ten minutes,” she said. “Brett likes clear lanes. Give him one and he’ll sprint.”

Marshall’s eyes warmed as he considered that. “Fair.”

Jaleel set a protein bar on the counter near her coffee. “Eat that too.”

She didn’t argue. “Yes, sir.” She glanced at him and cocked an eyebrow. He smiled knowingly.

Lucas kept going as if nothing had happened. “Before we all scatter—afternoons. The rules are live as of today, obviously. Don’t be weird about it. If two of you want her, take it outside the kitchen and sort it out like adults. No asking her to pick. And absolutely no undercutting each other in front of her.”

“Got it,” Marshall said.

“Got it,” Brett yelled from upstairs.

“Agreed,” Jaleel said.

Ethan didn’t answer. He drank his coffee and kept his eyes on his toast, because anything else might show too much. He was relieved that Lucas was managing the air traffic. He also hated that Lucas had to. He hated that he wanted all of it and none of it. He hated that he was jealous of a policy he’d agreed to.

Arianna rinsed her mug and set it on the rack. She grabbed a sponge and wiped a water ring she hadn’t made. She was just… efficient. No fluttering. No look-at-me. That made it worse for him. It meant she meant it. It meant this wasn’t a dare. It was a choice she’d settled into like a uniform. Of sorts.

She turned to him. “You good?”

He held her eyes. “Ask me at lunch.”

“I might be busy,” she said.

“I know,” he said.

Her mouth twitched. “I’ll find time.”

The front door opened and closed. Voices hit the porch. Two ABO guys stepped into the hall without knocking, laughing about a drill from practice, and then they hit the doorway and went dead quiet. One of them, a junior Ethan recognized from mixers, blinked hard. The other stared like he’d found a door to a secret room.

Lucas moved first. “Living room,” he said, not raising his voice. “You needed something?”

“Uh,” the junior said. “We were just— We heard—” He gave up and looked at Arianna again with his mouth slightly open.

“Living room,” Lucas repeated, pointing. “What do you need?”

“Wanted to see if you guys are coming to the watch party tonight,” the other said, trying to fold his face back into casual and failing. “The 8 p.m. game.”

“Maybe,” Lucas said. “We’ll let you know.”

The junior’s eyes crept back to Arianna. “So this is, like—”

“Living room,” Lucas said again, all steel now.

They shuffled back two steps. Arianna didn’t cover herself, didn’t shift angles, didn’t give them anything beyond what was already obvious. She looked them in the face. “Hi.”

“Hi,” the junior managed, voice way higher than usual.

Marshall chewed a spoonful of cereal and smiled into his bowl. Jaleel didn’t smile at all.

Lucas stood in the doorway to the living room until the two guys actually crossed the threshold. He followed them into the other room. Low voices, muffled. No one called Arianna’s name. No one asked a question out loud.

Arianna turned to the fridge like nothing had happened, opened it, and grabbed the eggs. “Anyone want something for breakfast besides cereal?”

“I do,” Brett yelled from the top of the stairs, then appeared a second later, hair damp, shirt half buttoned. He froze when he saw the ABO guys in the other room and then smiled too wide. “What’s up, guys?”

“Eat,” Arianna told him. “If you’re late to first period again, your professor’s going to email Lucas, and I don’t want to hear Lucas read that email out loud.”

Marshall laughed. “She’s not wrong.”

Ethan moved to her side.

She said, “I’ll do eggs.”

He said, “I’ll do a second round of toast.”

He did. She whisked, poured, and moved the pan like she’d cooked in this kitchen her whole life. Jaleel watched her hands and not her chest. Marshall finally looked away altogether and checked something on his phone. Brett planted himself at the island with total focus on the plate that had not yet been served, which helped him keep his eyes from bouncing.

Lucas came back from the living room. “They’re leaving,” he said. “News travels fast.”

“Let it,” Arianna said.

“You really don’t care?” he asked.

“I really don’t,” she said.

Lucas held her look for a second, then gave a short nod. “We’ll handle the door.”

The two ABO guys shuffled past, murmured awkward goodbyes, and fled. The front door shut. The house seemed to exhale.

Arianna plated eggs and slid them to Ethan first without making a thing of it. He felt that. He kept his face blank and said, “Thanks.”

She made a second plate and set it in front of Brett. “Eat.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Brett said, then flushed. “Sorry. I mean—thanks.”

“You’re fine,” she said.

Marshall rinsed his bowl and set it in the sink. “I gotta go. Studio block.”

“Same,” Jaleel said, hooking the bag over his shoulder. He paused at the end of the island, eyes on Arianna’s face, not the rest of her. “You good?”

“I’m good,” she said.

He nodded once and left.

Lucas gathered his keys. “I’ll be back at noon. Don’t let the house turn into a parade.”

“It won’t,” Ethan said.

Lucas pointed at the deadbolt. “Use it.”

“We will.”

When the door closed again and the house quieted, Ethan finally let out a slow breath. Brett shoveled eggs like he hadn’t eaten in days. Arianna stood in the sunlight from the window, bare and busy, reaching for the sponge again, wiping a tiny spot only she would have noticed.

Ethan swallowed. “You sure?”

She didn’t pretend not to understand. “Yes.”

“It’s a lot.”

“It’s what I chose,” she said. “You voted for it.”

“I know,” he said.

“Jealous?” she asked lightly.

He didn’t lie. “Yeah.”

She nodded like he’d passed a test. “Good. I like that you admit it.”

He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Doesn’t make it easier.”

“It’s not supposed to be easy,” she said. “It’s supposed to be ours.”

Brett looked up, confused. “What’s supposed to be ours?”

“Breakfast,” Arianna said, perfectly straight. “Shut up and eat.”

He grinned and did exactly that.

Ethan finished his plate and stood to rinse it. Arianna stepped aside to make room. Their shoulders touched. He didn’t move away this time. Neither did she.

“Afternoon?” she asked, quiet enough that only he could hear.

“I’ve got class,” he said, annoyed at his schedule for the first time in a while.

“Morning tomorrow?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. It came out too fast.

“Good,” she said, and went back to wiping the counter like she hadn’t just rearranged his whole day.

Brett thunked his fork down. “This is the best house on campus.”

“Eat your eggs,” Ethan said.

“Yes, sir,” Brett said, then laughed at himself.

Arianna smirked. The kettle clicked as it cooled. The sun fell across the tile. The house felt new.

The doorbell rang again.

Ethan and Arianna didn’t move for a second. Then Ethan wiped his hands and went for the door. Whatever was on the other side, the rules were theirs now, not the quad’s, not Jake’s, not anyone else’s. He turned the deadbolt and opened up.


Chapter 13 — Later That Day

The house was quiet in the way it always was on Tuesdays. No classes for her that day, and the others were scattered across campus. Arianna moved through the rooms with a cloth in one hand and her phone in the other, naked because that was the rule now, the window blinds half-open to the pale afternoon. She wiped a water ring off the coffee table, straightened the coasters, and checked the group chat for noise. Nothing. She liked the silence. It meant the next sound would tell her exactly who she was dealing with.

A key turned in the front door.

She didn’t move. She set the cloth on the arm of the couch and stood up straight, shoulders back, feet flat on the wood. She’d spent the last hour wondering who would be first to test the second new rule. She’d guessed Marshall. She’d also guessed Brett would try to beat him home just by sheer momentum. She was ready either way.

The door swung open. Marshall stepped inside, gym bag on his shoulder, a grin already on his face. Behind him, the door held for a second and then closed again as Jaleel came through, quiet and solid, eyes sweeping the room once before settling on her.

They both stopped. They didn’t look at each other. They looked at her. No words. No questions. Intent landed like a weight on the room.

Arianna felt it tighten low in her stomach. She didn’t smile. She didn’t play coy. She gave them both a small nod, the same nod she used when she wanted something done right now. Then she turned toward the stairs and started up, unhurried. Footsteps followed—Marshall first, then Jaleel’s heavier tread just behind.

She led them to Jaleel’s room because it was closer. He pushed the door the rest of the way open. Sunlight edged the blinds. Bed made, two pillows square, a gray throw folded at the foot. A water bottle on the dresser. No clutter.

Arianna stepped inside and turned to face them. She kept her hands loose at her sides. “Close it,” she said, soft but clear.

Jaleel shut the door with a click. The three of them stood in the quiet for a beat longer.

Marshall broke first, half-laughing under his breath. “You weren’t kidding about this rule.”

“I’m not kidding about any of them,” she said.

Jaleel watched her. “You sure?”

“Yes.”

He nodded once. Marshall set his bag down and rolled his shoulders like he was trying to burn off extra energy. “Before we do anything,” he said, eyes flicking to Jaleel and back, “we clear on how this works? You don’t want to pick. You said leave you out of it.”

“Right,” Arianna said. “You two work it out. I’m here. That’s the rule.”

“And if I wanted you alone?” Marshall asked, testing the edge of it.

“That’s between you and him,” she said, tipping her head at Jaleel. “I don’t decide anything.”

Jaleel’s mouth ticked. Not a smile. Something like approval. “We didn’t come to argue,” he said.

“Good,” she said.

Marshall’s eyes moved over her openly now. He was still himself—joking, bright—but there was a steadiness under it that hadn’t been there last week. “You were hoping it’d be us first,” he said, not really a question.

Arianna held his gaze. “I thought about it.”

“Why?” Jaleel asked.

She didn’t hedge. “Because I wanted to look at both of you and not pretend I was scared of what people think. Because Saturday happened, and the quad happened, and I’m not letting any of that live in my head when I’m in this house.”

Jaleel nodded again, slower. “That’s an answer.”

Marshall’s grin came back, quick. “Then let’s stop talking.”

“No,” Jaleel said, still calm. He turned to her. “Boundaries. Say them out loud.”

“Same as before,” she said. “You ask if you’re not sure. If I say no, you stop. No marks that show. No stupid risks.”

“And you want both of us,” he said. Again, not a question.

She held his eyes. “Yes.”

Marshall’s chest rose and fell like he’d been holding air for a minute. “Okay then.”

They moved without hurry. Jaleel stepped closer to her first, close enough that she felt the heat of him, close enough that she had to tilt her chin to keep his eyes. He didn’t touch her right away. He looked at her mouth, then back to her eyes, checking, and when she didn’t look away, he kissed her. Firm, steady, no games. She opened to it because that was what she wanted, because he didn’t make it a scene or a performance. He set a pace and she matched it.

Marshall came in next, a hand on her shoulder, then the back of her neck, sliding down her spine. He kissed the curve of her jaw, then the other side, and laughed, low and pleased, when she shivered. He kissed her mouth when Jaleel shifted back, the change clean and easy, no push.

“Good?” Marshall asked quietly.

“Yes,” she said.

Jaleel took off his shirt and set it on the chair. He didn’t pose. He didn’t hurry. He sat on the edge of the bed, then stood again, then reached for his belt. Marshall toed off his shoes and laughed at himself when one stuck. He swore softly, shook it free, and looked up to see if she noticed. She did. She didn’t tease him.

“Relax,” she said.

“I’m relaxed,” he said, not very convincingly.

Jaleel’s belt hit the top of the dresser. He set his watch beside it. “You don’t have to stare at the floor,” he told Marshall, deadpan.

“I’m taking in the view,” Marshall said, grinning now. He pulled his shirt over his head and dropped it by his bag. Then he stripped the rest, eyes on her while he did it, the grin fading to something more focused.

Arianna watched them undress. She didn’t try to cover herself or adjust anything. She just stood and let them look. When they were both naked, she stepped forward and put a hand on each of their chests, pressing lightly like she was making sure they were actually here.

“You’re sure,” Jaleel said again, one last check.

“I’m sure,” she said.

“Good,” he said, voice low. He cupped her jaw and kissed her again, deeper this time, and she leaned up into it, fingers curling at his sides. Marshall’s hand slid down her back again, then over her hip, then lower, and she breathed out hard through her nose, not a word, just a sound that told them both to keep going.

They moved to the bed together. Jaleel sat first and guided her down onto his lap, her knees braced on either side of his thighs, her hands steady on his shoulders. Marshall came up behind her, kissing the back of her neck, his hands working over her ribs, her stomach, learning the map like he planned to remember it. She tipped her head back toward him, eyes closed, breath quickening in a way that had nothing to do with nerves now.

“Tell us if you need anything,” Jaleel said, mouth at her ear.

“I will,” she said, voice thin with heat.

“Good,” he said.

They didn’t rush. That surprised her. She’d assumed they’d come in hot and fast, crash around the room, try to outdo each other. They didn’t. Jaleel kept his pace even, setting the rhythm with his hands on her waist, with the pressure of his mouth. Marshall matched it, his touch lighter, then firmer, then light again, reading her breath and the way she shifted against them. When she reached back to pull him closer, he came without asking for more. When she turned toward Jaleel, he took her face in both hands and kept her there, making her hold his eyes, and that steadied her even more.

“This what you pictured?” Marshall asked at one point, his mouth at her shoulder.

“Yes,” she said, and felt him smile against her skin.

Jaleel’s voice stayed calm, like always. “Don’t hide your sounds.”

“I’m not,” she breathed.

“Good.”

Outside in the hall, the old wood popped. Somewhere down the block, a car door slammed. The house held. No footsteps on the stairs. No keys at the lock. Just the three of them and the low shift of the bed frame when someone adjusted their weight.

Arianna opened her eyes and looked down at Jaleel’s mouth, then up again. “You’re still worried I’m doing this to make a point,” she said, breathing hard.

“I was,” he said. “Not right now.”

“Good,” she said, and kissed him again.

Marshall’s hand slid under her thigh, and he lifted, adjusting her without making it a show. He met Jaleel’s eyes over her shoulder for a second. Something passed between them—agreement, timing, nothing she needed to name—and then they were moving her the way they wanted her, guiding her onto her back, then onto her side, then back up, the room tightening and softening with each shift. She didn’t try to help more than they asked. That was the deal. That was the reason she’d called the meeting and forced the vote.

At one point, Marshall paused, breath unsteady, and looked like he might say something stupid. He shut his mouth instead and kissed her. Good choice. Jaleel squeezed her hand once, a small, clear anchor, and the three of them found the groove again without tripping over each other.

“Look at me,” Jaleel said, and she did.

“Breathe,” Marshall said, and she did that too.

It wasn’t careful. It wasn’t rough. It was contained, and that made it hit even harder. No performances. No trash talk. No jokes to fill the air. When she gasped, it was just that. When one of them swore under his breath, it was just that. Straight lines. Clear rule. She’d made it. They were following it.

When it tipped from steady to heavy, Jaleel’s voice came in again, quiet. “Say it if you need to stop.”

“I won’t,” she said, and then she couldn’t talk for a while.

She felt Marshall’s forehead pressed to her shoulder for a second, like he needed a place to hold. She felt Jaleel’s hand slide from her waist to her throat for one slow beat, not squeezing, just there, and she nodded once, and he left it and went back to her jaw. She held his wrist a moment anyway, not to move it, just to mark it. He understood. He always did.

They didn’t ask her to choose. They didn’t make her referee. They kept their word. She let go of the last little piece of thought she’d been holding and gave herself the way she’d promised she would, and the room narrowed to breath and skin and the sound of the old mattress keeping time with all three of them.

When she finally dragged in air and found her voice again, she said, “Don’t stop,” and neither of them did.

What was it like?” Ethan asked gently that night as they climbed into his bed for his weekly turn with her. They had all agreed there would be no discussion with Arianna about what she was doing with the other men, but he couldn’t resist asking about her afternoon with Marshall and Jaleel. “You were with them all afternoon.”

Arianna gave him a look, part warning, part amusement. “We said we wouldn’t talk about that.”

“I know,” he admitted. “But I can’t stop thinking about it.”

She hesitated, then pulled the sheet up to cover herself even though modesty wasn’t something she usually bothered with around him. “It feels wrong to tell you.”

“Tell me anyway,” Ethan pressed, his voice lower now. “Please.”

Arianna searched his face. “You really want to know?”

“Yes.”

She exhaled slowly. “Then fine. It was… different. Being with both of them at once. They didn’t rush me, they didn’t compete. It wasn’t clumsy like I thought it might be. They worked together. It was intense.”

Ethan’s throat tightened. “And you liked it?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “I liked it a lot.”

He swallowed hard, then asked the question that had been chewing at him since morning. “Was it… their skin? Is that part of it for you?”

Arianna blinked, surprised. “What do you mean?”

“I mean… is the fact that they’re black a turn-on for you?”

Her mouth opened, then closed. She studied him. “That’s bold to ask.”

“Because it is for me,” Ethan blurted before he could pull it back.

Arianna tilted her head. “For you?”

He nodded, embarrassed but unable to stop. “Seeing you with them. Even thinking about it. It does something to me.”

She was quiet for a moment, then asked carefully, “Is it because there were two of them? Or because it wasn’t you with me at all?”

The question hit him like a slap. He stared at her, stunned. “You think I’m turned on by… by you with other men?”

“Am I wrong?” she asked softly.

His chest burned. He wanted to deny it, but he knew she had cut to the truth. A fascination he’d buried for years—late-night searches, browser tabs closed in shame—came surging back. “No,” he whispered. “You’re not wrong. It’s true. I’ve watched that porn for years. Cuckold porn. I’ve always been fascinated. I never thought I’d admit it out loud.”

Arianna blinked again, digesting it. “That… does shock me,” she said honestly.

“Do you hate me for it?” Ethan asked quickly.

She shook her head, thoughtful. “No. I don’t hate you. It’s just… surprising. But I don’t think it’s that rare either. Our age, our generation—plenty of guys are into that. They just don’t say it.”

His pulse slowed a little at her tone. “You really think so?”

“Yes,” she said firmly. Then her lips quirked in a faint smile. “Besides, Jake and I used to talk about it sometimes.”

Ethan stiffened. “You and Jake?”

“Just talk,” she clarified quickly. “During sex. He’d whisper about me with other guys. At first, I thought it was insane. Then I realized I liked it. I got into it. Nothing ever happened, but the talk alone turned us both on.”

Ethan stared at her, torn between jealousy and relief. “So this isn’t new for you either.”

“No,” Arianna said, voice steady. “Not new. Just real, now.”

Ethan closed his eyes for a second. He’d feared rejection, feared she’d pull back. Instead, she’d met him halfway, admitted she’d already brushed against the same kink with Jake. When he looked at her again, she was still steady, still open, waiting for him to decide what came next.

And for the first time, he didn’t feel alone in the secret.

Arianna brushed her hair back from her face and studied him. “So you’ve kept that hidden all this time? Not even telling a girlfriend before me?”

Ethan shook his head. “Never. I couldn’t. It felt… wrong. Like it would scare someone off.”

Her expression softened. “And now?”

“Now I feel like you’re the only person I could say it to.”

She let that sink in for a moment. Then she shifted closer, her hand sliding across his chest. “I don’t hate you for it. But I want to know more. Why does it turn you on?”

He licked his lips, searching for words. “It’s hard to explain. Part of it is watching you give yourself to them. Part of it is knowing I don’t control it, but I’m still the one you come back to.”

Her voice dropped. “You like the thought of me being used.”

He flinched, but nodded. “Yes.”

“And you still want me in your bed after.”

“More than ever.”

Her hand trailed lower. “Then maybe we’re more alike than I thought.”

He turned to her fully, kissing her before he could lose his nerve. She kissed him back, not gentle but not rushed, like she was testing how far he’d go with honesty still hanging in the air. His hands found her waist, her skin warm under his fingers.

She pulled back just enough to say, “If I talk about what I did with them today while you’re inside me, will it turn you on or make you jealous?”

His breath caught. “Both.”

“Which part wins?”

He looked her in the eye. “The turned-on part.”

That was all she needed. She swung a leg over and straddled him, lowering herself until her body pressed against his. He groaned into her mouth, gripping her hips. She didn’t tease this time. She wanted him hard and inside her, and he was already there, more ready than he’d ever been.

When she sank onto him, his head fell back. “Fuck.”

She leaned down, lips at his ear. “Marshall kissed my shoulders while Jaleel held me. I didn’t have to choose. They both wanted me, and I gave them everything.”

Ethan’s grip tightened. “Jesus, Arianna.”

“You asked,” she whispered, rocking against him. “Jaleel made me look at him the whole time. He told me not to hide my sounds. Marshall laughed when I couldn’t stop shaking.”

Ethan’s eyes squeezed shut. He wanted to be jealous. He wanted to be angry. But all he felt was heat surging through him. He thrust up harder, unable to hold back.

“You like it,” she said against his mouth.

“Yes,” he groaned. “God, yes.”

She kissed him again, open and rough. “Then admit it. Say what you want.”

“I want you to tell me everything,” he said, voice hoarse. “Tell me how they touched you. Tell me what they did that I can’t.”

Her smile was sharp and breathless. “I will. But first, I want to feel you lose control.”

He did. He grabbed her ass and pulled her down harder, meeting every movement she gave him. She moaned into his mouth, her body pressing tighter to his, sweat starting to form between them.

“Don’t stop,” he begged.

“I wasn’t planning to.”

Her words blurred into gasps as she rode him, his hands gripping, her hair falling around her face. She kept whispering fragments of her afternoon—Jaleel’s hands on her throat, Marshall’s mouth on her neck, the way they moved her between them without hesitation. Each word dug deeper into him, fusing jealousy and arousal until he couldn’t separate them.

“Tell me you’ll always come back here,” he said through clenched teeth.

“I always will,” she promised, kissing him hard. “I’m yours, Ethan. Even when I’m theirs too.”

That was the line that broke him. He surged up, holding her tight, his body pushing past thought. She cried out, clutching his shoulders, matching his urgency until the room blurred around them.

Minutes later, they collapsed together, tangled in sheets and sweat. Arianna rested her head on his chest, her breathing ragged. Ethan stroked her hair, still catching his own breath.

She was the first to speak. “So. Still shocked by what turns you on?”

“Yes,” he admitted. “But not ashamed anymore.”

“Good.” She kissed his chest lightly. “Because now I know. And I can use it.”

He laughed, weak but genuine. “You always get the last word.”

“Of course,” she said, eyes closing. “That’s another rule.”

He held her tighter, equal parts terrified and grateful. She had just dragged his darkest secret into the light and made it burn hotter than he ever thought possible. And he knew, as sleep pulled at the edges of his mind, that nothing between them would ever be simple again.


Chapter 14 — Inside the House

The TV droned in the background, muted commercials flashing across the screen. Brett sprawled across the couch with his socks half-off, controller in his hands, mashing buttons like the game owed him something. Marshall sat sideways in the armchair, scrolling his phone, laughing under his breath now and then. Lucas was at the table with his laptop, earbuds in, but not enough to block the noise. Jaleel leaned against the wall, arms folded, saying nothing, as usual.

Arianna padded into the room, naked, carrying a glass of water. Nobody spoke at first, though everyone looked up. She didn’t break stride, just crossed to the kitchen, refilled, and sat on the arm of the couch next to Brett like it was the most normal thing in the world.

Brett nearly dropped the controller. “Uh, hey.”

“Hey,” Arianna said, taking a sip.

Marshall snorted. “Smooth.”

“Shut up,” Brett muttered, eyes glued back to the screen.

Ethan came down the stairs last, hair damp from the shower. He caught the look between Marshall and Jaleel—brief, silent, loaded. They hadn’t said a word about yesterday, not in front of anyone else, but everyone knew. Arianna hadn’t hidden it, and she wasn’t about to start now.

Lucas pulled an earbud out. “We need to talk about this.”

Brett groaned. “Not another meeting.”

“Yes, another meeting,” Lucas said flatly. He closed the laptop and looked at Arianna. “Rule Two has been… implemented.”

Arianna tilted her head. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

“Call it what you want,” Lucas said. “But we can’t pretend it didn’t happen. We need to know how we’re handling this going forward.”

Marshall leaned back. “What’s there to handle? She made the rule, we agreed, we lived it. End of story.”

“End of story for you, maybe,” Lucas countered. “But it sets a precedent. You and Jaleel came home together, decided, and went upstairs. Fine. But what happens when three of us want her at the same time? Or when one of us wants her alone, and someone else pushes in?”

“Then we deal with it,” Arianna said, calmly.

Lucas’s eyes narrowed. “Meaning?”

“Meaning I don’t referee. You work it out. Whoever wins, wins. I’m not in the middle.”

Brett sat up, pausing the game. “Wait, wait, wait. Hold on. You’d seriously be fine with, like… three of us? At once?”

Arianna looked at him. “Yes.”

Brett’s eyes went wide, then he grinned, shaking his head. “Oh my God. Oh my actual God.”

“Grow up,” Lucas muttered.

“I am grown,” Brett shot back. “Just very, very happy.”

Marshall laughed. “See? He gets it.”

Ethan stayed quiet. He was still replaying his night with her, the things she’d whispered to him while she rode him. It gnawed at him—pleasure mixed with jealousy, fascination mixed with dread. Watching Brett’s reaction, hearing Marshall joke like it was casual, only tightened the knot in his chest.

Jaleel finally spoke, voice steady. “We agreed. We don’t drag her into fights. If you want her alone, make it clear. If somebody else wants in, settle it between you. That’s the rule.”

“And if we can’t settle it?” Lucas pressed.

“Then flip a coin,” Jaleel said.

“That’s not sustainable,” Lucas shot back.

Arianna sipped her water, unbothered. “It’s not my problem if you can’t agree. I’ll be where I’m told to be.”

Brett whistled under his breath. “This is insane.”

“It’s reality,” Marshall said, grinning. “Better get used to it.”

Lucas rubbed his temples. “This is chaos waiting to happen.”

“Maybe,” Arianna said lightly. “Or maybe it’s the best way to make sure nobody feels cheated. You don’t want to share? Say so. You want to? Say so. Simple.”

“Nothing about this is simple,” Lucas muttered.

Brett leaned forward, eyes shining. “So just to be clear—if I walk in tomorrow with, say, Ethan, and we both ask, you’ll…?”

“Yes,” Arianna cut in.

Ethan’s stomach tightened. He felt the heat crawl up his neck. Brett grinned wider, oblivious.

Marshall slapped Brett on the back. “Careful, kid. You might not be ready.”

“I’m ready,” Brett insisted. “Trust me.”

“Trust you?” Marshall laughed. “You blush when she walks past.”

Brett flushed redder but didn’t back down. “Doesn’t mean I can’t handle it.”

Jaleel’s voice cut through. “Stop talking like it’s a game.”

The room quieted. Brett looked down at the controller, fumbling with the buttons. Arianna slid off the couch arm and stood, glass in hand, steady as ever. “It’s not a game. It’s the house. You either follow the rules or you don’t. I won’t repeat myself.”

She left them with that, heading back upstairs. The silence she left behind was louder than her words.

Marshall was the first to speak. “She’s got more balls than any of us.”

“Watch your mouth,” Lucas said, though not with much bite.

Brett blew out a breath. “I still can’t believe this is real.”

Ethan stared at the empty stairs, his mind spinning. He’d asked for this. He’d voted yes. Now the reality was pressing in, heavier every day.

And the truth he couldn’t shake was that he wanted it—wanted it all—even if it destroyed him in the process.

The house quieted fast after Arianna said goodnight. Doors clicked. A shower ran, then shut off. Lucas passed through the hallway once, nodded to Ethan, and headed upstairs. Ten minutes later, Arianna walked by, naked and carrying a glass of water. She didn’t look at Ethan or Brett; she just climbed the stairs and turned toward Lucas’s room. The door closed. The house went still.

Ethan sat at the kitchen table with a glass of tap water he wasn’t drinking. Brett wandered in from the living room and dropped into the chair across from him. He played with a coaster, spinning it with one finger until it wobbled and fell flat.

“You up too?” Brett asked.

“Yeah.”

Brett glanced toward the stairs. “She’s with Lucas tonight, right?”

“Yeah.”

They sat in silence for a few seconds. The fridge hummed. A car rolled past outside and faded.

Brett exhaled. “I keep saying I’m ready. You know, for the… new rule.”

“Rule Two,” Ethan said.

“Yeah.” Brett rubbed his forehead. “I’m not ready.”

Ethan watched him. “You don’t have to push it.”

“I want to,” Brett said quickly. “I mean, I really want to. I just… when I think about actually doing it, I freeze.” He made a face. “Marshall and Jaleel are… a lot. And Arianna is… a lot. I don’t want to screw it up and look like an idiot.”

“You won’t,” Ethan said.

Brett snorted. “You’ve seen me drop a fork just because she walked by. I’ll find a way to mess it up.” He spun the coaster again. “I thought I could handle it. Then I saw the way she looked this morning. Just walking around like it was normal. And then the two of them yesterday. I heard the door, man. I sat on the couch for an hour staring at the TV and didn’t press a single button on the controller.”

Ethan didn’t answer. He remembered that hour. He’d done the same thing.

Brett leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “I’m intimidated. There. I said it.”

“By who?” Ethan asked.

“All of them,” Brett said. “Marshall, Jaleel, Lucas, even you. And her. Mostly her. She says one word, and my brain goes blank. I don’t know how you keep it together.”

“I don’t,” Ethan said. “I pretend I do.”

Brett lowered his gaze. “It’s not just sex. That’s the problem.” He swallowed. “I think I’m falling in love with her.”

Ethan’s fingers tightened on the glass. He knew it was coming, but hearing it still hit. “Yeah,” he said, after a beat. “Me too.”

Brett sat forward. “You too?”

“Yeah.”

They let that sit between them. No jokes. No hedging.

Brett blew out a long breath. “That makes this worse.”

“I know.”

“What are we supposed to do with that?” Brett asked. “She belongs to the house. That’s the whole thing. But I wake up thinking about her. I go to sleep thinking about her. Every time she sits next to me, I want to grab her hand like a middle schooler. It’s pathetic.”

“It’s not pathetic,” Ethan said. “It’s normal.”

“It doesn’t feel normal,” Brett said. “It feels like I’m drowning in it.”

Ethan stared at the water and finally took a sip. It didn’t help. “I don’t know how to fix it,” he said. “I don’t think there is a fix. We either live with it or we don’t.”

“And if we don’t?”

“Then we move out,” Ethan said. The words tasted wrong. “I’m not doing that.”

“Me neither,” Brett said quickly. He cracked a weak smile. “This is still the best house on campus.”

Ethan didn’t smile back. “Maybe. Depends on the day.”

Brett drummed his fingers on the table, then stopped. “There’s something else. People are talking. Like, a lot. I walked across the quad this afternoon and heard two guys right behind me say, ‘She’s naked in their kitchen.’ They weren’t whispering. Then at the union, a girl from my econ class told her friend, ‘You can see her through the window if you stand on the sidewalk and look just right.’ I wanted to tell her to shut up. I didn’t.”

Ethan’s stomach flipped. “Great.”

“It’s out,” Brett said. “Rule One, I mean. Everyone knows. Or they think they know, which is worse.”

Ethan pressed his palms to the table. “They don’t know Rule Two.”

Brett barked a short laugh. “Not yet.”

“They don’t need to,” Ethan said, heat rising. “That’s not public. That’s the house.”

Brett shrugged. “You think secrets last here? Someone will say something. Some ABO guy will run his mouth after a party. Someone will hear something through the wall. People piece stuff together. That’s what they do.”

Ethan’s jaw clenched. “Then we keep it quiet. No bragging. No hints. We shut down anyone who asks.”

Brett pointed at the ceiling. “That won’t stop it. You know it won’t. We live in a fishbowl. People already hate her for doing what she wants. They’ll love this. They’ll make it into something worse than it is.”

Ethan felt his throat go dry. “I don’t want that for her.”

“Neither do I,” Brett said, quieter now. “But she chose this. She knew what it would be.” He paused. “You voted yes, man.”

“I know,” Ethan said. “Don’t remind me.”

Brett held up both hands. “I’m not coming at you. I would’ve said yes, too if it came down to me. She looked like she’d walk through a wall to get that vote. Saying no would’ve felt like stealing from her.”

Ethan rubbed his eyes. “I keep thinking about the moment it stops being ours. One rumor too many. One photo. One post. Then it’s a circus.”

“It already is,” Brett said. “We’re just pretending it’s not.”

Ethan pushed back in his chair and stared at the doorway to the stairs. He pictured Arianna in Lucas’s room, asleep on his chest, the way she slept on his a few nights ago. His stomach twisted. “I hate this,” he said.

Brett nodded. “Me too. And I love it. Both at once. That’s the problem.”

They sat with that for a while. The house groaned once. Pipes clinked. Someone coughed upstairs. Ethan checked the clock on the stove and then checked it again without reading it.

Brett leaned in. “Can I ask you something you won’t throw back at me?”

“Yeah.”

“If Rule Two becomes the thing everybody knows, are you still in?”

Ethan didn’t answer right away. He thought about the quad. He thought about the party at ABO. He thought about Arianna walking through the kitchen this morning like it was any Tuesday. He thought about the look on her face when she said she wanted this.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m in.”

Brett’s shoulders loosened a little. “Me too.”

They were quiet again. Brett spun the coaster one more time and caught it flat with his palm.

Ethan broke the silence. “You don’t have to rush the threesome thing. Nobody’s keeping score. If you want her alone, ask. If someone else wants in, tell them no.”

Brett looked embarrassed. “I’m scared she’ll like me less if I say no.”

“She won’t,” Ethan said. “She wants honesty more than anything. She told me that.”

Brett studied him. “You talk to her about this stuff, huh?”

“Sometimes.”

Brett nodded, eyes dropping. “I wish I could.”

“You can,” Ethan said. “Use words. She listens.”

Brett let out a breath. “Okay.”

Upstairs, a door clicked softly. The sound slid down the stairs and settled in the room. Both of them went still, listening. Nothing followed.

Brett stood first. “I should sleep. Big day tomorrow.”

“Yeah.”

Brett took a step, then stopped. “One more thing. If I chicken out when it’s me and… somebody else… don’t roast me.”

“I won’t,” Ethan said. “I get it.”

Brett nodded, relieved. “Thanks.”

He walked out, then leaned back in. “For what it’s worth, if she does end up picking someone for more than the house stuff… it’s you.”

Ethan’s chest tightened. “She’s not picking anyone.”

“I know,” Brett said. “I’m just saying what it looks like.” He disappeared down the hall.

Ethan sat alone for another minute, then turned off the kitchen light and headed upstairs. At his door, he paused and glanced down the hall toward Lucas’s room. He felt sick at how much he wanted to knock. He didn’t. He went inside and closed his own door.

On the edge of his bed, in the dark, he pressed his palms together until his knuckles hurt. Brett was right. Secrets don’t last. People talk. Photos get taken. Stories grow.

He lay back and stared at the ceiling. He’d said he was in. He meant it. But the thought of the whole campus knowing Rule Two made his stomach twist again.

He closed his eyes and tried to breathe. It didn’t help. He could still see her climbing the stairs, calm and certain, and he could still hear Brett’s voice: It’s just a matter of time.

He believed him. And it made him feel sick.


Chapter 15 — Homecoming

Friday afternoon sunlight stretched across the Beta House lawn. The hum of the main campus building up for the weekend already reached them—banners strung, speakers tested, kegs rolled across the fraternity’s parking lot. Beta House wasn’t ABO’s mansion, but tonight it would be packed anyway. By custom, they caught the overflow from the main fraternity, the curious and the rowdy spilling across the parking lot and into their living room.

Ethan dragged folding chairs out of the shed with Brett at his heels. “How many do we need?” Brett asked, balancing two awkwardly on his shoulder.

“However many we can find,” Ethan said. “Half will end up broken or lost.”

Marshall came around from the porch, hauling trash bags. “Cups are stocked. Ice is coming with the delivery in an hour. Someone wipe down the counters before people start setting beers on them.”

“I’ll do it,” Brett said quickly, dropping the chairs with a clatter.

“No, you’ll half-ass it,” Marshall shot back. “Arianna, you wipe them.”

She was sitting at the kitchen table, naked as always now, legs crossed, sipping from a glass of water. She raised her eyebrows but didn’t argue. “Fine.”

Marshall came out of the kitchen with a clipboard. “Inventory: three kegs, plus six cases bottled, thirty pizzas scheduled to drop at nine. Trash cans are lined. Bathrooms stocked.” He ticked boxes with the neatness of a man prepping a launch.

“You’re enjoying this too much,” Brett said.

Marshall didn’t look up. “Someone has to do it, seeing as Lucas is busy with his girlfriend.”

Inside, Jaleel swept the entryway with long, even strokes. The faint smell of bleach already drifted out. Ethan paused in the doorway to watch him for a second. Jaleel never rushed. Even cleaning, he had the same control he carried everywhere else.

“You missed a spot,” Marshall called through the door, grinning.

“Do it yourself then,” Jaleel answered without turning.

“Pass.” Marshall headed back toward the kitchen.

Arianna slid off the chair, setting her glass on the table. She moved through the kitchen, hips easy, no effort to cover herself. Ethan still wasn’t used to it, not really, though the rest of the house acted like it was routine now. She grabbed a cloth from the drawer, ran water over it, and began wiping the counters in calm circles.

Brett trailed behind her, trying not to stare and failing. “So, uh, what’s your job tonight?”

“Bartender,” Arianna said, not looking up. “Serve drinks. Keep things moving. Smile when it helps. Ignore idiots when it doesn’t.”

“You’re gonna be, like… all the way naked,” Brett said, still amazed though he’d seen it for weeks.

“I’m always naked,” Arianna reminded him. “The difference is now a hundred strangers get to see it too.”

Ethan winced. She said it lightly, but the thought churned his stomach.

Marshall didn’t react. “Remember: no one touches her. Eyes only. If someone tries, we shut it down immediately.”

“And if it’s one of our brothers?” Jaleel asked, coming back with another stack of chairs.

“Doesn’t matter,” Marshall said. “Rules are rules.” Ethan smiled at the way Marshall was fulfilling the absent Lucas’s role as unofficial leader of the house.

“They’ll push it,” Jaleel said from the doorway, leaning on a broom handle. “You know they will.”

“Then they find themselves on the curb,” Marshall said flatly.

Arianna set down the cloth and leaned against the counter, unconcerned. “You can kick out whoever you need. I can handle looks. I’ve been handling them since day one.”

Ethan caught her eye. She held his look, steady, like she knew exactly how much the thought unsettled him. Then she smiled faintly and turned back to rinsing the cloth.

“Alright,” Marshall said, snapping the clipboard shut. “Two hours until the main party starts. They’ll start drifting here around ten. Everyone knows their role. No freelancing.”

Jaleel tossed his rag into the trash bag. “Relax. We’ve done this before.”

“Not like this,” Ethan muttered.

Brett dropped into a chair, bouncing one knee. “I still can’t believe this is happening. Like, everyone’s coming here tonight because of her.”

“Don’t talk about me like I’m not in the room,” Arianna said, brushing past him to grab another stack of cups.

Brett flushed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“You did,” Arianna said, but her voice wasn’t sharp. “It’s fine. You’re not wrong.”

Marshall chuckled. “Half the campus already knows Rule One. Tonight they’ll all get to confirm it.”

Ethan set the last chair down with more force than needed. “Yeah. Great.”

Jaleel watched him a beat, then looked away.

Marshall checked his watch. “Alright. Eat now if you’re going to eat. After nine, nobody’s getting near the kitchen. And keep an eye on each other. People will be drunk, people will push. Don’t let it slide.”

“Understood,” Jaleel said.

“Got it,” Ethan added.

Brett raised a hand like it was class. “Can I request the first beer?”

“No,” Marshall said.

Arianna laughed under her breath, stacking cups. “I’ll pour you one anyway.”

The guys finished their tasks in the next half hour. The floors gleamed, the counters shone, and the living room looked almost respectable. For a moment, Ethan could imagine it was just another Beta House party, like the one weeks ago when Arianna first walked through the door. But then he looked at her—bare, calm, unshaken—and he knew this one would never be like the others.

And he dreaded what the night would bring.

By ten, the main ABO house shook the block. A DJ booth blared across the lawn. Strings of lights cut across the fraternity parking lot. People drifted in clumps, shouting over music, cups already full. By ten-thirty, Beta House was full too. The porch steps swarmed. The living room pressed wall to wall. The kitchen turned into a bar line.

Arianna moved through it with two pitchers, naked and steady, hair up and out of her face. She poured, nodded, moved. Some people stared and forgot to blink. Some whispered like they were at a zoo exhibit. Others kept their voice level, said thanks, and tried to look normal but failed.

Jaleel posted at the front door, arms crossed. He checked cups, waved people through, and redirected the wrecked ones back to the porch. Brett held the porch rail like a checkpoint, trading jokes with anyone who tried to bring a cup outside the allowed zone. Ethan hovered near Arianna and refilled ice. Marshall patrolled hallways, checked bathrooms, cleared trash, bounced between tasks with the same clipped efficiency he used for everything else. Ethan stood at the back wall with a roll of paper towels and a stack of extra cups, pretending to be useful while keeping his eyes on Arianna and the hands around her.

The first hour passed with little trouble. The floor got sticky. The kitchen counters shone and then dulled and then shone again under Arianna’s cloth. She poured beers for freshmen who could barely speak the words to ask. She poured vodka sodas for seniors who softened their voices when they ordered, trying to prove they weren’t like the freshmen. She handed ginger ale to a designated driver. She told a girl who grabbed her elbow to knock it off and moved away before it could become anything. Jaleel’s stare did the rest.

“Refill?” Brett asked, already lifting the bag of ice as Arianna slid an empty pitcher under the nozzle.

“Please,” she said.

He tipped the scoop and missed. The ice thundered onto the counter. Arianna laughed once, quickly, and dragged the ice back into the bucket with her hand. “You’re fine.”

Brett nodded too fast. “I’m fine.”

Ethan caught a guy leaning over Arianna’s shoulder with his phone out. “Hey,” Ethan said. “No photos.”

The guy stared like he hadn’t heard English in a while. “What? It’s a party.”

“No photos,” Ethan repeated. He held the guy’s eyes until the phone lowered. “Go enjoy yourself somewhere else.”

“Whatever,” the guy muttered, but he moved. Jaleel’s glance slid over, caught the end of it, and let it go.

“Thanks,” Arianna said without looking up.

“Anytime,” Ethan said. He hated how tight his voice sounded.

By midnight, the house was hotter. The speakers they had set up in the living room were doing their best, but the sound from ABO leaked in anyway, two beats fighting for space. Marshall was still joking on the porch, but the jokes were shorter now. Jaleel had stopped moving entirely, becoming a wall. Lucas’s clipboard had vanished, but he hadn’t. He pulled trash bags before they overflowed and swapped them with new ones like he had an invisible schedule.

A boy in a football sweatshirt leaned across the island. “So this is really happening,” he said to Arianna. “Like, all the time?”

Arianna poured him a half cup. “Drink some water, too.”

He took the cup, glanced at her chest like he hadn’t meant to, then lifted his eyes and nodded. “Thanks.” He actually grabbed water. Ethan filed his face away as one of the few who listened.

Another group pushed into the kitchen, louder, phones in hands. Lucas slipped between them and the counter with ease and didn’t raise his voice. “No photos,” he said. “Put the phones away or go back to ABO.”

They put the phones away. They still stared.

Arianna didn’t hide. She poured two more cups and turned to rinse a pitcher. The faucet ran. The noise of the house wobbled and sharpened and wobbled again.

“Are you proud of this?” a voice asked.

Ethan turned first. Maddie stood at the end of the island, hair perfect, lipstick smudged, eyes bright and unfocused. She held an empty cup like it had wronged her. A girl Ethan didn’t recognize hovered behind her with a concerned look.

Lucas appeared at Ethan’s shoulder in under a second. “Maddie, not here.”

“Here,” she said, tapping the counter with her cup. “Right here. Because this is where you are. All the time. With her.” She jerked her chin toward Arianna.

Arianna kept rinsing. She shut off the faucet and set the pitcher on the rack, then turned just enough to put her body in profile and her eyes directly on Maddie. She didn’t say anything.

Lucas kept his voice measured. “You’re drunk. We’ll talk when you’re sober.”

“I’m not drunk,” Maddie said, drunk. “I’m humiliated. You said open. You said we’d be mature. You said we’d be honest. You didn’t say you’d move in with a naked girl and run her like a bar.”

Marshall edged in. “Let’s keep this calm.”

“Don’t talk to me,” Maddie snapped, and then immediately regretted snapping at Marshall. “Sorry. I’m angry at him, not you.”

“Take it up with me,” Lucas said. “Not him. Not her.”

Maddie took a breath that did nothing. “This isn’t what we agreed to. I thought open meant you’d have a fling now and then. Maybe I’d kiss a guy if I felt like it. I pictured a messy night, some jealousy, then we’d go for pancakes the next day and laugh. I didn’t picture her naked in your kitchen, handing beers to your friends while you act like a hall monitor.”

The kitchen’s edges rippled with attention. People in the doorway stopped moving. Phones stayed down. Heads turned anyway.

Lucas held his ground. “Arianna lives here. She consented. She set the terms. We made rules to keep her safe. We enforce them.”

Maddie blinked, then laughed, small and bitter. “Safe? This is safe to you? Look around.” She swept her hand across the room. “Half the campus is here to stare. The other half will hear about it tomorrow. And you think you can put rules on it like it’s a lab experiment and not a circus.”

Arianna finally spoke, voice even. “This is between you and him.”

Maddie’s head snapped back to her. “You’re right. It is. Which is why I’m saying this now, so you can hear it too.” She faced Lucas again. “Choose. Me or this.”

Ethan felt it in his chest. So did everyone else. The island might as well have been a line on the floor.

Lucas didn’t look at Ethan. He didn’t look at the crowd. He looked at Arianna for a beat that felt longer than it was. Arianna didn’t flinch. Then he looked at Maddie. “I’m not moving out,” he said.

Maddie stared like she’d missed a step and fallen. “You’re not serious.”

“I am,” Lucas said, steady but sad.

Her eyes filled. She swallowed fast. “You’re choosing her?” The words came out raw.

“I’m choosing the house,” Lucas said. “I’m choosing the commitment I made when I moved in. You agreed to open. You didn’t agree to this version of it. That’s fair. But this is where I live. This is my responsibility.”

Maddie’s mouth worked. “You think this is noble,” she said. “It’s not. It’s pathetic. You built a life around rules so you don’t have to admit you’re into a girl who belongs to everyone.” She looked at Arianna and whispered, growled, “A slut.”

Lucas didn’t blink. “I’m into keeping people safe and making sure they get what they agreed to. That’s who I am.”

“Then be that with someone else,” she said, voice cracking. She shoved her empty cup at the sink and missed. It bounced and clattered to the floor. “Good luck, Lucas.”

Her friend moved in and took her elbow. Maddie shook her off, then let herself be steered toward the door, shoulders shaking. Someone tried to say something to her in the hall. She pushed past. The living room swallowed her, and then the porch did and then the night.

No one talked for a full ten seconds. Then the house breathed again all at once. The music came back into focus. People began moving in the doorway, pretending they hadn’t stopped.

Lucas set his palms on the counter. He stared at a spot on the wood and said nothing.

“Are you okay?” Arianna asked, quiet but clear.

“Yes,” Lucas said. He straightened. “Keep the door secure,” he told Jaleel without looking over. “Don’t let the next wave swamp us.”

“You got it,” Jaleel said.

Marshall nodded once, eyes on Lucas. “You need anything?”

“No,” Lucas said. He looked at Ethan but didn’t speak. There was no need for words. His look said it all. He’d be moving out in the morning.

Ethan wanted to say something to him and couldn’t figure out what. He focused on tasks. He wiped the island. He swapped out a dead roll of paper towels. He told a kid near the sink to stop leaning. He watched Arianna lift the pitcher again and head back into the living room like the kitchen hadn’t almost split.

The crowd didn’t shrink. Word traveled across bodies without phones. “Lucas and his girlfriend,” someone said in the hall. “She made him choose.” The details shifted as fast as voices could twist them. Some said Arianna argued. She hadn’t. Some said Lucas yelled. He hadn’t. None of it mattered. The crowd didn’t care about accuracy. It cared about heat.

Near one, the line at the kitchen thinned. People started drifting back to ABO as the DJ announced a surprise guest. The Beta House living room loosened, voices dropping a notch. Marshall got two guys off the porch rail before it collapsed and Jaleel shut the front door for five minutes to let the room breathe.

Arianna set the pitchers down and stretched her hands. Ethan drifted closer without planning to.

“You need water?” he asked.

“I need five minutes,” she said.

He walked with her to the back hallway. It was the only patch of quiet in the house. The laundry door was shut. The back bedroom door was shut.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. She didn’t add anything.

He wanted to talk about Maddie and couldn’t find an entry that wasn’t awkward. “Lucas?”

“Lucas is fine,” she said. “He’ll do what he has to do, which is for the best.”

“You didn’t say anything,” Ethan said. “When she went for you.”

“She isn’t my problem,” Arianna said. “She’s his. If I’d argued, it would’ve given people a new story. I’m not interested in starring in that scene.”

“You already starred in it,” Ethan said, and hated how it sounded.

Her eyes softened. “I know. But not by fighting. I’m not giving them lines they can repeat tomorrow.”

He leaned against the wall. “I hated all of this.”

“I know.” She took a breath and let it out slowly. “So did I, if we’re keeping score.”

He studied her face. She looked steady, but the steadiness had edges tonight. “Do you want to stop?” he asked. “Rule One. We can pull it back.”

“No,” she said, immediately. “If I hide now, it’s the same as admitting the mob wins. I won’t do that.”

He looked down at her hands, the faint redness from holding wet pitchers, and the small cut near her thumb from a pizza box earlier. “Lucas is moving out.”

“Yes.”

“Do you feel responsible?”

“No,” she said. “She drew a line. He made a choice. That’s on them.”

He nodded, then lowered his voice. “I wanted to punch at least three different guys tonight.”

“Only three?” she asked, a ghost of a smile.

“Honestly, I lost count,” he said. “Phones. Looks. Comments.”

“You handled it,” she said. “You always seem to.”

“That’s not the same as liking it.”

“I didn’t ask you to like it,” she said. “I asked you to vote for it and stand with me. You did both. I appreciate that, Ethan. I really do.”

He swallowed. “I keep thinking about the picture of you people will make after tonight. Not who you are. Just the picture.”

“They already made it,” she said. “Weeks ago. That’s not my business. This is.” She nudged her chin toward the rooms of the house. “You. Them. The rules we agreed to. I care what happens in here, not out there.”

He exhaled. “Okay.”

“Are you still in?” she asked. “After tonight.”

“Yes,” he said. “Even if I hate parts of it.”

“That’s fair,” she said. “I hate parts of it, too.”

He rubbed his thumb over the cut on her hand. “You need a bandaid.”

“I’ll live,” she said. Then, lower: “Thank you for the thing with the phone earlier.”

He shrugged. “No problem.”

“It matters,” she said.

A burst of laughter rolled down the hall. Someone banged the bathroom door and swore. Brett shouted from the kitchen that they were out of ice, then announced that they weren’t when he found another bag on the bottom shelf.

Arianna straightened. “I should get back.”

“Do you need me to run interference?” Ethan asked.

“I need you to take a deep breath,” she said lightly. “And drink some water.”

“Bossy,” he said with a smile.

“Housegirl,” she corrected. “There’s a big difference.”

He almost smiled. “I’ll be around.”

“I know,” she said, and walked back toward the kitchen, naked and calm, the noise gulping her up again.

Ethan followed at a distance, then peeled to the side to check the front door with Jaleel. The last hour rolled through. More cups, less volume. A steady drip of people leaving for ABO or bed. At two, they cut the music inside and started pushing people gently toward the porch.

By two-thirty, the house was theirs again. Cups overflowed trash bags. The counters were a battlefield. The floor was going to need another mop. Marshall propped the porch door with a chair and let the cooler air flow through.

Lucas came down the stairs with a duffel bag and set it by the front door. He didn’t look at anyone as he walked past. “I’ll deal with the rest in the morning,” he said. “Lock up when you finish.”

“We got it,” Jaleel said.

“Okay,” Lucas said. He picked up the duffel and left without another word.

Marshall watched the door shut. “Well,” he said. “That was a night.”

Brett sat on the arm of the couch and ran a hand through his hair. “Do we clean now or tomorrow?”

“Now,” Jaleel said. “Tomorrow we’ll hate it more.”

Arianna reappeared in the kitchen with a bucket and the mop. “Now.”

Ethan took the second mop from the hall closet and found the bleach. He didn’t love any of this. He didn’t love that Lucas was gone, or that Maddie was probably crying into someone’s shoulder, or that half the school had seen Arianna carry the house on her back while pretending she didn’t feel it.

But when Arianna glanced at him over the mop handle and gave him that small, tired smile, he knew he was still exactly where he’d chosen to be.

They mopped. They emptied the trash. They reset the room like they had at the end of that first party weeks ago, except now the rules were printed on every surface, whether anyone could see them or not.

When they finished, the house was finally quiet. Arianna leaned the mop against the corner and rolled her shoulders. “Water,” she said, and went to get it.

Ethan listened to the pipes. He heard the faucet run. He heard the old house settle. He heard Brett say goodnight and thump up the stairs, and Marshall follow, and Jaleel turn the deadbolt.

Arianna came back with two glasses. She handed him one. “You’re still in?”

“Yes,” he said again.

“Good,” she said. “I need you in.”

He drank. The water tasted like metal and something else he couldn’t name. They stood there, side by side, not touching, watching the living room they’d just put back together.

“The sun will be up in a few hours,” he said. “Maybe we should sleep separately tonight.” The schedule said it was his night to be with Arianna.

“Thanks, but I’d just as soon sleep with you, even if we don’t do anything.” She smiled at him, and he felt his heart swell.

“Really?”

“Of course. Besides, I want to talk about something else.” He raised his eyebrows. “If Lucas moves out, and I’m pretty sure he will, I’d like to bring in another girl to replace him.”

Ethan stared at her. “Seriously?” he asked at last.

She shrugged. “I’ve been thinking it might be fun. I wasn’t sure how we could make it work until it became clear he was leaving.” She cocked an eyebrow at him.

“Do you have anyone in particular in mind?” He was reeling from the implications of her statement, but his brain went there anyway, without him even thinking too hard about it.

Arianna smiled, one of those incredible smiles that just about killed him every time she unleashed it.

“Of course.”
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Chapter 1 — The Proposal

Sunday noon sunlight cut through the blinds in the Beta House living room, landing on empty bottles still scattered from last night’s party. Chairs had been dragged into odd corners. The smell of stale beer lingered even after Marshall had sprayed half a can of air freshener in the hall. Nobody felt like cleaning. Nobody had the energy.

The four men sat in a loose circle—Ethan on the edge of the couch, Brett sunk into the recliner, Marshall propped against the far wall, and Jaleel in the armchair with a loose leg that still held if you didn’t lean too far forward. None of them had wanted a meeting. But Arianna had called it, and Arianna had a way of imposing her will on them.

When she stepped into the room, everyone noticed two things at once. She was dressed. And she was serious.

Ethan’s stomach tightened. Arianna never broke protocol. Since the rules had been set, she had moved through the house naked at every hour of the day, pouring coffee, folding laundry, even cleaning the toilet when she couldn’t stand it any longer, since there was just one for the whole house, so it was always a mess. Dressed now in jeans and a plain sweater, she looked both out of place and somehow more commanding.

“Morning,” she said, her voice carrying without effort.

Brett waved his cup of coffee in a half-salute. “Morning.”

Marshall eyed her. “Something wrong?”

“Not wrong,” Arianna said. “Different. We need to talk.” She crossed the room and sat on the edge of the table, folding her hands in her lap. “We lost Lucas yesterday.”

“What?” Brett almost screamed. “Lucas died?”

Arianna stared him down. “No, of course not. He packed his things and moved out.” She waited a beat before she added, “So, we need a replacement.”

Ethan had known. She’d told him the night before, in bed, her voice low enough not to carry through the walls. But she hadn’t let him share it. Now, as he watched the other men absorb her words, he felt the tension rise anyway.

Jaleel leaned back, unreadable. “A replacement?”

“Yes,” Arianna said without explaining.

“A guy?” Marshall asked quickly, alarm in his tone.

“No,” Arianna said. She let it hang another beat. “A girl.”

Brett nearly fumbled his cup. “You’re serious?”

“Completely.”

Marshall pushed off the wall, arms crossed. “You’re telling us another girl is moving in? Here?”

“She’s stopping by shortly,” Arianna said.

“Today?” Jaleel growled. “You didn’t think we should talk about it first? You just invited someone to move in without any input from us?”

Ethan felt the heat move up his neck. He hadn’t wanted to keep this from the others, but Arianna had insisted. Now the shock was unfolding exactly as she’d predicted.

Jaleel’s voice cut through the room like a blade. “Who is she?”

Arianna side-eyed him. “Sydney Grant.”

Brett blinked. “The blonde from North Hall?”

“That’s her,” Arianna said.

“Damn,” Brett muttered. He grinned, then caught Jaleel’s glare and cleared his throat. “I mean—okay. But what’s the deal? Why would she want this?”

“She’ll explain herself when she gets here,” Arianna said.

Marshall narrowed his eyes. “And you didn’t think to mention this earlier?”

“I thought it better if you all heard it at the same time,” Arianna said calmly. “Sydney knows what this is. She knows what she’s getting into. She’s a little reserved, but she’s not naive.”

Jaleel shook his head. “This isn’t some casual invite. It’s not a sleepover. This changes everything. Another woman in the house, with all the rules we agreed on…”

“She’ll follow them,” Arianna cut in. “Because I’ll see to it.”

Ethan spoke for the first time, his voice shaky. “She already said yes. She’s on her way.”

Brett turned to him, eyebrows up. “You knew?”

Ethan hesitated. “Arianna told me last night.”

“Of course, she told you,” Marshall muttered.

Before anyone could say more, the doorbell rang. Arianna rose smoothly. “That’ll be her.” She moved to the door, unhurried, and pulled it open. Sydney Grant stepped inside.

The room drew a collective breath.

Sydney wasn’t dressed for a housegirl interview like the others had been, in sweats and a hoodie, or maybe yoga pants. She wasn’t dressed for a lazy Sunday at Beta House, either. She wore an off-the-shoulder black cocktail dress that clung to her body and stopped mid-thigh, paired with heels sharp enough to click against the wood floor. Her makeup was precise, her dirty blonde hair curled and falling loose around her face. She looked ready for a downtown gala, not a fraternity annex’s living room on the morning after Homecoming.

Jaleel frowned immediately. “That’s what you decided to wear?”

Sydney looked at him, seemingly unbothered. “Arianna told me to dress to impress.” Her eyes darted to the only other girl in the room.

“This is supposed to be serious,” Jaleel said. “Not a dog and pony show.”

Arianna stepped beside her. “It doesn’t matter. Clothes are temporary.” She gave Sydney a pointed look. “And she knows she won’t be needing them in this house.”

The words hung there. Sydney’s eyes widened, but only for a second. Then, in complete silence, she reached behind her and unzipped without fanfare. The fabric fell, pooling around her feet.

Brett slapped his head. “Holy…”

“Shut up,” Jaleel growled.

Sydney stood naked, head high, shoulders square. She folded her arms across her chest for a moment, then dropped them to her sides as if to prove a point.

“This is what you want, right?” she asked.

“This is what’s required,” Arianna said. “Naked all the time inside the house. You serve. You obey. You enjoy. If you accept the offer, you agree to the terms and conditions. And if you stay, you never pretend you didn’t know what you signed up for.”

The men shifted in their seats. Ethan’s heart hammered, not just from Sydney’s sudden boldness, but from Arianna’s authority in that moment—speaking for all of them, laying out their expectations with precision.

Sydney glanced around the circle, gauging their faces. “And if I don’t?”

“Then you leave,” Arianna said. “Now. No half-measures. You’re either in or you’re out.”

Sydney held her ground, naked and steady, shoulders back, chin lifted. No one spoke for a full breath.

Arianna broke the silence. “I’ll cover the rules. Then you ask questions.”

Sydney nodded once.

Arianna ticked them off. “Nudity inside the house, always. No clothing in the kitchen, living room, hall, or when a door opens. A towel for the shower, sure, but it comes off before you step into any common space.”

Sydney’s mouth curved. “Understood.”

“Access,” Arianna continued. “Weeknights rotate by seniority, same system we used last term, not that you’d know anything about that. Afternoons and mornings are open. If two of them ask, you don’t referee. They sort it out. If they can’t, I’ll step in and decide for them, and you. That isn’t up for debate.”

Sydney glanced at the men, then back to Arianna. “Seriously?”

“I mean it.”

Sydney took a breath. “And weekends?”

“You can have some input, but it’s not your call,” Arianna said. “They decide among themselves. As with the rest of the week, you do as you’re told.”

Sydney processed that without flinching. “What about outside the house? Clothes are required, obviously.”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “You’re not a novelty, you’re a student. You keep your grades up, you manage your schedule, you don’t create drama in public. Inside here, the rules hold. Outside, you don’t feed rumors.”

Jaleel spoke for the first time since she undressed. “Consent.”

Arianna nodded to Sydney. “Non-negotiable. If you say stop, they stop. Same for me. No marks that show. No video and no photos.”

Sydney looked to each man in turn. “You all agree to that?”

Marshall answered first. “Yes.”

Brett bobbed his head. “Yes.”

Jaleel: “Yes.”

Ethan: “Yes.”

Sydney’s shoulders loosened a fraction. “Good.”

Arianna folded her arms. “Chores. Neither of us is a maid. We keep the kitchen clean because we eat there. We do dishes along with them, but not exclusively. That is strictly enforced. We wash sheets because they would let them go far too long if we didn’t. You’re not a live-in cook, either. You will cook sometimes, especially if you want to and if you’re good at it, which means better than they are.”

Sydney’s smile flashed. “I can live with that.”

Brett sat forward, elbows on knees. “Why do you want this? For real.”

Sydney didn’t look away. “First and foremost, my finances are suddenly tight. But the real problem is that my roommates are a nightmare. Food stolen, noise at all hours, constant sniping. I’m done. That’s reason one. Reason two—” She shifted her gaze to Arianna. “I’ve been interested in Arianna since I got to know her last spring. I never had the nerve to say it until now. Reason three—” She flicked a hand toward the men. “Four guys who know what they’re doing? That sounds like fun.”

Brett made a small, undignified sound. Marshall coughed to hide a laugh. Ethan stared at the floor for half a second, then lifted his eyes again.

Jaleel didn’t smile. “Fun is a weekend. This is for months.”

Sydney’s voice stayed even. “Then I’m signing up for the duration.”

“And the campus,” Jaleel pressed. “You’ve seen what happened already with Arianna. People will talk. They’ll point. You’ll hear it on the quad, in class, at the union. You sure you’re up for that?”

Sydney’s chin rose a notch. “I grew up in a small town where everyone tracked everyone else’s business for sport. This campus is bigger, but the behavior is the same. I don’t scare that easily.”

“Good answer,” Marshall said.

Brett nodded so hard his hair bounced.

Ethan studied Sydney’s face. There was a spark there, but not just shock value. She wants to be here. He heard Arianna’s quiet breath beside her, the steady confidence of someone who had already decided.

Arianna moved closer and spoke to Sydney in a lower tone that still carried. “One more thing. If you move in, you answer to me on top of them. I’ll be in charge of you. I’ll set your mornings when your class schedule allows. I’ll decide who you’re with if there’s confusion. You won’t fight me on it.”

Sydney blinked, as if she’d expected strict rules, but she hadn’t expected that. “So you’re my boss?”

Arianna didn’t soften. “Mostly, the house runs both of us. Day to day, I run you. That arrangement either works or it doesn’t. If it doesn’t, you shouldn’t move in.”

Sydney’s eyes searched Arianna’s for a hint of game. She didn’t find any. “Why me?”

“Because you’re smart,” Arianna said. “Because you walk into rooms as if you belong there. Because I want you. And because I’m not interested in training someone who crumbles when a freshman snickers in the hall.”

Sydney’s breath hitched once, then steadied.

“I want it to be everything it’s supposed to be,” Arianna said.

Sydney looked to the men again. “You’re fine with her placing me?”

Marshall shrugged. “She knows what she’s doing.”

Brett answered in a rush. “Yes. Totally yes.”

Jaleel took longer. “If you’re here, you’re here. We don’t need two managers. But I’m not micro-managing her as she manages you. That’s where I’m at.”

Ethan’s voice came out level. “If Arianna says she can run it, she can. You two are agreeing to something big. Don’t say yes to make us happy. Say yes because you can do it.”

Sydney stared at him for two beats, then nodded. “Thanks for saying that.”

Brett lifted a hand. “I have a practical question.”

Marshall groaned. “Brace yourselves.”

Brett ignored him. “Your schedule. You’re a junior, right?”

Sydney nodded. “Chem major. Labs four times a week. Three other classes.”

“So mornings and afternoons are going to be limited,” Brett said, deflating as he did the math.

“There’s not much I can do about that,” Sydney said, not unkindly.

Arianna cut in before Brett could protest. “I’ll cover gaps. No one will be neglected.”

Brett perked up again. “Okay. Great. Super.”

Jaleel’s chair creaked as he leaned forward. “Boundaries between you two. You’re close already, which is good. But don’t use the men as weapons in whatever you two decide to be.”

Arianna met his eyes. “We won’t.”

Sydney nodded. “Agreed.”

Marshall scratched his jaw. “One more thing. Visitors. ABO brothers wander through here on weekends, especially once we put the nudity rule into effect for Arianna. It got messy, and it’s bound to get worse with you in the mix. We can’t keep them out but they don’t touch. They don’t go upstairs without one of us. You okay walking through the living room with a half dozen men you don’t really know staring at you?”

Sydney smirked. “I walked in here twenty minutes ago dressed for a party and stripped in front of four men I had never met before. I’ll manage.”

Marshall pointed at Brett. “He’s going to faint.”

“No, I won’t,” Brett said, already pink.

Ethan cleared his throat. “Tell us your story in your own words about why you want to be here.”

Sydney unfolded her arms, not covering anything now, and spoke to the group. “I got to know Arianna in April and couldn’t stop staring. Then she came here, and the house rules happened, and every gossip chain on campus lit up. I watched. I judged. Then I stopped judging and got curious. I asked around. Everyone said the same thing: the guys in this house actually protect their girl. That matters to me. I don’t want to be a joke. I want to be here for the reasons you already said out loud. I’ll do what’s expected of me, and I won’t bring friends to tour the place. I won’t be stupid, but if I mess up, I’ll own it. If I’m not strong enough for this, I’ll leave. But I think I am.”

Silence held for a moment. The fan in the corner clicked over a dead spot, then spun on.

Arianna glanced at the men. “Any other questions?”

Brett’s hand shot up again; he dropped it when Marshall laughed. “Sorry. No hand raising. Question: How soon can you move in?”

Sydney smiled. “This afternoon. I have more clothes than I need, obviously. I can pack a suitcase and stash the rest.”

Arianna turned to the men. “Anyone opposed?”

Jaleel looked at Sydney, then at Arianna. “No.”

Marshall: “No.”

Brett: “God, no.”

Ethan waited until last, even though he knew the answer. “No.”

Arianna returned to Sydney. “Then you’re in.”

Sydney’s mouth parted, then firmed. “I’m in.”

“Get dressed,” Arianna said. “I’ll start clearing some space for you.”

Sydney bent, gathered the dress, and stepped into it without making eye contact with anyone. She smoothed it into place, slid her heels back on, and lifted her chin. “Back in a few hours.”

“Bring one suitcase,” Arianna said. “Everything else can sit in the basement until we decide what fits.”

Sydney headed for the door, then stopped and turned to the men. “Thank you for considering me. I’ll make it work.”

Marshall gave a short salute. “See you soon.”

Brett bounced a knee. “I’ll help carry your stuff when you get back.”

Sydney’s eyes warmed. “I’m sure you will.”

She left. The door shut. The house exhaled.

Brett spoke first. “Ho-ly hell.”

Marshall laughed once, then sobered. “That was a lot.”

Jaleel’s stare found Arianna. “You planned this without us?”

“I told Ethan,” Arianna said. “Not because he’s special. Because he was the only one awake when I made the decision.”

Brett made a face that said he didn’t believe that first part. Ethan kept his mouth shut anyway.

Jaleel wasn’t done. “You didn’t just bring a candidate. You brought an arrangement. You told her you’d run her.”

Arianna didn’t blink. “Someone has to. Lucas is gone.”

Marshall hooked a thumb at Ethan. “He’s the heir apparent. Shouldn’t he run things?”

Ethan felt every gaze swing to him. He chose each word. “Arianna knows the house better than I do. I’m not trying to win a power struggle. If she says she can handle it, I’ll back her.”

Brett looked relieved. “Thank God.”

Jaleel folded his arms. “Back her, yes. But don’t disappear from decisions. We’ve kept this together because five heads were better than one. Now it’s four. Don’t turn it into one.”

Arianna nodded once. “That’s fair.”

Marshall rubbed the back of his neck. “What about night one? The protocol says seniority. Jaleel first?”

Brett perked up. “You’re getting both?”

Arianna didn’t blink. “I get her first.”

Jaleel’s face didn’t change, but a nerve ticked in his jaw. “I thought we were in charge here.”

“You’re not,” Arianna said. “But you'll be first tomorrow night.”

Jaleel stared at her for two steady beats, then nodded. “Fine.”

Brett sagged with overly dramatic relief. “Thank God for structure.”

Marshall chuckled. “He keeps saying that.”

Ethan stood. “We should clear a dresser and closet space. If she walks into a mess, it sends the wrong message.”

Brett sprang up. “I’ll get some trash bags.”

“Start with Lucas’s room,” Arianna said. “We can use that as a base for the two of us when we’re not otherwise engaged. Other than that, the room will be for storage and overflow only.”

Jaleel stood, ending the discussion for the time being. “We have a few hours.” He turned to Arianna. “Anything else we need to hear before she comes back?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “Boundaries with campus. People will push. Phones will come out. You shut it down. No debates at the door. No explanations in the yard. Ethan…” She met his eyes. “I need you to be strong, but no blows, even if someone deserves one.”

He held her gaze. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Good,” she said. “Then we’re done here.”

They moved. Ethan headed upstairs to clear Lucas’s old room. Marshall attacked the hall closet. Brett rummaged for their vacuum that would probably die by spring. Jaleel tackled the living room, breaking down boxes that had multiplied since Homecoming and stacking chairs against the wall.

Arianna drifted through each space, issuing short instructions without raising her voice. “Top drawers for underwear.” “Hangers sorted by size.” “Shoes under the bed, not beside it.” She wasn’t performing control; she was exerting it.

Ethan folded one of his extra blankets and tucked it onto the top shelf of the closet. He heard her footsteps enter behind him.

“You okay?” she asked, low.

“Yeah,” he said. It was mostly true.

“You hate surprises,” she said.

“I hate being the last to know.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “I told you first.”.

He glanced over his shoulder. “You told me when it was already a done deal, Arianna.”

She didn’t argue. “Yeah, you’re right.”

He set the blanket down and turned. “Why her?”

Arianna didn’t dress the answer up. “Because I wanted her. Because she can pull this off, which won’t be easy. Because I’ll need someone to help me manage things when the shit hits the fan and you all fall apart. Because I’m not enough to satisfy four every day, and she’ll keep you happy without losing herself.” She smiled again. “But mostly because I want her.”

He swallowed. “Thanks for being open about it.”

She moved closer. “I won’t hide anything from you.”

He nodded. “I’ll back you. I already did.”

Her hand brushed his wrist, nothing more. “Thank you.”

Downstairs, Brett shouted something about finding a box of mystery chargers. Marshall cursed at the vacuum. Jaleel called for more bags.

Arianna stepped back. “Back to work,” she said, and slipped out of the room.


Chapter 2 — Arrival

Sydney returned just before dusk with two suitcases and a canvas bag. Brett met her on the porch and grabbed one handle before she asked. Marshall took the other case with a short nod. Jaleel stood in the doorway, arms crossed, taking her in with no expression that gave anything away. Ethan lifted the canvas bag from her shoulder; it was heavy with textbooks and a laptop. Arianna held the door and guided everyone in without raising her voice.

“Spare room first,” Arianna said. “We cleared a dresser. Closet’s empty, too.”

They had worked for hours to get there. Lucas’s old room had been stripped of random cords, a cracked lamp, and a pile of forgotten sweatshirts. Marshall vacuumed. Jaleel broke down boxes. Brett fetched hangers and lost count. Ethan wiped every surface with a bleach rag until the air stung a little. Arianna moved through each space, pointing once and then moving on. No one argued. Everyone moved faster when she was in the doorway.

Sydney crossed the threshold and looked around the hall.

“You cleaned,” she said.

“Don’t expect an operating room,” Jaleel said. “We do what’s needed.”

“That’s all I can hope for,” Sydney said.

Upstairs, Ethan set the canvas bag on the chair and slid the smaller suitcase next to the dresser. Arianna opened the top drawer.

“One suitcase only,” she said. “Everything else goes to storage until we decide what fits.”

Sydney arched a brow. “That strict?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “The house isn’t a closet. You’ll bring what you need and nothing extra.”

Sydney didn’t push it. She unzipped the case and started stacking folded shirts and sweaters in clean piles. She set sports bras in one corner of the drawer and glanced up. Arianna shook her head once.

“Those can stay for wearing outside,” Arianna said. “Inside the house, you won’t wear a bra. You won’t wear panties either. Keep them in here so you can dress for class, then drop them in the drawer when you come back.”

Sydney’s cheeks colored, but she kept moving. “Understood.”

She placed two regular bras and a few pairs of panties in the top drawer, far back on the right. She lined up socks next to them and closed the drawer with a steady hand.

“Good,” Arianna said.

The men drifted out to give them space. The stair treads creaked as Brett bounded down. Marshall followed at a normal pace. Jaleel’s slower step faded toward the kitchen. Ethan lingered one extra second in the hall, then left at Arianna’s small nod.

The room quieted. Sydney stood by the bed and turned to face Arianna fully.

“So this is it,” Sydney said. “Once I take this hoodie off, I’m committed.”

“You were committed when you walked through the door earlier,” Arianna said. “Now you’re going to live it.”

Sydney pulled the hoodie over her head, set it on the chair, and pushed her jeans down her hips. She wore nothing under them. She folded the denim, set it on the chair under the hoodie, and then stood nude in front of Arianna, head high, shoulders back.

“This feels right,” Sydney said. “I was nervous on the walk back. Not now.”

“Good,” Arianna said. She eyed Sydney from head to toe with a measured calm that said this wasn’t a tease or a stunt. It was an assessment and approval. “You carry yourself well. Keep doing that. Don’t hunch because someone makes a stupid remark.”

Sydney’s mouth tipped. “I can handle it.”

“Then handle the rest,” Arianna said. She pointed to the corner where a laundry hamper was waiting. “Sheets get washed twice a week. Towels daily. You’ll rotate chores with me, but you’re not a maid. You’ll wipe the counters you use. You won’t be ordered to clean for sport.”

“That’s fair,” Sydney said.

“Nights rotate by seniority,” Arianna said. “Jaleel first. Marshall second. Then Ethan and Brett. We will set the schedule weekly, on Sundays after dinner. We don’t fall behind. If you have exams, tell us early. If a lab runs late, text me and the group chat.”

Sydney glanced toward the hall as if she could see the others through the wall. “Afternoons?”

“Open,” Arianna said. “Mornings too, when time allows. If two men ask at the same time, you don’t get stuck between them. They will sort it. If they can’t, they share. You don’t debate it. You don’t pick. You show up and serve.”

Sydney’s breath hitched. “Understood.”

“I was serious about consent,” Arianna said, voice firm. “You say stop, they stop. I say stop, they stop. No marks that show. No videos. No photos. If anyone reaches for a phone, Ethan or Jaleel will take it away. If anyone from the fraternity wanders in and tries anything, they’re out on the porch before they finish a sentence.”

“I heard about that when you moved in,” Sydney said softly. “You weren’t kidding.”

“I’m never kidding,” Arianna said. “I take care of the house. They take care of me. They will take care of you. But you will take care of them, too.”

Sydney held her stare. “Yeah, I will.”

Arianna stepped closer. “Now for the part I didn’t say downstairs.”

Sydney’s posture shifted; her eyes sharpened. “I thought so.”

“I asked you here for the house,” Arianna said. “That was true. But I also asked you for me. I want you. I want to use you. I want to teach you about the house, but I want to touch you and take from you and give back. If you stay, that starts tonight.”

Sydney’s lips parted. She swallowed once and then found her voice. “I wanted to hear you say it. I wanted this. Not just the men. You.”

“You have me,” Arianna said. “But you won’t always have me alone. Eventually, you’ll share me with them. Just not at first. I’ll claim you when I want to. I’ll schedule you. I’ll decide when you need sleep more than sex. I’ll decide when you need to serve one of the men with me. You’ll trust that I’m right.”

“I will,” Sydney said, quick and certain. “I’ve wanted this since… I watched you walk across campus after the breakup and thought no one had ever held their head higher. Then the house rules happened, and I couldn’t stop thinking about what it meant behind closed doors. I judged you at first. Then I stopped. I wanted to know what you knew. I wanted to stand in the same room and feel the same pull. When you told me to strip earlier, I felt that pull hit. It hasn’t gone away. I don’t think it will.”

Arianna studied her face for any hint of performance. She found none. “Good. Then we will be clear about what you’re walking into with four men. You wanted honesty. Here it is.”

“I’m ready,” Sydney said.

“You’re excited,” Arianna corrected. “That’s different. Excitement fades when the first week turns long. When study sessions run until midnight. When you hear something through a wall that makes your stomach twist. When someone on the quad calls you a name. When a girl you know posts some joke with your name in it, buried in the caption. You will not embarrass this house by answering. You will not give anyone the show they want. You will go to class, and you will come home, and you will serve, and you will sleep. Then you will do it again.”

Sydney listened without blinking. “I can do that.”

“You will do more than that,” Arianna said. “You will make the house steadier. You will take pressure off me when four men pull in different directions. You will smile when Brett gets impatient. You will not roll your eyes when Marshall makes a joke to cut the tension. You will hear Jaleel when he warns you that there are lines even we don’t cross. You will not pretend Ethan’s schedule isn’t tearing him in half when he shows up late and hates himself for it.”

Sydney absorbed each name and each instruction. “Got it.”

“You will also tell me when you’re at your limit,” Arianna said. “You won’t prove a point by breaking down. If you’re failing a class, I will adjust your day slots until you’re back on track. If someone in your lab won’t stop running their mouth, you will tell me, and I will handle it through the men. You will not carry that alone.”

Sydney’s eyes softened. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” Arianna said. “Follow through.”

“I will,” Sydney said. “And I’ll say this now, before dinner, so you hear it first. I’m not here to be internet famous. I’m not here to get back at an ex. I’m not here to be a story. I’m here because I want to serve and be used and belong to a house that won’t pretend about what it is. I want to be yours, too. I won’t confuse that with romance. If I start to, shut it down.”

Arianna’s mouth twitched, then steadied. “I will.”

Sydney took a small step into her space. “Can I kiss you now, or do I need to wait for a schedule?”

Arianna didn’t tease. “Now.”

Sydney closed the last inches and pressed her mouth to Arianna’s. The kiss wasn’t frantic. It wasn’t soft either. It was clear and certain, with both of them standing steady on the floor. Arianna slid a hand to the back of Sydney’s neck and held it there. Sydney exhaled through her nose and deepened the kiss, the taste of mint and nerves and something warm under both.

Arianna broke it first, not to retreat but to see Sydney’s face. “Good.”

Sydney’s cheeks flushed. “Very good.”

Arianna kissed her again, shorter. “You’ll sleep with Jaleel tomorrow night. That’s the schedule. I want your first night to be good. He’ll set a pace and you’ll match it.”

Sydney nodded, breath still uneven. “I’ll do what he says.”

Arianna tapped the dresser. “Open it. Store your hoodie and jeans. Then come downstairs naked for dinner.”

Sydney opened the drawer, folded the hoodie with quick, neat hands, and tucked the jeans beneath it. She slid the drawer closed and stood tall, shoulders back, chin up.

“I’m ready,” she said.

“One more thing,” Arianna said. “You can say no to anyone at any time if you need to. That includes me. If you do, you stand by it. You don’t apologize for it. You don’t turn it into drama either. You say it once, firm, and the subject ends.”

Sydney held her eyes. “I won’t abuse that.”

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

Sydney glanced at the door. “They’ll be staring.”

“They’ll look,” Arianna said. “They won’t gawk. If anyone we don’t know gapes, Jaleel will talk to them, or Ethan will throw them out. But tonight is only us.”

Sydney let out a breath she’d been holding. “Good.”

Arianna moved to the door. “We’ll head down in a minute. Before we do, ask everything on your mind. Once we step into the hall, it’ll be house business.”

Sydney paused, choosing what mattered. “Showers. Doors open or closed?”

“Open enough that someone can hear if you slip,” Arianna said. “Closed enough for heat. If anyone needs the bathroom, they say so. We yield.”

“Study time,” Sydney asked. “Where should I work? I can’t focus if people are up and down the stairs.”

“Kitchen table before dinner,” Arianna said. “Living room after if you need quiet. If the guys are watching a game, use Ethan’s desk if he’s not using it. He won’t mind. For labs, use the union or the library and text your ETA. No one will drag you back here in the middle of a write-up.”

Sydney nodded through each answer. “Visitors?”

“None for you,” Arianna said. “You don’t bring friends to tour the naked girl's house. You don’t prove a point by parading anyone through. If you need to hand a book to a classmate, you meet them on the porch, and you wear clothes.”

“Phones,” Sydney said next. “Mine stays in the room?”

“In the room during service, yes,” Arianna said. “If you need it for class or emergencies, carry it. No photos in the house. No selfies in the hall. No snap of a wine glass with a caption that hints you’re naked out of frame.”

Sydney raised a hand in the small surrender of someone who understood. “Got it.”

Arianna stepped closer again. “Jealousy will hit you. It hits everyone here. You’ll either talk to me and bleed it off, or it will eat at you. Don’t let it eat at you.”

Sydney searched her face. “Do you get jealous?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “Then I use the feeling, and it passes.”

Sydney’s voice dropped. “What if I get jealous of you?”

Arianna didn’t soften it. “Then you accept that you wanted me because of who I am in this house. Not despite it. If you forget that, you’ll hate me for the same reason you wanted me. I won’t let that happen. I’ll keep you pointed at the job.”

Sydney held her stare another second, then nodded. “Thanks.”

Arianna reached for her wrist again and traced a small circle with her thumb, nothing showy, nothing staged. “You’re welcome.”

Sydney swallowed, steady again. “One last question.”

“Go on,” Arianna said.

“You and me,” Sydney said, words careful. “If I fall for you, what happens?”

“You tell me,” Arianna said plainly. “I’ll tell you if I can handle it. I’ll tell you if I can’t. I won’t lie to keep you on a hook. I won’t use it against you either.”

Sydney’s eyes shone for a second and then cleared. “Fair enough.”

“It is,” Arianna said.

The sounds of the house rose through the floor: Brett opening and closing a drawer, Marshall clattering pans, Jaleel’s footfalls steady through the hall. Ethan’s voice came once, low, then cut off. It smelled faintly of bleach and the last of the afternoon’s coffee.

“Dinner in two minutes,” Arianna said. “They’ll be waiting.”

“Then we should go,” Sydney said.

Arianna opened the door. The hall air felt cooler against bare skin. Sydney didn’t flinch. She stood tall, hands loose at her sides, the new rule already settled on her shoulders.

They stepped out together and reached the top of the stairs. Arianna paused and glanced at Sydney’s posture, her chin, her eyes.

“You look good,” Arianna said.

“Thanks,” Sydney said, and smiled in a way that reached her eyes.

“Remember what I said downstairs earlier,” Arianna added. “You answer to me day to day. You answer to them every night. You answer to yourself every hour. Keep all three straight and you’ll be fine.”

“I will,” Sydney said.

They descended together. Brett looked up first from the kitchen island and went a little still, then recovered and busied himself with plates. Marshall stirred something in a pot and did not hide the grin that tugged at one corner of his mouth. Jaleel watched with the same unreadable calm he always brought to the room, though his gaze sat on Sydney for one extra beat. Ethan held the end of the table and stared for a fraction of a second before he moved a stack of silverware to make room for another place setting.

Arianna touched the back of Sydney’s hand once—quick, grounding—and then let go.

“Dinner,” she said.

Sydney nodded and moved toward the table, bare and unashamed, ready to face the house as the second woman who would serve it.

They hadn’t sat yet, and the food hadn’t hit the plates, but the chapter had already closed on the day when Beta House held only one girl. Sydney was here. Arianna had claimed her. The house would feel that decision before the night ended.

Arianna guided her to a chair, then took the seat beside her.

“Welcome to Beta House,” Arianna said, voice steady. “Let’s eat.”


Chapter 3 — Dinner

The smell of garlic and bread filled the house. The table was crowded with bowls of pasta, salad, and whatever else Marshall had thrown together from what was left after the Homecoming party. Everyone was still a little worn down, but the air felt cleaner than it had in days. There was order again, or at least the promise of it.

Sydney sat beside Arianna, naked but composed, looking less like a guest and more like someone who had already decided this was home. The guys were trying not to stare, though it wasn’t easy. Jaleel had poured water, Ethan had handled dishes, Marshall had done the cooking, and Brett had found the garlic bread, which he was now devouring like it had personally saved him.

Arianna waited until everyone had food before she spoke. “Let’s start simple. Since this is Sydney’s first night, we should do real introductions. Where you’re from, what brought you here, whatever you think she should know. I’ll go first.”

She set her fork down. “Arianna Wallace, fifth-year senior. I grew up upstate, small town, cheer scholarship. My parents think I moved off-campus with friends, which I did, just not the kind they picture. I stayed after graduation requirements wrapped up because I wasn’t ready to leave this house or what it gave me.”

Her eyes flicked briefly toward Ethan, who looked away before anyone noticed.

Sydney smiled. “Depends on your definition of friends.”

Arianna’s voice softened. “Exactly. Your turn.”

Sydney brushed her hair behind one ear. “Sydney Grant. Junior, chemistry major. From a tiny town outside Nashville. I came here because it was far enough from home to breathe. My roommates were unbearable—always fighting, always borrowing, always talking. When Arianna offered me this, I didn’t think twice. I like structure. I like rules. And I like her.”

Brett grinned around a mouthful of bread. “Strong opening.”

“Your turn, Romeo,” Arianna said.

Brett wiped his hands. “Brett Martin, sophomore. Cleveland suburbs. My dad sells cars, my mom runs a daycare, and I still call home once a week because she freaks out if I don’t. I came to Crestmore because I wanted out of Ohio, and they gave me a scholarship. I moved in here because Marshall promised me better food and less bullshit. He didn’t lie.”

Marshall smirked. “You moved in because you heard there’d be a naked girl. Don’t clean it up.”

Brett raised both hands. “I said less bullshit. Naked girls were a bonus.”

That got the first laugh of the night.

“Marshall Ryan,” Marshall said when it quieted. “Junior. Philly. Grew up with my mom and little sister. I’m the house's unofficial handyman. I like fixing things. Keeps my head straight. And yeah, I’m here because this house works better when there’s order—plus, Brett would starve without me.”

“I would,” Brett said immediately.

Ethan took his turn. “Ethan Cole. Sophomore. My brother owns the house, which is how I ended up here. I’m in architecture. Spend most nights in the studio or pretending to study. The house runs better when someone cleans after Brett, so that’s my unofficial title—damage control.”

Sydney’s eyes flicked toward him. “Architecture, huh? That explains how the house hasn’t fallen apart yet.”

“Give it time,” Ethan said, smiling faintly.

Jaleel set down his glass. “Jaleel Moss. Junior from Chicago. First in my family to finish college. I moved here because Lucas asked. I stayed because rules keep people honest. I like knowing what to expect.”

Arianna nodded. “Good. That’s everyone. Sydney, welcome to the circus.”

Sydney laughed. “Quite the lineup.”

The noise of forks and glasses filled the pause that followed. For the first time since Homecoming, Ethan felt the house breathing again. There was still an edge to it—a waiting energy—but it wasn’t chaos anymore.

Jaleel broke the quiet. “You sure you know what you’re getting into?”

Sydney didn’t hesitate. “I do.” She twirled her fork through the pasta, thoughtful. “What about changes now that there are two of us? Seems like that would throw things off.”

Marshall shrugged. “We were just starting to talk about that.”

Arianna glanced around the table. “Then let’s talk.”

Jaleel leaned back, his voice steady. “So who’s keeping track of schedules now? You?”

Arianna’s tone didn’t shift. “Yes. I’ll handle it. Sydney will answer to me day-to-day.”

Brett stopped chewing. “Wait, what?”

Arianna didn’t flinch. “It’ll be easier this way. She’ll still follow the rules, still be available when she’s supposed to be. But if there’s overlap or a problem, I’ll sort it out.”

Marshall frowned, though not in disagreement. “You’re serious.”

“Completely,” Arianna said.

Sydney turned her head toward her. “So you’re running me now?”

“I’m making sure you’re protected,” Arianna said. “The first time two of them ask for you on the same day, you’ll thank me.”

“Protected,” Sydney repeated, a hint of challenge in her voice. “That's what we’re calling it?”

Arianna’s eyes met hers. “For now.”

The air shifted—something unspoken passing between them that only Ethan seemed to notice. He felt it twist in his chest, not jealousy exactly, but the faint ache of knowing Arianna was already building something new, something she hadn’t built with him.

Jaleel spoke again, his tone more curious than hard. “That’s a lot of control to hand over.”

“It’s not control,” Arianna said. “It’s structure. Lucas kept it running like that before. I’m just taking his place.”

“Seems like more than that,” Jaleel said.

Arianna smiled, not denying it. “Maybe. But it’ll work.”

Sydney leaned her chin on her hand. “You’re not subtle, are you?”

“Never claimed to be,” Arianna said.

Marshall chuckled. “She’s honest.”

Sydney smirked. “Honest’s fine. Bossy’s different.”

“Bossy keeps the peace,” Arianna said.

“Guess we’ll see,” Sydney said.

Brett looked back and forth between them, grinning like it was a game he didn’t fully understand but wanted to play anyway. “This is gonna be fun.”

Ethan cut in before Brett could dig himself deeper. “She’s right, though. If Arianna handles schedules, things don’t get messy. The last thing we need is another fight over timing.”

He caught Arianna’s glance—half gratitude, half something warmer. He wasn’t sure which side of it he wanted to be on.

Sydney looked around the table again, taking her measure of them all. “So who’s first tonight?”

Arianna didn’t hesitate. “Jaleel. Same as before.”

Brett groaned softly. “Of course.”

Sydney smiled. “Then I guess that’s that.”

Dinner drifted after that—small talk, quieter laughter. Brett told a story about tripping over a Frisbee on the quad. Marshall countered with one about fixing a sink at ABO that flooded a bathroom. Sydney asked Jaleel what his major was. He told her, Sociology, then asked why chemistry. She said it was the only subject that made sense to her brain, the only one that turned chaos into rules. He nodded once, approving.

When plates started to clear, Arianna stood, gathering dishes. “That’s enough talk for one night. We all have class in the morning.”

Ethan helped without being asked. Brett carried leftovers to the counter. Marshall ran water. Jaleel stacked chairs back in place. The small rhythm of cleanup filled the silence.

Sydney stayed behind, drying her hands on a towel Arianna handed her. “You’re sure about this?” she asked quietly.

Arianna met her eyes. “I am.”

Sydney’s voice dropped. “I like it when you say that.”

Arianna’s mouth twitched. “You’ll hear it often.”

When the kitchen cleared, Jaleel stood at the doorway, sleeves rolled up, waiting.

Arianna nodded toward the stairs. “Go on.”

Sydney gave her a faint, knowing smile, then followed him up the steps.

Ethan stayed where he was, elbows on the counter, staring after them. He didn’t realize Arianna had stopped beside him until she spoke.

“You don’t like this,” she said quietly.

He hesitated. “It’s not that I don’t like it. I just…”

“Just what?”

He shook his head. “You’re building something new, and I don’t know if I fit in it.”

Arianna looked at him for a long moment. “You do. You always have.”

It wasn’t the reassurance he wanted, but it was enough for now.

Upstairs, a door shut. The house fell into a hush. Brett wandered out, yawning, and mumbled something about homework. Marshall said goodnight and turned off the light above the sink.

Arianna dried her hands, then looked back at Ethan. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

When she left the kitchen, the only sound was the faint creak of the old stairs settling into the quiet. The house was still again, ready for whatever came next.

Jaleel’s room was dim, lit only by the desk lamp near the bed. The noise of dishes clinking downstairs had faded, replaced by the soft hum of the heater. Sydney stood just inside the doorway, hands at her sides, not shy exactly, but waiting for some signal of what came next.

“You can sit,” Jaleel said, voice calm, even.

She perched on the edge of the bed, one knee tucked under the other. The sheets were neat, corners still sharp from when he’d made the bed that morning.

He leaned against the dresser. “So. Tell me why you’re really here.”

Sydney tilted her head. “I thought that was obvious.”

“Try me,” he said.

She met his eyes. “Because I wanted to. Because I was tired of pretending to be normal.”

“That’s not an answer,” he said.

She sighed and pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “Fine. I was curious. About Arianna, about the house, about all of it. I wanted to know what it felt like to stop caring what people thought.”

“And the four guys?”

She smiled faintly. “That part didn’t hurt.”

Jaleel’s face didn’t change. “You think this is a game?”

“I know it’s not a game,” she said. “I just don’t need a philosophy lecture on my first night.”

He studied her for a long moment. “You ever been with a Black man before?”

Her lips curved. “Sure.”

He raised one eyebrow. “Don’t lie.”

The smile faltered. “Fine. No.”

“Didn’t think so,” he said. “Then answer the next one honestly. You're here because you’re curious about the house, or because you want to check a box?”

“That’s not fair.”

“It’s a real question.”

Sydney’s eyes flashed, then softened. “Both, maybe. I didn’t come here because of color. But yeah, I’ve thought about it. I’ve wondered. I won’t insult you by pretending I haven’t.”

He nodded once. “That’s honest. Most people don’t get there.”

“I’m not most people,” she said quietly.

“No,” he agreed. “You’re not.”

She looked at him for a long time. “Does that bother you? That I’m admitting it?”

“I’d rather you admit it than lie,” he said. “I don’t need anyone turning me into an experiment. I’ve had enough of that outside this house.”

Sydney nodded. “Then I’ll promise you this—I’m not here to play tourist. I’m here because Arianna offered me something I couldn’t get anywhere else. A place where everything is out in the open. Even the ugly parts.”

He crossed the room slowly, not looming, just closing the distance. “You’re saying the right things.”

“They’re true,” she said.

“Good,” he murmured.

For a heartbeat, neither moved. Then Jaleel lifted his hand and brushed her hair back from her face. His touch was deliberate, not rough, but not hesitant, either. Sydney’s breath caught, and before she could find a word to fill the space, his mouth was on hers.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was deep, slow, and certain, the kind that pulled everything else out of the room. She let herself fall into it, every line of her body softening against him until her hands found his shoulders and held.

When they broke apart, she stayed close, forehead against his chest, eyes half-closed.

He said quietly, “Now you know why you’re here.”

Sydney’s answer was a whisper. “Yeah. I do.”

The lamp hummed. The room felt smaller, warmer. Neither of them spoke again as he drew her closer and the rest of the world slid away.


Chapter 4 – First Morning

The coffee pot sputtered its last drop when Sydney came down the stairs, hair still damp from her shower, backpack slung over one shoulder. The house smelled faintly of toast and detergent. Marshall was at the stove, flipping eggs. Brett and Ethan sat at the table, half-awake, hunched over mugs. Jaleel stood near the window, scrolling through something on his phone.

“Morning,” Sydney said, tying her hair into a loose bun.

Marshall nodded toward her plate. “Grab some food before it’s gone.”

“Wish I could,” she said, glancing at the clock. “Lab starts in twenty. I’ll eat when I get back.”

Brett blinked. “You’re really skipping breakfast? We just made all this.”

“I didn’t ask you to,” she said easily. “I’ll survive.”

She slung her bag higher on her shoulder, gave Arianna—who had just appeared at the bottom of the stairs—a quick smile, and was out the door before anyone could say more. The click of the front door closing left a small quiet behind it.

Brett leaned back in his chair, looking betrayed. “Unbelievable. First morning and she’s already too busy for breakfast?”

Arianna crossed the room, poured herself coffee, and gave him a look that made him shrink half an inch in his seat. “She has class, Brett. Some of us remember what that’s like.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” he said, defensive now. “It’s just—she said she’d be around, but if she’s gonna be gone every morning, how’s that gonna work? I thought the point was availability.”

Arianna set her mug down with a quiet clink. “The point,” she said, “is balance. She’s a student, not your personal alarm clock.”

Brett raised both hands. “Okay, okay. Sorry. I just—forget it.”

She didn’t move for a moment, studying him the way she did when she was deciding whether to let something go. Then she sighed. “Eat your eggs.”

He poked at them but didn’t take a bite. “I will.”

“Now,” she said.

That got him moving.

The room settled for a minute. Jaleel’s phone buzzed once; he muted it. Marshall hummed under his breath as he finished at the stove. Ethan sipped his coffee and pretended not to notice the small smile that crossed Arianna’s face as she watched Brett shovel eggs in like a kid caught talking back.

Arianna finally said, “You’re impossible sometimes.”

Brett swallowed. “And you’re scary sometimes.”

“Good,” she said.

He smirked, eyes flicking toward her, half-testing the waters. “Maybe I like scary.”

“Finish your breakfast,” she said again, but her tone was softer.

When she stood, he pushed his plate away. “I’m done.”

Arianna arched a brow. “So am I.”

The words hit him like a small shock. He hesitated only long enough to glance at the others—Jaleel unreadable, Marshall pretending not to notice, Ethan staring straight into his coffee—then followed her upstairs without another word.

They weren’t gone long.

Downstairs, Marshall flipped off the burner and leaned on the counter. “Well,” he said, “that didn’t take long.”

Jaleel grunted. “Told you she’d handle it her way.”

Ethan looked toward the stairs. He didn’t hear anything, just the creak of old boards settling. “She’s making sure Brett doesn’t implode,” he said, trying to sound neutral.

Marshall smirked. “That’s one way to describe it.”

Jaleel set his phone aside. “Sydney’s the wild card. She’s not Arianna. She doesn’t know the rhythm yet. Last night she tried to play confidently, but you could see the nerves underneath. That’ll fade fast if Arianna keeps pulling the strings the way she is.”

“You saying that like it’s bad?” Marshall asked.

“I’m saying it like I’ve seen her type before,” Jaleel said. “Wants to prove she can hang, overcompensates, burns out by midterms. She’s got that look.”

Ethan thought back to the moment Sydney had stood in the doorway the night before—naked, proud, a little terrified, and too stubborn to show it. “She’s tougher than she looks,” he said.

“Maybe,” Jaleel said. “But tough doesn’t mean reliable.”

Marshall smirked. “You’d know.”

Jaleel shot him a look. “You trying to start something?”

“Just saying, you went from skeptical to satisfied in one night,” Marshall said. “Don’t make it sound like you’re running a background check.”

Jaleel didn’t take the bait. “She surprised me,” he admitted. “Didn’t flinch, didn’t fake it. I’ll give her that.”

Marshall grinned. “And the rest?”

“Not your business,” Jaleel said, but the edge in his tone had softened.

Brett’s laugh carried faintly from upstairs. Arianna’s voice followed, lower, firmer, and then silence again. Ethan felt heat rise in his neck before he could stop it.

Marshall noticed. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Ethan said too quickly.

Jaleel leaned back. “You’re not.”

Ethan met his eyes. “You ever feel like the house keeps moving but you don’t?”

“Yeah,” Jaleel said. “Every semester.”

The smell of coffee filled the room as Marshall poured himself another cup. “You’re overthinking it, man. This is just the first week again. It always feels weird when something changes. Give it time.”

Ethan didn’t answer. He looked toward the window instead, at the way the morning light caught the edge of Sydney’s coffee mug on the counter—the one she’d left untouched.

By the time Arianna and Brett came back down, everyone had found something else to do. Marshall was stacking plates. Jaleel was checking a textbook. Ethan had retreated to the table with his sketchbook open, lines forming but no shapes yet.

Brett looked flushed, but happy. Arianna, as always, looked composed. She poured herself a fresh cup of coffee, then one for Brett without asking.

Marshall clapped him on the shoulder. “Feel better?”

Brett grinned. “A little.”

“Don’t get used to it,” Arianna said lightly, sitting again.

“I wouldn’t dare,” he said, but the tone was warmer now.

Jaleel watched them both. “You two done with morning announcements?”

Arianna smirked. “For now.”

“Good,” Jaleel said. “Then I’ll say this once—Sydney’s fine. Better than I expected. But if she burns out, don’t let it take the rest of the house with her.”

Arianna nodded. “Noted.”

“She’s got something to prove,” Jaleel continued. “That’s good until it isn’t.”

“Which is why I’ll keep an eye on her,” Arianna said.

“More than one,” Marshall said.

She shot him a look. “Behave.”

He held up both hands. “Hey, just saying. You’ve got your hands full.”

“Don’t I always?” she said, almost smiling.

Ethan looked up from his sketchbook. “She’ll adjust. The house always does.”

Arianna’s expression softened for a second. “You really think so?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You wouldn’t let it fall apart.”

That earned him a longer look, one that said she understood more than she’d admit out loud. “You have too much faith in me,” she said quietly.

“Maybe not enough,” he said.

For a moment, everything went still—the kind of quiet that only existed between people who’d already shared too much. Then Brett ruined it by asking if anyone wanted to watch the game later.

Marshall groaned. “One normal thought out of you all morning.”

“I contain multitudes,” Brett said, grinning.

Arianna stood, collecting her mug. “You contain chaos,” she said.

He watched her walk away and muttered, “Chaos works for me.”

Jaleel looked up from his book. “You should probably stop talking before she hears that.”

“She heard it,” Arianna said from the doorway.

Brett winced. “Worth it.”

Arianna’s laugh was quiet but real, the first in a while.

Outside, the late-morning light crept across the floor. Sydney would be back soon, Arianna thought, and the real balancing act would begin. Four men. Two women. One fragile order.

And for now, at least, it was holding.


Chapter 5 — Sydney and Marshall

Dinner ended early because everyone had classes in the morning. Marshall rinsed the last pan and left it to dry beside the sink. Brett hovered long enough to steal one more hunk of bread and then disappeared to his room. Jaleel said goodnight without ceremony and headed down the hall with a textbook under his arm. Ethan gathered loose cups and stacked them in an orderly line as if that would keep the night tidy.

Sydney lingered with Arianna at the table, trading the kind of small talk people use when they’re both waiting for the next thing. Arianna’s hand rested on the back of Sydney’s chair, steady and possessive in a way that didn’t read as a performance. Sydney felt seen, not staged. It centered her.

Marshall reentered the dining room, wiped his hands on a towel, and nodded toward the stairs. “You ready?”

He said it the way he asked whether anyone needed anything from the store—practical, steady, no drama. That helped more than Sydney expected.

“Yeah,” she said, standing. She didn’t reach for clothes. That decision had been made when she moved in.

Arianna skimmed her fingers over Sydney’s shoulder, brief and grounding. “Text me if you need anything.”

Sydney looked over. “I will.”

They took the stairs at an easy pace. The house had that Sunday-night hush, the one that made every step sound louder. Marshall kept a half-step ahead, not pulling her along and not trailing her either. He opened his door and let her in first.

His room surprised her. Clean sheets, corners tucked, a desk stacked with neatly clipped packets, one poster for a Philly team over the dresser, and a soft spill of warm light from a small lamp. She had expected more chaos. Instead, it felt managed without feeling sterile.

“You make your bed every day?” she asked, half-teasing but genuinely curious.

“Every morning,” he said, closing the door with a quiet click. “Blame my mom.”

“She sounds strict.”

“She didn’t have time to repeat herself,” he said, a hint of affection in his voice. “The bed thing stuck.”

Sydney moved to the edge of the mattress and sat. The cotton was cool under her thighs. She let her hands rest on her knees and studied him openly. “So what’s the deal with you? You play it cool in the kitchen, crack jokes, and everybody listens when you talk.”

“That’s the deal,” he said easily. “I don’t waste energy when I don’t have to.”

“And now?”

“Now I use the energy I’ve got.”

She smiled. “Smooth.”

He toed off his shoes and set them by the wall. “You ready to tell me what you need, or you want me to guess?”

She held his eyes. “You tell me how tonight goes. If I have a problem, I’ll say so.”

“That works.” His tone didn’t harden, but something in it settled. “One more baseline. If I ask you a question, answer it. If you don’t know, say you don’t. No performances.”

“I can do that.” She drew a breath, steadying her voice. “Ask.”

He leaned against the dresser, still not crowding. “You slept at all today?”

“Not really.”

“Food?”

“Dinner,” she said. “And a protein bar in the afternoon.”

“Water?”

“Two bottles.”

He nodded once, the check-in making her feel oddly taken care of. “Good. Now the one you don’t want to answer. Are you here to prove something, or because you want this for you?”

Both answers flashed through her head. The honest one won. “Both.”

“Break it down for me.”

“I wanted Arianna,” she said. “I wanted the guys, but not because I’m collecting heads. I’ve never had a place where the rules are out in the open and nobody’s pretending. I’m tired of pretending.” She swallowed. “And I’m tired of being bored.”

“That’s an answer,” he said. “Now say the part that makes your stomach flip.”

She could have dodged it. She didn’t. “I want people to see me and have opinions, and it not matter. I want to be used and not feel dirty about it. And I want to give in without feeling stupid for it later.”

He let that sit. “You’re not going to feel stupid for it here.”

“I know,” she said, and realized she did.

He pushed off the dresser and came to the bed. He sat beside her, close enough that the warmth from his arm bled into her skin. He took her wrist and pressed two fingers to her pulse, like a habit he didn’t even have to think about.

“Nervous,” he said.

“A little,” she admitted.

“That’s to be expected.” He released her wrist, palm sliding to lace their fingers for a second before letting go. “You talk when you’re nervous.”

“You all say that,” she said, but the edge had already left her voice.

“Because it’s true.” His smile was brief and easy. “I’m fine with talking. I’m not fine with you talking yourself out of listening to your body.”

She wanted to laugh it off, but there wasn’t anything funny in it. “Then tell me to shut up if I start babbling.”

“I will,” he said, and then tilted his head. “You’ve got questions for me. Ask a few.”

“What do you want from me tonight?”

“Honesty,” he said. “Focus. If I ask you to do something, do it. If you can’t, say you can’t. If you want more, say more. You don’t have to read my mind.”

“What do you not want?”

“Faking,” he said. “Or you trying to impress me by pushing past your edge. I don’t need that.”

“Okay,” she said, quieter now.

He reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’ve got another one.”

She debated changing the subject and then didn’t. “Am I going to disappoint you?”

“No,” he said without hesitating. “You’re already here.”

That settled something in her chest. She hadn’t realized she had been bracing to be graded.

He slid his palm to the curve of her neck and paused. “You good?”

“Yes.”

He kissed her—slow at first, testing for her rhythm. She leaned into it, hands finding his shoulders, heat rising in a steady way that felt anchored. He didn’t rush. He didn’t crowd. He didn’t narrate. His mouth was sure and warm, and his hand held her just firmly enough to keep her present.

When they broke for air, he stayed close. “Still okay?”

“Yeah,” she said, surprised at how calm she sounded. “Better than okay.”

He smiled. “You’re cute when you’re nervous.”

“You’re very proud of yourself right now,” she murmured.

“Not yet, but getting there,” he said, and kissed her again.

Minutes slid by without either of them reaching for words. The quiet didn’t feel empty. It felt chosen. She followed his lead and didn’t try to steer. When he did ask something—“This?” “More?” “Slower?”—she answered with a word or a nod, and he adjusted without making a production out of it.

She surprised herself by laughing once, not at him, just at the sudden realization that she could enjoy this without keeping a running tally of whether she was doing it right. He felt the laugh and grinned against her mouth, then deepened the kiss until thoughts slipped out of meaning and she could focus on the simple fact of being wanted.

He left space for her to move him where she wanted him, small cues that told her he was paying attention. When his palm smoothed down her side, he didn’t rush past any place that tensed. When she touched him back, he let her explore without taking over. He felt steady—someone who knew how to keep a moment from breaking under its own weight.

She caught his wrist when a flicker of doubt brushed her. He paused at once, eyes on hers, no irritation in them. “Talk.”

“I’m good,” she said, breath catching once. “Just… keep it here.”

“Here,” he said, and did.

The simplest things carved the path—mouth on mouth, breath warming the space between them, his voice a quiet anchor. She found herself relaxing so completely she had to remind her legs to move when he nudged her higher on the bed and took the extra second to make sure the pillow was under her head.

“Thank you,” she said, not even sure what she meant.

He knew. “You’re welcome.”

She had promised herself she wouldn’t fill silences. She didn’t. The room held only the lamp’s low hum and the shuffle of sheets. The hall beyond was quiet, only the occasional creak of old wood settling to remind her there were other people on the other side of the door.

He drew back at one point, breathing steady, eyes checking hers again. “Color?”

The house didn’t use colors, not formally, but she understood what he was asking. “Green,” she said, and then flushed at how earnest it sounded.

“Good,” he said, relief not loud but there.

“Marshall?” she said a minute later, voice gone low.

“Yeah.”

“I’m glad it’s you tonight.”

He closed his eyes for a second, like he was storing the sentence somewhere. “Me too.”

They found a rhythm that wasn’t complicated. He gave her attention and space, and she met him with trust. Nothing flashy, nothing for show. When her hands tightened in a way that wasn’t quite control and wasn’t quite surrender, he took the cue and set the pace again, firm enough that she could stop thinking entirely.

When the shift from wanting to needing hit her, it felt like she was stepping into warmer air. She didn’t hide it. He didn’t try to talk her through it or claim credit. He stayed with her, and when she stilled, he stayed there too, breathing with her until everything evened out.

“Water,” he said after a quiet minute, and peeled himself away to grab a bottle from the desk. He cracked the cap and held it while she drank, then took a pull himself and set it within reach. The small courtesy made her throat ache in a way that had nothing to do with thirst.

“You okay?” he asked again.

“Yeah.” She laughed once, a soft, stunned sound. “I didn’t expect that to feel so… easy.”

“It can be easy,” he said. “That’s allowed.”

She rolled to her side, facing him, hair a mess, skin warm, body heavy in a way that felt earned. “You’re good at this.”

He grinned. “I practice.”

“Alone?”

“Sometimes,” he deadpanned, and got the laugh he aimed for.

The lamp stayed on, low and golden. They lay there a while and neither rushed to fill the time. She asked him about his sister—how old, what she studied, whether she’d ever visit. He asked about Sydney’s hometown—how small, what she did for fun, and whether she missed anything from there. The questions weren’t fishing; they were real. By the time the lamp went off, she knew more about him than she had learned about anyone in months.

He shifted behind her and pulled the blanket over both of them. “You sleeping here?”

“Yeah,” she said. “If that’s okay.”

“It’s more than okay,” he said into her hair.

She slept hard—no dream fragments she could remember, no startle awake from a door closing somewhere down the hall. When she woke, it was because his hand moved gently at her hip, and the room had the kind of dimness that belonged to a late hour. She didn’t check the time. She didn’t need to.

Three doors down, Arianna lay on her back and stared at the ceiling until the shadows blurred into nothing. She hadn’t meant to listen. The house carried sound in a way that made listening a passive act. A laugh, a shift, the low timbre of Marshall’s voice when he asked questions rather than gave instructions. She couldn’t make out the words. She didn’t need to.

The twist in her stomach wasn’t rage. It was older and more complicated. She had brought Sydney here. She had set the rules and told the house how the rest of the semester would run. Watching the blueprint become a building always did this to her—pride that the design held, envy that someone else got to step inside it first.

She turned to the wall and pressed her knuckles into the pillow. Jealousy wasn’t new; she had learned to use it instead of letting it use her. Tonight, it came paired with a bright thread of arousal she couldn’t argue away. It was the hearing of it that did it—the proof that Sydney was not just talk and that Marshall was as steady in the dark as he was at a stove.

She tried to picture Ethan in the room with her instead, the trick that often finished the argument in her head. That worked for a few seconds. It always worked for a few seconds. But the house she had built didn’t stop because she was restless, and the thought of Ethan’s quiet attention kept shading back into the low rush down the hall.

She put a hand over her mouth and breathed through it until the pulse in her throat slowed. She wasn’t angry at Sydney. That surprised her. She wasn’t mad at Marshall either. She wanted to be in two places at once—under the blanket with them, and in her own bed with the control she swore she loved. The contradiction wasn’t going away. She would have to carry it.

When the house finally settled into that deep silence that happens only when everyone is asleep or pretending to be, she rolled to her other side and slid her hand under the pillow where her phone rested. She didn’t turn the screen on. She just held the weight of it and reminded herself she was the one who set the schedule, that this had been the plan: build a balance that didn’t depend on her being in every room at once.

She let the thought calm her. It almost worked. Her last clear image before sleep took her was Sydney’s face when she had said yes to everything without bargaining. Strong. A little scared. Ready. Arianna felt the same, and admitting it to herself loosened something tight under her ribs.

The room woke Sydney an hour later when Marshall moved to turn the lamp back on. It was that half-awake hour where nothing seems urgent and the mind is soft. She blinked at the warm light and then at him.

“You thirsty again?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said, voice rough.

He handed her the bottle. She drank and pushed the cap back on, then tucked under his arm without thinking about it. He traced a slow line down her spine and stopped at her waist.

“Knew you’d be good,” he said, teasing settled back into his voice, “didn’t know you’d listen this well.”

“Don’t get used to it,” she mumbled into his shoulder.

“I already am.”

“Arrogant.”

“Accurate.”

She smiled into his skin. “One out of two.”

They lay in the quiet that follows a good joke. After another minute, he shifted to face her again.

“You nervous about tomorrow?” he asked.

“Always,” she said honestly. “First full day with all of you around, labs in the afternoon. But I’ll be fine.”

“You will,” he said. “Text Arianna if something gets weird. She’ll handle it.”

“She always does.”

“You like that about her,” he said, not a question.

“I do,” she said. “I also hate it sometimes.”

“Both can be true.”

She nodded against the pillow. “Thanks for not making me be brave every second.”

“Brave is a sprint. Honest is a jog,” he said. “You can jog farther.”

“That’s a terrible metaphor.”

“Then pretend I didn’t say it.”

She snorted, then went quiet. “You know something? I didn’t think I’d sleep. Last night with Jaleel, I was on adrenaline. Now I’m just… here.”

“Good,” he said. “Be here.”

He reached for the lamp again. She watched the light die and felt the dark slip back over them. Her hand found his, and he let it stay there. The house was so still she could hear the faintest hint of wind at the window.

“Goodnight, Marshall,” she said.

“Night, Syd.”

Arianna woke before her alarm and stared at the blue in her room. The street outside was quiet, the kind of quiet that always makes morning feel sharper. She swung her legs out of bed and stood, feeling the slight ache low in her back that came from not sleeping deeply. A shower would help.

She crossed the hall barefoot. The bathroom door was open; no steam curled out, no water ran. Far down the hall, Marshall’s door was closed. She pictured Sydney asleep, hair everywhere, mouth slack in that way people forget they do when they’re out. The image stung and soothed at the same time.

She turned the water on and stepped in. She didn’t rush. She let the heat untie whatever remained of the night. The house would be up soon. Breakfast had to happen even if half of them would blow past it. Sydney would be in class early. Brett would complain and then grin when she shut him down. Jaleel would watch and weigh and give his verdict in two words. Marshall would hum at the stove and pretend he hadn’t moved half the chess pieces before anyone else woke. Ethan would stand in the doorway with that quiet look he wore when he was trying not to want something.

She stood under the spray one minute longer and then shut it off. The mirror cleared in patches as she reached for a towel and wrapped it tight. She didn’t need a pep talk. She needed breakfast to get made and the day to start.

On the way back to her room, she paused outside Marshall’s door. The impulse to knock was brief and bright. She didn’t. She moved past, pushed into her room, and shut the door.

A minute later, her phone buzzed. A short message from Sydney lit the screen.

Up. Shower. Labs later. You okay?

Arianna smiled into the towel. I’m good. Breakfast in ten.

Copy, Sydney replied. If I’m late, don’t save me anything.

I won’t, Arianna typed, and then put the phone down before she added anything that would make the morning heavier than it needed to be.

She dressed in that efficient way she had taught herself to adopt for the house—fast, purposeful, nothing extra. When she reached the kitchen, Marshall was already there, pan on the burner, heat low.

“You sleep?” he asked without turning.

“Enough,” she said. “You?”

“Enough,” he said, and that was all either of them needed to say.

She pulled mugs from the shelf and set them out by habit—one for each of them, one extra for whoever wandered through. The light crept across the counter. The house was about to start moving again.

Behind two doors down the hall, Sydney blinked awake to the smell of coffee drifting under the crack and felt a tug in her chest that surprised her. Not regret. Not panic. Something simpler—relief that her first night with Marshall had been steady and kind, and anticipation that the next would be different without being worse.

She reached for the water bottle, drank, and then slid from the bed to stand. She stretched, turned her head until her neck loosened, and picked up the towel folded at the foot of the bed.

“Morning,” Marshall said, voice rough, eyes still closed.

“Morning,” she answered. “I’m stealing the bathroom.”

“It’s yours,” he said.

She padded out, the floor cool under her feet, the day ahead already pressing in with classes and texts and gossip she’d ignore on the quad. The house didn’t care about any of that. The house wanted dishes done, coffee made, and bodies accounted for at the table if they could make it.

She smiled once for no audience and stepped into the shower, the water beating down on her shoulders, washing the night from her skin without taking the memory of it with it.


Chapter 6 — Arianna and Ethan

The house was quiet again by the time Ethan came back from the studio.
A few lights burned downstairs, leftovers from Marshall’s night routine. The others had already gone to their rooms—doors shut, faint music or laughter muffled by distance. Sydney’s laugh, maybe. He couldn’t tell.

He set his bag down by the door and stood still long enough to let the silence settle. The house had changed rhythm in just a few days. It wasn’t worse—just different. There were two women now, two orbits that everyone else moved around. He hadn’t realized how much energy Arianna had carried alone until she didn’t.

Her door was open an inch. Light spilled out, soft and gold.

He hesitated before knocking.

“Come in,” she said before his knuckles met the wood.

She was sitting cross-legged on the bed, wearing one of his old T-shirts she’d stolen months ago. The lamp beside her threw warm light across her bare legs and the small stack of notes in her lap.

“Hey,” she said. “You just got in?”

“Yeah.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Didn’t mean to wake you.”

“You didn’t.” She closed the notebook. “Couldn’t sleep.”

Ethan stepped inside, half-smiling. “Join the club.”

“Rough day?”

“Just long.” He looked at her, trying to read the space between calm and fatigue. “You look better than I feel.”

“That’s because I’ve been horizontal for two hours.”

He laughed quietly, the first time he’d felt like laughing all week. “That helps.”

She shifted, patting the bed beside her. “Come here.”

He sat down, careful not to jostle the lamp. The mattress dipped under his weight, their knees almost touching.

“How’s the house?” she asked.

“You mean how’s Sydney?”

Arianna gave a small smile. “That obvious?”

“To me, yeah.”

She leaned back on her hands. “She’s fine. Still finding her footing, but she’s fine.”

“And you?” he asked.

“I’m managing.”

He nodded, staring at the edge of the comforter. “You’ve been busy.”

“That sounded like a complaint.”

“Not a complaint,” he said quietly. “Just an observation.”

Arianna tilted her head, studying him. “You could’ve said lonely.”

He didn’t answer right away. “Maybe I didn’t want to sound pathetic.”

“You don’t,” she said. “You sound honest.”

The tension that had been sitting in his chest all week loosened a fraction. “I missed you,” he said.

“I know.”

He met her eyes. “Do you?”

“I do.” She slid closer until their knees touched. “I see everything, Ethan. You’re not invisible to me.”

He breathed out. “Sometimes it feels like I am.”

“I know,” she said again, and reached up to trace her fingers along the side of his face. “You’re not.”

He caught her wrist lightly, just to hold it there, to make sure it was real. “Then show me.”

She leaned in and kissed him, slow and steady, the kind of kiss that made the air around them go still. He kissed her back, one hand sliding to her waist. She moved closer until she was half in his lap, the soft weight of her body grounding him in a way that nothing else had in days.

When they finally broke apart, she rested her forehead against his. “Better?”

“Getting there,” he said, breathless.

“Good.”

He looked at her, really looked at her—the familiar curve of her mouth, the small scar near her temple he’d never asked about. “I missed this,” he said.

“I did too.”

“Then why’d you keep me waiting?”

“Because if I’d gone to you first, I would’ve never gone to anyone else,” she said quietly. “You pull too much out of me. I needed to keep the house balanced before I got lost again.”

He smiled faintly. “That’s one way to make a guy feel powerful.”

“You are,” she said simply.

He didn’t argue.

When she kissed him again, it wasn’t tentative. It was a slow unspooling—mouths parting, breath mingling, hands sliding until there was no space left between them. She moved over him, steady and sure, guiding his hands down her back. The air felt charged but calm, the rhythm of their breathing the only sound.

They didn’t rush. The past few days had been noisy; this was quiet. Every touch was familiar but new again, as if they’d both forgotten how to slow down. When she pulled his shirt over his head, he let her take it without looking away.

Her voice was soft against his ear. “You needed this.”

“So did you.”

“I know.”

She kissed him again—deeper this time, almost possessive. When they finally stopped moving, she stayed close, face pressed to his neck, both of them breathing in sync.

He murmured, “So am I still central?”

She smiled against his skin. “You never stopped being.”

“Doesn’t always feel that way.”

“I know.” She lifted her head, searching his eyes. “You think I brought Sydney here to replace something. I didn’t.”

“Then why?”

Arianna hesitated, choosing the words. “Because there’s a part of me I don’t understand yet. I needed to see what it looks like outside my head.”

“You mean…”

“Yes,” she said before he finished. “I wanted her. Not just as a project, or a mirror. I wanted her.”

Ethan swallowed hard. “You’re saying you’re—”

“Curious,” she said. “Maybe more than curious. I’m still working it out. But pretending otherwise doesn’t help anyone. Not her. Not me. Not you.”

He let the truth sink in. It didn’t sting the way he thought it would. “You could’ve told me sooner.”

“I wasn’t ready to name it out loud,” she said. “But it’s not a secret anymore.”

He brushed her hair back. “Does this change what we are?”

“It doesn’t have to,” she said. “Unless you want it to.”

“I don’t.”

“Good,” she said, relief passing over her face. “Because I still want you, Ethan. I always will.”

He believed her. It wasn’t the kind of promise meant to last forever, but it was honest enough for tonight. They fell quiet, bodies still close. Outside, the wind moved through the trees, a soft sound like waves at a distance.

After a while, Ethan said, “You’re really not jealous? About her and Marshall?”

“I was,” Arianna admitted. “For about five minutes. Then I remembered that I built this house to stop pretending people could only want one thing at a time. It’s harder to live it than to say it, though.”

He nodded. “You’re still the gravity here. Everyone moves around you.”

“That’s not always a good thing,” she said, eyes half-closed.

“Maybe not,” he said. “But it’s true.”

Arianna exhaled slowly, settling against him again. “Then stay with me tonight. I don’t want to think about rules or schedules or who’s next. Just you.”

“I can do that,” he said.

They slipped under the blanket together. She rested her head on his shoulder, her fingers tracing idle lines along his chest.

For the first time in days, the house felt calm again.


Chapter 7 — Sydney and Brett

Sydney found Brett in the kitchen late Thursday night, standing barefoot in front of the open fridge and staring into it as if waiting for a revelation.

“Lose something?” she asked.

He jumped. “Jesus—don’t sneak up like that.”

She smiled and leaned against the counter. “You’re standing in front of the milk like it’s going to confess to something.”

“Was thinking about cereal,” he said. “Then realized it’s midnight and we’re out of milk anyway.”

“Tragic.”

He shut the door and turned to her. “Could make toast. That’s my backup plan.”

She raised a brow. “You need a backup plan for toast?”

He grinned, boyish and unguarded. “You’d be surprised how often the toaster screws me over.”

Sydney shook her head. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Thank you.” He found peanut butter, a knife, and the last two slices of bread. “You want some?”

“I’m fine.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

She watched him spread the peanut butter in the lazy, uneven way of someone who didn’t care how things looked when no one was watching. That was what struck her about Brett—he never tried too hard. Jaleel was intimidating, Marshall was composed, Ethan was complicated, but Brett was just… easy.

“You always up this late?” she asked.

“Usually. My brain doesn’t shut off until one or two.”

“Thinking about what?”

He gave her a look that was half sheepish, half flirt. “If I told you, you’d laugh.”

“Probably,” she said.

He shrugged. “Video games, mostly. Sometimes life. Sometimes nothing.”

Sydney crossed her arms. “Deep thinker, huh?”

“Occasionally,” he said, mouth curving. “Why, you don’t think I’m the philosophical type?”

“Not even close.”

He laughed, tore the toast in half, and offered her a piece. “Then prove me wrong. Tell me something philosophical.”

She took it mostly to humor him. “Everything in this house is a social experiment disguised as a sex contract.”

He froze mid-bite, swallowed, then laughed again. “That’s… way better than anything I was going to say.”

“I’m sure it was.”

He leaned back against the counter. “You don’t mind it though, right? The rules, the rotation, all that?”

She chewed thoughtfully. “It’s weirdly freeing. There’s no pretending. You don’t have to fake monogamy or act like jealousy doesn’t exist. You just live with it and try not to implode.”

“That’s a pretty good summary,” he said. “You fit in fast.”

“I adapt.”

He studied her face, more serious now. “You really don’t get nervous, do you?”

“I get nervous,” she said. “I just don’t show it.”

“I wish I could do that.”

“You don’t hide anything, Brett. You broadcast every thought on your face.”

He smiled, sheepish again. “That bad?”

“It’s almost endearing.”

“Almost?”

She smirked. “Don’t get cocky.”

He raised his hands. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

She tilted her head. “Yeah, you would.”

He grinned. “Maybe.”

The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It was the kind of pause that settled when people realize they don’t have to fill it. Brett rinsed the knife, dropped it in the sink, and turned back to her.

“So,” he said. “You and Marshall.”

She arched a brow. “What about me and Marshall?”

“Was it good?”

“You really going to ask me that?”

He flushed. “Curiosity. Scientific.”

She rolled her eyes. “Sure it is.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “You don’t have to answer.”

“I won’t,” she said, then smiled. “But yes.”

He blinked. “Wait, that’s an answer.”

“Maybe I’m feeling generous.”

He laughed again, the sound breaking some invisible tension between them.

“Relax,” she said. “I’m not going to bite.”

“You could,” he said without thinking, then froze. “I mean—uh—”

Sydney laughed so hard she had to set her toast down. “Wow. Smooth, Romeo.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“You absolutely did.”

He covered his face. “I’m never living this down, am I?”

“Probably not.”

When she finally stopped laughing, the air between them felt lighter, more open. He dropped his hands and found her watching him with an expression that wasn’t mockery—it was curiosity.

“You ever do that on purpose?” she asked.

“What?”

“Say something awkward just to see how people react.”

He blinked. “No. Why would I?”

“Because it’s disarming,” she said. “I think you make people laugh so they underestimate you.”

“I don’t think that far ahead,” he said, but she could tell he was thinking about it now.

She stepped closer, close enough to smell the faint trace of detergent on his T-shirt. “You’re different from the others.”

“In a good way?”

“Maybe. We’ll see.”

He met her gaze, caught off guard by how steady it was. “You’re messing with me.”

“Perhaps,” she said, and didn’t step back.

He swallowed. “You really are.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

He hesitated. “No.”

“Then don’t overthink it.”

She leaned up and kissed him before he could finish his next breath. It wasn’t slow or planned. It was a spark—one second she was teasing him, the next her mouth was on his and the world tilted. He kissed her back instantly, eager but not pushy, his hands finding her waist like muscle memory.

When she pulled away, he looked dazed. “That—uh—okay, that happened.”

“Observation of the night,” she said, smiling.

“You’re going to kill me.”

“Probably not tonight.”

He laughed again, breathless this time. “Do you always start things like that?”

“Only when I’m sure it’ll make someone’s brain short-circuit.”

“Mission accomplished.”

She ran her thumb along his jaw. “You’re cute when you’re confused.”

He caught her hand gently. “You keep saying that like it’s a compliment.”

“It is.”

For a moment, the humor faded. They just looked at each other, the late-night kitchen light turning everything softer.

“You want to go upstairs?” she asked.

His answer came too fast. “Yes.” Then he winced. “I mean—if you want to.”

She laughed quietly. “You’re hopeless.”

“Still yes,” he said.

She turned toward the hall, glancing back once. “Come on, then.”

His room was a mess—clothes half-folded on the chair, empty cans on the desk—but there was something real about it. Sydney sat on the bed while he kicked a hoodie off the floor.

“You clean often?” she teased.

“Define often.”

She shook her head. “Never mind.”

He stopped fidgeting long enough to meet her eyes. “You sure about this?”

“Yes,” she said simply. “Relax, Brett. You’re not auditioning.”

He laughed, nervous and warm. “Feels like I am.”

“Then don’t.”

When she kissed him again, it was slower. He tasted like peanut butter and nerves. His hands were careful, hesitant, but his eagerness made her smile against his mouth. She liked the way he followed her lead without trying to prove anything.

“You can touch me,” she said when he paused.

“I’m just—”

“Nervous,” she finished for him.

“Yeah.”

“Good. That means you care.”

He laughed softly, breath catching when she tugged him down beside her. The rest unfolded naturally—small movements, shared laughter, a rhythm that didn’t try to mimic anyone else’s. He was earnest where the others were practiced, sweet where they were composed. She found herself enjoying the contrast more than she expected.

When they finally stilled, the room felt lighter, air humming from the vent overhead. Brett lay on his back staring at the ceiling like he’d just experienced a small miracle.

“You okay?” she asked.

He turned his head toward her, grin crooked. “I think so. That was…”

“Good?”

“Yeah. Really good.”

She smiled, brushing hair off her forehead. “Told you to relax.”

He laughed quietly. “I’m trying not to look like an idiot right now.”

“You’re failing,” she said, teasing again.

“I guess I can live with that.”

She rolled onto her side to face him. “You’re different, Brett. Not in a bad way. Just… simple.”

“Simple?”

“In a house full of people trying to prove something, you’re not.”

He thought about that for a while. “I don’t know if that’s a compliment.”

“It is,” she said softly. “Don’t overthink it and ruin my thesis.”

He smiled. “Okay.”

They stayed like that, quiet, until her breathing slowed. When she finally drifted off, Brett lay awake staring at the ceiling fan spinning lazy circles above them. He’d slept with women before—casual, quick, easy—but this felt nothing like those nights. This felt like something that might matter if he wasn’t careful.

He didn’t sleep much after that.

The next morning he found Ethan in the living room working on his laptop, earbuds half-in. Brett hovered a second, then dropped onto the couch beside him.

“Hey.”

Ethan looked up. “Hey. You look exhausted.”

“I am.”

Ethan smirked. “Late night?”

“Yeah.” Brett rubbed his face. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“How do you know if you’re… I don’t know. Catching feelings?”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “For Arianna?”

“No. For Sydney.”

That made Ethan sit back. “Seriously?”

Brett groaned. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s not on purpose.”

“I didn’t say it was,” Ethan said. “I just didn’t expect it to happen this fast.”

“Neither did I.”

“What happened?”

Brett hesitated. “We talked. We laughed. One thing led to another. It wasn’t supposed to be a big deal, but now I can’t stop thinking about her. She’s smart and confident and she looks at me like I’m not completely hopeless.”

Ethan smiled faintly. “That last part’s rare.”

“Shut up.”

“I’m serious,” Ethan said. “You like her because she’s new. Because she sees you differently than Arianna does.”

Brett frowned. “You sound like you’ve been through this.”

“I have,” Ethan said quietly.

“With Arianna?”

“Yeah.”

Brett waited. “And?”

“And I learned that this house makes it easy to confuse sex with connection,” Ethan said. “You spend enough nights this close to people, boundaries blur. Doesn’t mean what you feel isn’t real—it just means you have to let it breathe before you name it.”

Brett leaned forward, elbows on knees. “So what do I do?”

“Nothing,” Ethan said. “Be kind. Be honest. But don’t build a story in your head she hasn’t told you yet.”

Brett nodded slowly. “You think she’d laugh if I told her?”

“I think she’d listen,” Ethan said. “And then she’d remind you the rules don’t leave much room for fairy tales.”

“That’s depressing.”

“It’s realistic.”

Brett exhaled, half a laugh. “You always this calm about everything?”

“Not even close.”

He looked over. “You still love Arianna, don’t you?”

Ethan didn’t answer right away. “Yeah,” he said finally. “But that doesn’t mean I own her.”

Brett nodded again, understanding more than he wanted to. “Maybe I just need to get over myself.”

“Maybe you just need breakfast,” Ethan said. “Everything looks different after coffee.”

Brett laughed softly. “You sound like Marshall.”

“He’s not wrong.”

Brett stood, stretching. “I’ll make toast. I won’t burn it this time.”

Ethan smiled. “Progress.”

Brett hesitated before heading to the kitchen. “Hey, Ethan?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

Ethan nodded. “Anytime.”

Brett toasted his bread in silence, the machine humming steady as sunlight filled the kitchen. From upstairs came Sydney’s faint voice, half-humming to herself. He smiled without meaning to.

Ethan was probably right—it was too soon, too messy, too complicated. But for now, it felt simple.

And for Brett, simple was enough.


Chapter 8 — The Girls Together

By Friday night, the house hummed with something that wasn’t quite nervous energy but close enough to taste. Dinner had been quiet. Marshall washed the dishes without being asked; Brett couldn’t stop fidgeting with his glass. Sydney had laughed once at something small Arianna said, the sound bright and sharp enough to pull everyone’s eyes toward her, but the moment passed fast.

Arianna hadn’t announced anything, but she didn’t have to. The rotation was clear. Jaleel on Monday. Marshall Tuesday. Brett Wednesday. Ethan Thursday. Friday belonged to her, and she had decided exactly how to spend it.

When she stood from the table, chair scraping the floor, every head lifted.

“Kitchen’s closed,” she said. “Everyone do what you need to do. Sydney, come with me.”

Sydney didn’t ask why. She followed.

They crossed the hall and climbed the stairs, their footsteps light but certain. The hallway light flickered once, and the house seemed to hold its breath. The door to Arianna’s room closed softly behind them.

No one downstairs spoke for a long minute.

Inside, the room was warm from the heater, the air carrying a faint trace of Arianna’s perfume and the clean scent of laundry. Sydney looked around like she was trying to memorize everything—the books lined in neat rows, the pale blue blanket pulled tight across the bed, the candle half-burned on the dresser.

Arianna turned the lock. “You nervous?”

Sydney smiled faintly. “Little bit.”

“Good. So am I.”

That made Sydney laugh. “Didn’t think you ever got nervous.”

“I fake it well,” Arianna said. She crossed the room and brushed a strand of hair behind Sydney’s ear. “You don’t have to fake anything.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

Arianna studied her face, the quick shifts between composure and curiosity. “You really don’t hold back, do you?”

“Not with you.”

Arianna exhaled slowly. “That’s a really good answer.”

Sydney stepped closer. “Then stop analyzing me.”

“Can’t help it,” Arianna said, but she smiled.

The distance between them vanished. The first kiss was soft, exploratory, two people testing rhythm more than claiming it. Sydney’s hand slid along Arianna’s arm, light, curious. Arianna felt the edge of her own heartbeat speed up and tried not to think about the house beyond the door—the walls that heard everything.

When they pulled apart, Sydney whispered, “You planned this, didn’t you?”

Arianna nodded once. “I did.”

“How long?”

“Since the night you moved in.”

Sydney laughed, low in her throat. “You don’t waste time.”

“I wasted enough before you got here.”

They kissed again, deeper this time, until Arianna stopped thinking about anything except the weight of Sydney’s mouth and the way the air between them grew warmer, heavier. Her hands found the curve of Sydney’s hips. Sydney leaned into her, confident now, breathing against her ear.

“Tell me what you want,” Arianna said.

“This,” Sydney said simply. “You. Us. No expectations other than pleasure.”

Arianna smiled against her skin. “For tonight, that works.”

~ ~ ~

Down the hall, Brett sat on the couch with a controller in his hand and the TV on mute. The blue light flickered across his face, but he wasn’t seeing anything on the screen.

Marshall had gone out. Jaleel was reading, or pretending to, in his room. Ethan sat in the armchair near the window, trying to focus on his laptop, the same line of text blinking back at him for fifteen minutes.

It started faintly—barely a sound, just a change in the air. The creak of the floorboards above them. The soft rhythm of movement.

Brett froze. “Oh my god.”

Ethan didn’t look up. “Don’t start.”

“They’re actually—”

“Yeah.”

Brett’s voice dropped to a whisper. “You can hear it?”

Ethan exhaled through his nose. “Everyone can hear it.”

For a minute they didn’t speak. The sounds were subtle—shifts of weight, the kind of muffled breath that came when two people forgot anyone else existed. Brett set the controller down slowly, like he might break it.

“Jesus,” he said under his breath.

Ethan’s throat felt dry. He hadn’t expected it to hit this hard. He told himself to move, to go upstairs, outside, anywhere else, but his body stayed rooted. The image his mind supplied was too vivid—Arianna’s hair spilling across the pillow, Sydney’s laugh low and breathless.

Brett rubbed the back of his neck. “You think they’re—”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” Ethan said, his voice tighter than before.

Brett tried to laugh but it came out shaky. “I can’t not think about it.”

“No one said you had to.”

“But—come on—it’s Arianna and Sydney. That’s like…” He trailed off, lost for words. “I mean, damn.”

Ethan shut his laptop. “You need to stop talking.”

Brett held up both hands. “Okay, okay. I’m stopping.”

He didn’t stop thinking.

The noise upstairs shifted again, not louder, but steady, rhythmic. Brett felt heat rush to his face and looked anywhere but at Ethan.

Across the hall, Jaleel set his book down, face unreadable. He’d heard it too, of course—there was no way not to. He sat for a long time staring at the closed door, his fingers resting on the edge of the page he’d just finished.

He wasn’t angry. Not jealous, either. What he felt was closer to awe—a quiet respect for the boldness of it. Arianna never did anything halfway. She wanted control and surrender in the same breath, and Sydney matched her without flinching. He hadn’t expected that.

He shut the book gently, leaned back in the chair, and listened until the sounds became a kind of rhythm that felt like the heartbeat of the house itself.

Downstairs, Brett shifted again, restless. “How can you just sit there?”

Ethan glanced up. “Practice.”

“You’re not even curious?”

He laughed softly, but there was no humor in it. “Curious, yes. Proud, maybe. Jealous, definitely.”

Brett blinked. “You just said it.”

“I know what I feel,” Ethan said. “Doesn’t mean I have to act on it.”

Brett looked toward the ceiling again. “I can’t help picturing it.”

“I know.”

“It’s driving me insane.”

“Then maybe you should go for a walk.”

Brett groaned. “You’re not helping.”

“I’m not trying to.”

The air was thick with everything unspoken. Upstairs, a soft thud, a laugh—Sydney’s, bright and breathless. Brett squeezed his eyes shut and muttered, “I’m going to lose my mind.”

Ethan stared at the lamp, watching its light tremble slightly as if the house itself was reacting. “Welcome to Beta House,” he said quietly.

They both laughed, not because it was funny, but because it broke the pressure long enough to breathe.

In Arianna’s room, the world had narrowed to warmth and skin and breath. They weren’t quiet anymore. Sydney’s hair stuck to her forehead; Arianna’s hands trembled where they pressed against her back.

“You’re beautiful,” Sydney whispered.

“So are you,” Arianna said, and meant it.

The moment wasn’t about dominance or submission. It was about recognition—the kind that came when two people saw themselves mirrored in someone else for the first time.

When it was over, they lay tangled together, skin still humming, the candle on the dresser flickering low. Sydney traced lazy patterns along Arianna’s arm.

“Worth the wait?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” Arianna said.

Sydney smiled. “Think they’re listening?”

“Of course,” Arianna said, laughing softly. “They’re all probably downstairs pretending they’re not.”

Sydney laughed too. “You think Brett’s losing it?”

“Completely.”

The image made them both laugh harder. Then, quieter: “Ethan?”

“He’ll handle it,” Arianna said. “He always does.”

Sydney propped herself up on one elbow. “Does it bother him?”

“Yes,” Arianna said honestly. “But he understands. That’s why I trust him.”

Sydney nodded. “You love him.”

“I do.” Arianna met her eyes. “And I wanted you. Those things can both be true.”

Sydney’s expression softened. “I didn’t think it could be that simple.”

“It isn’t,” Arianna said, “but simple’s a good place to start.”

Sydney smiled and kissed her again, slower this time, without urgency. Arianna let herself sink into it until the sound of footsteps in the hall reminded her that the world still existed.

“Marshall’s home,” she murmured.

“Let him wonder,” Sydney said.

They both laughed quietly, then fell back against the pillow.

Downstairs, the front door clicked open. Marshall stepped in, hair damp from the rain, keys jingling. He froze when he saw Ethan and Brett sitting like statues in the living room.

“What the hell did I miss?” he asked.

Brett pointed upward wordlessly.

Marshall blinked. “Oh.” He set his bag down slowly. “So it finally happened.”

Ethan gave a small nod. “Yeah.”

Marshall exhaled, half a whistle. “Good for them.”

Brett groaned. “Good for them? I’m dying down here.”

“Then go outside,” Marshall said.

“I can’t. What if it stops and I miss something?”

Ethan rubbed his temples. “You’re hopeless.”

“Honest,” Brett said.

Marshall chuckled. “You’re both acting like this is the first time you’ve heard people have sex.”

“This isn’t people,” Brett said. “This is them.”

Ethan stood, shoving his hands into his pockets. “I’m going to bed before this conversation gets worse.”

Brett called after him. “You can actually sleep through this?”

“No,” Ethan said over his shoulder. “But at least I’ll be lying down while not sleeping.”

Marshall laughed, shook his head, and headed to the kitchen. “I’m making tea. Anyone want some before I lose faith in humanity?”

Jaleel’s door opened upstairs. “Make enough for four,” he called down.

Brett blinked. “You were listening too!”

Jaleel came halfway down the stairs, expression calm. “No point denying it. Walls are thin.”

Marshall poured water into the kettle. “At least you’re being honest.”

“Always,” Jaleel said. “It’s their night. Let them have it.”

Brett flopped back onto the couch. “Yeah,” he muttered. “Let them have it while I sit here and spontaneously combust.”

Jaleel smirked faintly. “You’ll live.”

Ethan’s door closed down the hall. Brett stared at the ceiling, half-laughing, half-miserable. “Barely.”

Upstairs, Arianna blew out the candle. The smoke curled up in thin gray threads that faded before reaching the ceiling.

“Think they’ll still be talking about us in the morning?” Sydney asked.

“Definitely,” Arianna said, smiling in the dark.

“Good.” Sydney yawned, pulling the blanket higher. “Let them talk.”

Arianna slid an arm around her waist. “They will.”

The house exhaled, boards creaking softly. Somewhere below, the kettle whistled, sharp and brief, and then silence reclaimed everything.


Chapter 9 — Double Trouble

The rain that had hung around all afternoon finally gave up just after dinner. The windows were cracked to let out the aroma from the pizza, the air cool and damp, and the house felt like it was holding its breath. No one said much while they ate. Sydney and Arianna traded a look that didn’t need translation; Marshall watched the two of them with that steady half-smile that always meant he’d already made up his mind; Jaleel didn’t posture or sell the moment—he just finished his plate and waited.

They cleared the table in a quiet rhythm. Plates into the dishwasher, water running low, the last glass set upside down on the rack. It wasn’t a secret what was about to happen, and pretending otherwise would have been embarrassing. Arianna dried her hands, looked at Sydney, then at Marshall and Jaleel.

“Upstairs,” she said. Not a command, not a question. Just the plan.

Sydney stood first. “Okay.”

Marshall didn’t linger. “Let’s go.”

Jaleel pushed his chair in until it nudged the table leg, a neat habit that said more about him than anything. “Ethan, Brett—don’t wait up.”

Brett opened his mouth, then shut it again when the words came out too fast in his head. Ethan lifted a hand in acknowledgment but didn’t trust himself to speak.

The four of them crossed the living room, the hush traveling with them like a moving bubble. Stairs, the dim hallway, the soft click of Arianna’s door closing. Then there were only two of them left in the kitchen—Ethan at the end of the table with his sketchbook open to a blank page, and Brett leaning against the counter, staring at nothing.

Silence, full and awkward, settled on them like an extra person.

“Dude,” Brett said finally, barely above a whisper. “What is our life?”

Ethan exhaled through his nose. “Complicated.”

“You can say that again.”

They didn’t move. Upstairs, nothing carried clearly through the ceiling—no words, just small shifts, the sound of the old house reacting to footsteps and weight. Ethan stared at the page like the lines might arrange themselves into something useful. Brett rubbed his thumb along the seam of the counter and tried not to bounce on his heels.

“Is it messed up that I’m jealous?” he asked.

“Jealous of who?” Ethan said, though he already knew.

“All of them,” Brett said. “But mostly… them. The girls. And them with them.” He grimaced. “You know what I mean.”

“Unfortunately.”

Brett let out a breath that turned into a quiet laugh, then died. “I feel like I’m in a waiting room where they forgot my appointment.”

“Nice analogy.”

“Thanks,” he said, then swallowed. “You okay?”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. “Define okay.”

“You said that last week.”

“It keeps being true.”

Brett scratched the back of his neck. “Can I say something that will sound dumb?”

“When has the fear of sounding dumb ever stopped you?”

“Fair,” he admitted. “I want in.”

Ethan’s head lifted. “In?”

“Tomorrow night,” Brett said, rushing now that he’d decided to say it. “Me and you. Both of us with them. That’s fair, right? Marshall and Jaleel get tonight. We get tomorrow. Balance.”

Ethan stared at him for a long second. He heard how clean it sounded when Brett arranged it in his head—fairness, symmetry, a way not to feel left out—but nothing about the thought sat right. “You want to… propose a swap meet.”

Brett winced. “Don’t make it weird.”

“It is weird.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Brett said quickly. “We’ve already got Rule Two. This is just Rule Two with better lighting.”

“That’s not how lighting works.”

“You know what I mean,” Brett said, fighting a grin and losing. “I’m serious, though. It’s going to leak out anyway what happened tonight. The house can either be random about it or honest about it. And if we’re honest, we should all get equal access to the… experience.” He punched the word like it was a joke, then got quiet. “Plus I—I don’t want to be the only one down here again.”

Ethan looked down at his hand and saw he’d pressed the pencil line so hard it dented the paper without leaving graphite. “You’re sure this isn’t about being picked last?”

“It’s definitely about being picked last,” Brett said, too honest to lie. “But it’s also about not wanting to sit here with my brain screaming while they’re upstairs writing Beta House history. You think I’m dramatic. I probably am. I’m also not wrong.”

Ethan didn’t answer. He heard everything—Brett’s scramble to turn discomfort into a plan, his need to be included, his refusal to pretend he wasn’t keyed up by the idea of the girls together. None of that made the knot in Ethan’s chest loosen. The past week had been a slow pull on a thread he hadn’t realized was there. Tonight cut it.

“Let’s wait until morning,” Ethan said, buying time.

“Why? Strike while the iron’s hot,” Brett said, then groaned. “That was terrible. I hate myself.”

“Good instinct.”

“Ethan.”

He didn’t look up. “I’m not making a pitch to Arianna right now. She’s busy.”

Brett snorted, then clamped his lips shut, guilty at his own laugh. “Okay, yeah, that was dumb. But seriously—tomorrow?”

“We’ll see.”

“You always say that when you mean no.”

“I say that when I’m thinking.”

“Thinking about what?”

“Whether I’m built for this,” Ethan said before he could stop himself.

Brett straightened. “For Beta House?”

“For the part where I don’t flinch when the house turns into a stage. For the part where the person I care about most is also making decisions that everyone watches. For the part where I can hear it and not go crazy, or worse, go quiet.”

Brett didn’t try to joke. “You do go quiet.”

“I don’t like who I am when I do.”

“So don’t,” Brett said, like it was that simple. “Say something.”

“To who? About what?” Ethan asked, sharper than he meant.

“Okay, don’t say something,” Brett backpedaled. “Just… don’t beat yourself up for not loving every single part of this. No one loves all of it all the time. Even Arianna. She acts like she does, but she doesn’t.”

Ethan let the truth of that land. Upstairs, another creak. He closed the sketchbook and pulled it away from the edge of the table, aligning it with the placemat, like order might keep his brain from spinning.

“Tomorrow,” Brett said again, softer now. “Me and you. We ask, and if they say no, fine. If they say yes, we stop feeling like the outcasts stuck downstairs while the cool people throw the party.”

Ethan could have said yes to shut him up. He could have said no and started a fight that neither of them had the energy for. He did neither.

“Let’s get through tonight,” he said. “Then we’ll talk.”

“Okay,” Brett said, not happy but accepting it. He leaned back, crossed his arms, and stared at the ceiling like it owed him money. “I hate how thin these floors are.”

“Everyone does,” Ethan said. “They’re original.”

“So is my trauma,” Brett muttered, then caught Ethan’s look and cracked a smile because he couldn’t help himself. “Too far?”

“You really need to ask?”

“I’ll dial it back.”

“Please.”

They fell quiet again. Upstairs, the thin, unmistakable sound of two women laughing floated down the stairwell—quick, bright, then gone. Brett’s head snapped toward the doorway like a dog at a whistle. Ethan closed his eyes, swallowed, opened them again, and forced his voice to stay level.

“Water?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Brett said, like the word had been knocked out of him.

Ethan stood and filled two glasses at the sink. He handed one over, sat back down, and made himself breathe.

“Do you ever think about leaving?” Brett asked suddenly.

“Beta House?”

“Yeah.”

Ethan didn’t answer right away because answering too fast would have been an answer by itself. “Sometimes.”

“What would you do?”

“Pretend to be normal,” Ethan said, trying for dry and almost getting there.

“You’d hate it,” Brett said. “You like weird. You liked it before Arianna.”

Ethan didn’t argue because arguing would have been stupid. He hadn’t wanted to be ordinary since he was twelve. But there was a difference between refusing to be ordinary and stepping into something that ate everything else.

Brett drank and set the glass down. “I know you’re jealous. I am too. But I’m also—I don’t know—proud? Of them? That sounds weird.”

“It doesn’t,” Ethan said. “They do what they say they’ll do.”

“That’s it,” Brett said, snapping his fingers. “They don’t pretend. I wish I could do that.”

“You can,” Ethan said. “You just did. You said you want in. That’s honest.”

Brett looked surprised that honesty counted. “Then help me ask. Tomorrow.”

“We’ll see,” Ethan said again, and when Brett groaned, he added, “I’m not punting. I’m telling you I’m going to sleep on whether I can handle it without turning into someone I don’t like.”

Brett took that seriously. “Okay.”

They lapsed into silence that held instead of prickling. The house creaked again. Rain ticked lightly against the window. Time stretched.

~ ~ ~

Upstairs, behind a locked door and a low lamp, the four of them stood a few feet inside Arianna’s room and did not rush. No one wanted to stumble into this like a stunt. If they were going to test the shape of the new house, it had to start with the part most people skipped: words.

Arianna leaned back against the dresser and looked at each of them—not counting heads, not assigning roles, just making sure everyone was here and not pretending. “Okay,” she said, calm and even. “Let’s lay it out. What’s exciting? What’s off-limits? How do we keep this from turning into something we regret?”

Sydney stood beside her, bare feet on the rug, hair pushed behind one ear the way she always did when she wanted to look calm. “I’m good,” she said. “I mean, I’m nervous, but I’m good.”

Marshall took two steps into the room and stopped like he’d hit a marker on the floor. “I’m excited,” he said. “I’m also not trying to impress anyone. We keep it easy. We check in. No one gets lost in trying to perform.”

Jaleel looked around. “I want clarity,” he said. “No acting for the cheap seats, even if we can hear them breathing downstairs.” He said it without malice. He didn’t need to insult anyone to make a point. “Consent stands. Stop means stop. If one of us sees the other floating off into their head, we pull them back or we call it.”

Arianna nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

She turned to Sydney. “You first. Anything you don’t want?”

Sydney thought for longer than any of them expected. She didn’t assume she knew herself completely, which was part of why Arianna had picked her in the first place. “No cruelty,” she said finally. “No humiliating jokes. No… narrating like we’re proving a point to someone who isn’t here.” She made a face. “That sounds weird. You know what I mean.”

“We do,” Arianna said.

Sydney looked between Marshall and Jaleel. “If I say slow, I mean slow. If I say stop, I mean stop. If I go quiet because I got in my head, I want you to say my name and get me back, not talk over me like I’m not here.”

“That’s easy,” Marshall said. “What else?”

“I want to be touched,” she said, flushing when she realized how blunt that sounded. “I don’t want to be posed.” She lifted her chin. “If you want to move me somewhere, move me. Don’t point like I’m an Ikea manual.”

That broke the tension exactly the way she meant it to. Even Jaleel smiled.

Arianna’s shoulders softened. “Good.”

“Your turn,” Sydney said, nudging her.

Arianna let her eyes travel the room one more time. “I don’t want a lesson,” she said. “I don’t want someone to pretend this is some grand, brave, moral thing. It’s sex. It’s us. That’s enough.” She slid her gaze to Jaleel. “I trust you to keep the floor under us if the room tilts.”

Jaleel dipped his chin, the closest he got to a promise. “I will.”

She looked to Marshall. “I trust you to keep the tone right if someone starts spiraling. You can talk people off a ledge with a joke in ten words. Use that.”

“I will,” he said.

“And me,” Arianna added, returning to Sydney. “I might get jealous for three seconds. If I do, I’ll say it and it’ll pass. We don’t light a match to prove a point.”

Sydney nodded quickly. “Got it.”

Jaleel moved a little closer, not crowding either of them. “One more thing. You two don’t owe us a performance. You don’t owe each other one either. If either of you just wants to be held for two minutes because your body is moving faster than your head, say so, and we’ll stop. No one’s keeping score.”

“Good,” Arianna said, and it wasn’t gratitude exactly so much as relief.

Marshall checked their faces again for anything unspoken. “Okay, nuts and bolts,” he said, practical. “Water’s there.” He pointed at two bottles on the desk. “Blanket’s clean. Candle’s a vibe but we’ll kill it if it gets too hot. No lights on the phone, no music, because I hate being on a TikTok in my soul.”

Sydney snorted. “You’d go viral.”

“I would,” he said, straight-faced, then let the bit die so the moment could breathe. “Seriously: we don’t rush. We start with hands, mouths, nothing complicated. If anyone gets weird, we say so. If anyone needs a break, we take it. If the room feels like it’s tilting toward show-off energy, we reset.”

Arianna’s mouth tilted. “We’re really having the pre-flight safety briefing.”

“Yes,” Jaleel said. “And then we fly.”

Silence settled, not tense now, just charged. Arianna reached for Sydney’s hand and laced their fingers. Sydney squeezed back. The tiny click of bones in their knuckles sounded loud in the quiet.

“Last call for ‘no,’” Arianna said. “No shame if there is one.”

“No,” Sydney said. “I want this.”

“No,” Marshall said. “I’m in.”

“No,” Jaleel said. “Let’s go.”

Arianna took one long, steady breath—the kind that locked memory in place—and nodded. “Okay,” she said, voice low and even. “Then come here.”

Sydney smiled as she crossed the room and melted into Arianna’s arms. They kissed with unreserved passion, not for show, but for the sheer pleasure of it.

“Fuck,” Jaleel whispered as he glanced at Marshall, but his friend couldn’t tear his eyes from the sight before them. Both men stared at the women as they devoured each other, their hands roaming and caressing, their lips and tongues intertwining, their limbs and bodies engulfed with each other. Breasts pressed against breasts, mounds mashed each other with unrestrained urgency, until it was all the men could do but tear their own clothes from their bodies. Marshall had wanted to be undressed but he had no patience, nor inclination, to interrupt the scene before him.

Jaleel followed his friend’s lead and stripped off his clothes. When both men were naked, they approached the women from opposite directions and wrapped their arms around them, careful to not touch each other while gaining maximum skin contact with the soft, undulating females, who broke from their kiss and sighed.

Arianna turned to look at Jaleel and smiled. He kissed her lips, her neck, her shoulder, as she reached back for his torso, pulled him tight to her before she turned back to Sidney and kissed her again. The moan that escaped from her as she revelled in the press of two bodies against her own would have embarrassed her in almost any other circumstances, but now it was the only reasonable response to such blissful sensuality.

“Can we get horizontal, or is that asking too much?” Marshall whispered as they edged toward the mattress.

“Don’t talk,” Sydney gently scolded him. “Just do what you want with me.”

He peeled her body from Arianna who was likewise consumed by Jaleel in a masculine embrace that felt so different from Sydney’s soft torso, not better, certainly not worse, just different. The heat of his black skin startled her, and she wondered if he always felt like this or was it just the contrast. She didn’t give it another moment’s thought as he lowered her to the bed and kissed her savagely. She reached for him and he turned his body just enough to accommodate her need to feel his manhood, hard and thick, black and wet with pre-cum. Her hand slicked quickly with his excitement and she pulled his cock toward her vagina to rub herself with him, so hard and yet so soft, so black, so good. She broke from his kiss long enough to catch a glimpse of him disappearing into her body, a sight she had come to love so much in the weeks since they had become lovers.

“God, you feel so big,” she moaned, not to stroke his ego but just to acknowledge the truth, for Jaleel’s cock was without a doubt the best she’d ever had, and not just when he was fucking her but objectively, when she touched herself in the night in the dark, she knew his was the best, the one that drove her mad with lust and desire.

“Oh, god,” Sydney gasped beside her and she turned to watch Marshall pummelling the girl in much the same way Jaleel was ravishing her. She’d never seen sex while having sex and it thrilled her, if that was even possible at this point. The sounds of two cocks fucking two vaginas filled the room, thighs slapping against thighs, moans mixing with grunts, squeals and gasps. It was too much, she told herself, but she didn’t want it to end.

She didn’t want it to end.

~ ~ ~

Downstairs, time slowed to a crawl.

Brett tried to sit. It lasted thirty seconds. He tried to stand. That lasted less. He walked to the sink, filled another glass, set it down untouched, and then leaned his forehead against the cool cabinet door because it felt like an anchor.

“Tell me I’m not insane,” he said.

“You’re not insane,” Ethan said, not looking up.

“Tell me you don’t want to go up there and knock and ask for a turn.”

“I don’t want to go up there and knock and ask for a turn.”

“Liar.”

Ethan’s mouth twitched. “Fine. I’m a liar.”

Brett laughed into the cabinet and then fell quiet. “I hate that I want to be them. Not the guys. The girls.”

“That’s a sentence,” Ethan said.

“You know what I mean,” Brett said. “I hate that I want the thing that makes everyone else feel something big. Attention. Power. Whatever it is. I hate that I want to be at the center for once.”

“You’ve been at the center,” Ethan said.

“Not like this,” Brett said. “This feels… I don’t know.” He groped for a word and came up empty. “Historic sounds dumb.”

“Historic is dumb,” Ethan said. “Also accurate.”

Brett turned and leaned against the counter. “So tomorrow.”

“Brett.”

“Just hear me out. I’m not trying to start a war. I’m asking for a chance to not be stuck in the hallway while the door shuts in my face. Me and you. We ask. If it’s a yes, we keep our heads. If it’s a no, I shut up for a week.”

“A week,” Ethan repeated, as if he was bartering for a better price on a car.

“Fine, three days. I’m not a saint.”

Ethan rubbed his thumb along the edge of the sketchbook again. “You think you can handle it.”

“Honestly?” Brett said. “Probably not. But I want to try. I want to know what it feels like to be brave for an hour and not pretend it doesn’t matter to me after.”

Ethan stared at the blank page that refused to become anything. He pictured himself in that room and felt the familiar slide of two gears that never quite meshed—want and watch. He could admit this much to himself: part of him wanted to be next to Arianna and next to Sydney and part of him wanted to stand back and burn with it because the burn was how he knew he was alive. That was the piece that scared him.

“I don’t want to be the guy who makes a plan because he’s afraid to feel bad,” he said.

“That’s everyone,” Brett said. “Most people just lie about it.”

Ethan cracked a small, unwilling smile. “You’re getting better at this honesty thing.”

“Don’t jinx it.”

They sat with that for a while. The rain ticked the window again, softer now. Somewhere in the house a pipe clanked as the heater kicked on. The old floorboards under the rug gave a tiny sigh.

“Tomorrow,” Brett said one more time, but he didn’t push it like a demand now. It was a request. “Just… think about it.”

“I am,” Ethan said, and Brett relaxed a fraction because this time the words sounded less like a dodge.

They drifted into quiet. Brett pulled his phone out, stared at the blank screen, locked it again without opening anything. Ethan let the pencil roll once, caught it, set it square to the paper. Upstairs, the hush deepened in the way a house gets quiet when everyone is fully inside their own moment.

“Tell me if this is psycho,” Brett said, voice low.

“Probably,” Ethan said.

“I’m happy for them,” Brett said. “I really am. Like, if this was a movie, this is the scene that makes the whole crowd blush and clap. But I’m also sitting here trying not to crawl out of my skin. How do you hold both of those at the same time without exploding?”

“You don’t,” Ethan said. “You just… hold them.”

“That’s not a solution.”

“It’s the only one I’ve found.”

Brett nodded like he’d been handed a cheat sheet that still required him to learn the material. “Okay.”

He glanced at the ceiling again, then at Ethan. “You love her.”

Ethan didn’t flinch. “Yeah.”

“She loves you.”

“Yeah.”

Brett’s mouth pulled to one side. “So why does it still suck sometimes?”

“Because love isn’t a hall pass,” Ethan said. “It doesn’t excuse the feeling. It just keeps you in the room with it.”

Brett blinked at that. “That was annoyingly wise.”

“I hate it as much as you do,” Ethan said, and they both laughed for real, the kind that took the edge down a notch.

Minutes passed. The storm ran out of ways to be dramatic and settled into a steady tap. The house exhaled. Ethan’s phone buzzed once—some campus email he didn’t open. Brett’s buzzed twice—group chat from guys who weren’t brave enough to say the thing out loud but wanted to fling it in text. He silenced it and put the phone face down like it might behave if he showed it who was in charge.

“I’m going to say something risky,” Brett said, not looking up. “Don’t make fun.”

“Promise nothing.”

“I think I like them together as much as I like being with either of them,” he said, words quick, as if speed would keep them from sounding ridiculous. “Not as porn. As an idea. As—God, this is going to sound like a Tumblr post—freedom.”

Ethan didn’t laugh. “It doesn’t sound ridiculous.”

“You think I’m full of it.”

“I think you’re saying you want big feelings,” Ethan said. “Not just big moments.”

“That,” Brett said, eyes widening. “Yes.”

Ethan gave him a small nod. “Then don’t chase it like a badge. Ask for it like a person.”

Brett stared at him. “Say that again in English.”

“Don’t make a proposal tomorrow because you think it’ll fix the feeling of being left out,” Ethan said, gentler. “Make it because you think you can be good to them inside it. And if you can’t, don’t make it.”

Brett absorbed that like a slow wave. “You should teach a class.”

“No one would come.”

“I would,” Brett said. “I’d sleep through it, but I’d enroll.”

“Comforting.”

“Anytime.”

The clock on the stove rolled forward, soft and stubborn. Upstairs, floorboards made that low, end-of-night sound houses make when people stop moving. Ethan didn’t need to look at the time to know the night had crossed into its late part—the part when everything you said felt truer and more dangerous because there was no morning yet to hold it.

“Promise me something,” Brett said, not joking now.

“What.”

“If I ask tomorrow and they say yes, don’t let me turn into a show. If I start peacocking, kick me.”

“I’ll kick you.”

“Hard.”

“Gladly.”

Brett grinned, then sobered. “Promise to tell me if you can’t do it. If tomorrow comes and you’re like no, I can’t, I’ll drop it. I want this, but I don’t want it if it wrecks you.”

Ethan looked up and met his eyes. “Thanks.”

“I’m selfish,” Brett said, shrugging. “But I’m not a monster.”

“Debatable.”

“Rude.”

Ethan let the smile last a second longer than he usually allowed. “Go to bed, man.”

“You going to stay up and brood?”

“Probably.”

“Cool. I’ll brood horizontally.”

He pushed off the counter, then paused at the doorway and glanced back toward the stairs, torn between hope that the floor might squeak one more time and dread that it might. “You’ll tell me in the morning if you’re a yes?”

“I’ll tell you,” Ethan said.

“Okay.”

Brett disappeared down the hall, his door closing a second later with a soft click. Ethan stayed where he was long enough to drain his glass and stack it next to the sink. He turned off the kitchen light and waited until his eyes adjusted to the soft glow from the living room. The house felt large and small at once, like it always did at this hour.

He picked up his sketchbook and turned the page. The next sheet was clean. He put the pencil down and didn’t draw anything, just let his hand rest on the paper. Upstairs, the room he cared about most had gone quiet. That should have calmed him. It almost did.

He thought about the way Arianna had looked across the table at dinner and how certain she’d sounded—all trust, no apology. He thought about Sydney’s excited, nervous smile, how fast she learned and how much she wanted to belong. He thought about Marshall’s steady competence and Jaleel’s anchor-solid presence. He thought about his own mind, veering between pride, jealousy, and an ache he refused to name.

Tomorrow, he promised Brett. He’d give him an answer tomorrow. He’d also owe himself one.

He glanced at the stairs once and then away, because looking made the ache worse. He stood, turned off the last lamp, and let the dark fold around him like a quiet, heavy coat. He walked down the hall to his room, the old floor groaning under his weight, and shut his door with care, as if gentleness could keep the house from cracking.

It wouldn’t. But it might keep him from doing it first.


Chapter 10 — Jealousy and Confessions

By late morning the house had the flat, fragile quiet that follows a long night. Marshall had left early for a lab. Sydney was on campus. Brett had slunk out after a short hello and a long look at the floor. Jaleel’s door stayed closed. Only Ethan and Arianna were left to circle each other in the kitchen.

Arianna rinsed a mug and set it upside down to dry. “You’re pacing.”

Ethan stopped, realized he was, and pulled out a chair instead. “You’re avoiding me.”

“I’m cleaning up after breakfast,” she said. “I’m not avoiding you.”

“You’ve moved the same mug three times.”

She exhaled. “Okay. Then say whatever you’ve been holding since last night.”

He stared at the table for a beat. “I didn’t sleep.”

“I figured.”

He looked up. “I don’t know how to be in this house when it turns into a show.”

“It wasn’t a show,” she said, too fast.

“It felt like one from down here.” He kept his voice steady. “I heard the laughter. I’m not mad that you were happy. I’m mad that I was supposed to be fine with being an audience.”

Arianna folded the dish towel and set it down. “You weren’t an audience. You were part of the house.”

“That’s the same thing when the door is closed and I’m downstairs listening to you and Sydney and them,” he said. “I don’t need a speech about trust or rules. I need you to hear me say that it made me feel disposable.”

That landed. She didn’t move for a moment. “I hear you.”

He waited. “And?”

“And I didn’t do it to make you feel disposable,” she said. “I did it because I needed it.”

“Needed what?”

“Her,” Arianna said, blunt now. “I needed Sydney. I needed to see if the thing I keep talking about is real when it isn’t just you and me and a plan in my head. I needed to prove to myself I’m not lying about what I want.”

Ethan took that in and tried not to flinch. “You needed her more than you needed me last night.”

“Yes,” she said, without apology. “Last night, yes.”

He leaned back like the chair might hold him together. “Okay.”

Arianna’s jaw tightened. “You asked for honesty. I’m being honest.”

“I know.”

“It doesn’t mean you’re less important.”

“It feels like it.”

She dragged the chair opposite him out and sat. “Say the rest.”

He looked at her hands, the way her fingers pressed together, the small signs that said she was more rattled than she wanted him to see. “I don’t like how freely you offer yourself to her,” he said. “I know how that sounds. I’m not trying to be a cop. I’m trying to tell you that the way you look at her makes me feel like I’m suddenly optional.”

Arianna’s response came fast and sharp. “You are not optional.”

“It didn’t feel that way last night.”

“I can’t fix your feelings with a sentence,” she said, heat creeping into her voice. “I can tell you that I have room for both. I want both. I told you that.”

“You also told me I was central,” he said. “You used that word.”

“You are,” she said. “But I’m not a circle with one point in the middle and everything else on the outside.”

“Then what am I?”

“The person I trust most,” she said. “The person I go to when the house is too loud. The person I would pick if I had to pick.” She shook her head. “But I don’t want to pick.”

He heard the truth in it and still felt the sting. “I know you don’t.”

Arianna leaned forward, elbows on the table. “What do you want from me right now? A promise I won’t be with her again? I won’t make it. A promise I’ll slow down? I can try, but that’s not what this is. A promise I’ll lie about wanting her to make you feel better? I won’t do that either.”

He swallowed. “I want you to say that when it’s me and you, it’s me and you.”

“It is,” she said, quieter now. “When it’s us, it’s us.”

“Then say you’ll make room,” he said. “Not just technically. Not a slot on a schedule. Real room.”

“I will,” she said. “But I need you to stop framing my wanting her as an insult to you.”

He let his eyes close for a second. “I’m not trying to insult you. I’m trying to not drown.”

They sat with that, both breathing a little harder than before. The heater kicked on with a soft clang and filled the gap with background noise. Arianna rubbed her thumb over the edge of the table like she was smoothing a splinter.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m going to say something that might come out wrong.”

“Say it.”

“If you can’t accept that I need her as much as I need you, then maybe you don’t know me at all,” she said. The words were plain and hard.

He stared at her, stunned by the shape of it. “That’s a hell of a sentence.”

“It’s the only one that makes sense,” she said. “I have been trying to split myself into pieces that fit other people’s comfort. I won’t do that anymore. Not with you. Not with anyone. I told you I wanted to see this through. I meant it.”

“And what if I can’t accept it?” he asked, not to threaten, but because they had to say the quiet part out loud.

“Then you’ll have to decide if this is a house you can live in,” she said. “And I’ll have to decide if I can live here without you.”

The room tightened around them. He looked away first, into the middle distance where nothing demanded a decision. “I hate that this is what we’re saying to each other.”

“Me too,” she said. “But I’d rather say it than fake it for a month and explode.”

He nodded once. “Fair.”

A long minute passed. The anger in both of them cooled enough to leave a clearer shape behind it. Arianna’s shoulders dropped a fraction. Ethan’s hand loosened on the table.

“I’m not asking you to like everything I do,” she said, softer now. “I’m asking you to believe me when I say you matter to me, even when I’m not with you.”

“I do believe you,” he said. “That’s part of the problem. I believe you enough that it scares me when I don’t feel it in the moment.”

She studied his face. “You thought about leaving.”

He didn’t pretend otherwise. “Last night. This morning.”

She breathed in slowly. “Are you leaving?”

“Not today,” he said. That was the only honest answer he had.

“Okay,” she said, and nodded like she’d prepared for worse.

He tilted his head. “You really would stay if I left.”

“I would,” she said. “I don’t want to. I’d hate it. But I would, because this is mine too. And if I let it go every time it hurt, I’d never hold anything.”

He absorbed that without arguing. He had loved her ruthlessness from the beginning. He loved it less when it wasn’t arranged around him.

The front door opened and closed. Marshall’s voice drifted in from the hall—quick, practical, no sign he’d heard anything. Arianna and Ethan didn’t move. The footsteps faded. The house gave them back their bubble.

“I don’t want to fight with you,” he said.

“We’re not fighting,” she said. “We’re telling the truth and hating it.”

He almost smiled. “That’s what it feels like.”

She reached across the table and flattened her hand, palm up. “Come here.”

He placed his hand in hers. The contact felt like a rope thrown across a short gap that still looked bigger than it should have. She squeezed once.

“I’m sorry you felt shut out,” she said. “I won’t pretend I didn’t know that risk when I said yes last night. I chose it anyway. I’ll carry that.”

“I’m sorry I made it about me in a way that made you feel policed,” he said. “I don’t want to be that guy.”

“You’re not,” she said. “You’re the guy who says the hard thing without making it a rule for everyone else. That matters.”

He nodded, and some of the tightness eased. Not all of it.

“Where does that leave us?” he asked.

“With work to do,” she said. “With rules that are more than a whiteboard. With actual time together that isn’t squeezed into the corner of a night after I’ve burned down the rest of it.”

“You’re saying we schedule it,” he said. “And mean it.”

“Yes,” she said. “But also—when you feel out of the room, say it in the moment. Don’t let it pile up until you’re pacing.”

He breathed out. “I can do that.”

“Good,” she said. “And I’ll say it when I feel you pulling away.”

“I don’t mean to.”

“I know,” she said. “But you do.”

They both sat back, hands still linked. The heaviness of the morning started to lift, leaving the dull ache of a bruise.

“Brett came to me last night,” Ethan said, deciding honesty was better now than later. “He wants to ask for a night with both of us. Him and me.”

Arianna’s eyebrows rose. “He told you that.”

“He did.”

“What did you say?”

“That we’d talk today.”

She nodded, thinking. “Do you want that?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Part of me does. Part of me hates that I do. Part of me knows I’d crash after.”

She didn’t flinch at the last part. “Then we don’t decide it today. We don’t say yes just to fix a feeling. If we do it, it’s because we’ll be good to each other inside it. Not because we’re trying to outpace jealousy.”

“That’s what I told him,” Ethan said.

“Good,” she said. “Then we’re aligned on at least one thing.”

They let the small victory count. It didn’t mend everything, but it gave the conversation an end that wasn’t a cliff.

Arianna stood first. “Walk with me?” she asked. “I need air.”

“Yeah,” he said, grateful for anything that wasn’t the kitchen.

They grabbed jackets and stepped outside. The sky was low and gray, with the campus scrubbing out the last signs of weekend mess. Students moved along the walk with coffees in hand, heads down against the cold. They moved in step without touching, and for a while that was enough.

He spoke first. “What does Sydney know?”

“About us?” Arianna asked.

“About how much this is costing me.”

“She isn’t blind,” Arianna said. “But no, I haven’t given her a play-by-play. That’s between us.”

He nodded. “Good.”

They passed the quad. The grass looked tired. A flyer for a spring concert flapped against a lamppost. Arianna shoved her hands into her pockets.

“I didn’t bring her here to replace you,” she said. “I brought her to replace a part of me I’d been starving.”

He glanced at her. “That’s a better sentence than last time.”

“Last time I was braced for you to hit back,” she said. “I’m calmer now.”

“You don’t have to be calm for me.”

“Sometimes I do,” she said. “Because when you go quiet, I start fixing things that aren’t broken.”

He almost laughed. “We’re a disaster.”

“We are,” she said, and finally smiled. “But we’re our disaster.”

They looped the block and headed back. The walk didn’t solve anything. It took the edge off enough that they could look at each other without bracing.

At the top of the front steps, he paused. “Are we okay?”

“We’re not broken,” she said. “We’re bent.”

“Feels accurate.”

“We’ll bend back,” she said. “Or we won’t. But we’ll know it because we looked at it, not because we looked away.”

He nodded. “When do I have you to myself?”

“Tonight,” she said. “If you still want me.”

He didn’t hide the relief. “I do.”

“Good,” she said, and opened the door.

Inside, the house was warmer than the air outside. Voices carried faintly from the living room—Marshall and Brett arguing about whether a game counted as a sport while Sydney called down that she needed ten minutes before anyone asked her for anything. Arianna and Ethan stood in the entry a second longer, close enough that their shoulders brushed.

“I’m sorry I snapped,” she said, not looking at him when she said it.

“I’m sorry I made you feel cornered,” he said.

She smiled. “Halfway there,” she said. “The cracks are still visible.”

He looked at her. “Yeah, I see them.”

“Me too,” she said. “We’ll work on them some more tonight.”

He didn’t ask what that meant. He didn’t need to. She stepped into the hall. He followed. The day moved forward with them in it, not fixed, not broken, holding on to what they could hold and leaving the rest for later.


Chapter 11 — Campus Fallout

The rumor didn’t break all at once; it seeped into Crestmore the way steam escapes a cracked pipe—slow, steady, impossible to contain once someone noticed the heat. By the middle of the week everyone knew that Sydney Grant hadn’t just joined Beta House for the rest of the semester; she was living there. With Arianna Wallace. With four men.

No one could prove anything. No one needed to.

It started in whispers near the student union; two juniors who’d seen Arianna and Sydney leaving campus together, hair windblown, laughing like nothing on earth could touch them. Then it migrated to group chats, to bar nights, to a Reddit thread someone started under a throwaway account titled “Beta House Girls—Rumor or Reality?” The screenshots spread faster than the facts ever could.

By Thursday morning, the entire college knew the story.

In Media Theory 212, Brett sat two rows from the front, notebook open, eyes on the screen where the professor was explaining camera framing. He could feel the guys behind him snickering before he heard the words.

“Yo, Brett,” one of them whispered. “You get a roommate application or a casting call?”

Brett froze.

The friend next to the voice laughed. “You think they hold auditions for that gig? Or is it, like, referral-only?”

“Shut up,” Brett muttered, keeping his eyes on his notes.

“I’m serious, man. Asking for a friend.”

The professor cleared his throat sharply. The laughter died, but the damage was done.

Brett wrote a full sentence in his notebook before realizing he’d written the same word three times. You get a roommate application or a casting call? It echoed like a bad line of dialogue. He could feel the color rising in his neck.

After class he took the long way across campus, hoodie up, pretending not to notice the way people turned. He told himself he didn’t care. It worked until someone shouted from a bench near the fountain, “Hey, Beta Boy! Tell Arianna I’ve got a spare room if she gets bored!”

He didn’t stop walking. He didn’t turn around. But he kicked the nearest trash can so hard it toppled and kept going.

Marshall heard about it thirdhand—from a girl in his engineering lab who grinned like she was passing along breaking news.

“Your house is trending on campus forums,” she said, sliding her laptop around to show him the page. “Congratulations, I guess.”

He glanced at the screen. The headline read: ‘Beta House or Brothel?’—Crestmore’s Most Infamous Address.

“Catchy,” he said.

“You’re not mad?” she asked, half disappointed.

“About people having too much time? Not really.”

She stared at him. “You’re just… okay with this?”

He shrugged. “It’s not illegal. It’s not hurting anyone. They’ll move on once the next scandal hits.”

She blinked, expecting a reaction and getting none. “You’re weirdly calm.”

“Occupational hazard,” he said, and went back to his project notes.

By the end of class, the girl looked more annoyed than curious. Marshall considered that a win.

Ethan wasn’t calm.

He’d been cornered in the library by a senior from his design program—a guy who’d always tried to act like they were friends when what he really wanted was gossip.

“Man, you have to tell me,” the guy said. “Is it true? Both of them? Like, at the same time?”

Ethan looked up from his sketchpad. “You need new hobbies.”

“It’s just wild, right? I mean, I didn’t even think that stuff actually happened outside of…”

Ethan slammed the sketchbook shut hard enough that the guy flinched. “You done?”

The guy blinked. “Hey, chill, I was just…”

“Done,” Ethan repeated.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever, man.”

The guy backed off, muttering something Ethan didn’t catch. His hands were shaking when he reopened the sketchbook, though he wasn’t sure whether it was from anger or the quiet humiliation of having to keep defending people who hadn’t asked him to.

That night, he couldn’t bring himself to go downstairs for dinner until the others were already eating. When he finally walked in, Arianna gave him a look that asked a question she didn’t say aloud. He shook his head once. Not now.

Sydney didn’t seem to notice—or maybe she did and chose not to care.

She and Arianna walked across campus together Friday afternoon, coffee cups in hand, sunglasses on, laughing about something stupid Brett had said that morning. Heads turned. Phones tilted.

They knew.

A group of girls at a table outside the student center fell silent as they passed. A few leaned toward each other, whispering behind half-covered smiles. Arianna caught the reflection in a window and pretended she didn’t.

Sydney did.

“Let them stare,” she said.

“I am,” Arianna said.

“You’re pretending not to.”

“That’s how staring works.”

Sydney laughed. “We’re legends now. You realize that?”

Arianna arched a brow. “Legends have short shelf lives.”

“Then we make the most of it.”

“Or,” Arianna said, “we don’t feed the fire.”

Sydney stopped walking. “You’re really bothered by this, huh?”

“I’m not bothered,” Arianna said. “I’m watching the perimeter.”

“You sound like Jaleel.”

“Maybe he’s rubbing off on me.”

Sydney grinned. “You like that he worries about you.”

Arianna didn’t answer. They reached the curb, and Sydney stepped off first, her blonde hair catching the wind, the kind of moment that would make any onlooker stop scrolling. Arianna followed, hating that she loved being part of the picture everyone else was watching.

By Friday evening, Jaleel knocked on her door. He didn’t wait for an invitation before stepping inside.

“You’re trending again,” he said.

“I noticed.” She was sitting cross-legged on the bed, phone face down. “How bad is it?”

“Depends on your definition,” he said. “You’re either a feminist icon or a cautionary tale.”

“Can’t I be both?”

“That’s kind of the problem.” He folded his arms. “You ever get tired of steering this house like it’s a PR firm?”

“Someone has to.”

“You sure it’s not because you like knowing everyone’s orbiting you?”

She looked up. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s not supposed to be,” he said evenly. “You built this thing on control, Arianna. You call it balance, but it’s really you making sure no one else can knock the table over.”

“Would you rather I let it fall?” she snapped.

“Maybe,” he said. “Maybe that’s how you find out what survives without you holding it up.”

She stared at him, half furious, half impressed. “You rehearsed that?”

“On the walk over,” he said. “Sounded better in my head.”

She tried to stay angry, but the honesty undercut it. “You think I can’t handle the fallout?”

“I think you’ll handle it,” he said. “I just don’t know if you’ll learn from it.”

She folded her arms. “You think I’m setting myself up for a fall.”

“I think you’re addicted to risk,” he said. “And eventually, one of these stories you start will stop bending in your favor.”

She smirked, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Maybe. Or maybe I just know how to land.”

He shook his head. “You sound like someone who hasn’t hit the ground yet.”

The line hung in the air, too sharp to ignore.

“Thanks for the pep talk,” she said.

“Anytime,” he said, and left.

When the door closed, she sat still for a long time, staring at her phone where it lay on the blanket. She flipped it over and opened the notifications anyway. Mentions, screenshots, a dozen messages from people she hadn’t spoken to since freshman year. She scrolled until her thumb ached, then dropped the phone and pressed her palms to her eyes.

Downstairs, Brett threw a couch pillow across the room. “You see this?” he said, holding up his phone. “Someone made a meme of me. Me.”

Marshall looked over from the kitchen. “That’s not even a good meme.”

“It’s my face, dude.”

“Could be worse.”

“How?”

“They could’ve tagged you,” Marshall said, calmly flipping through his notebook.

“That’s not helping,” Brett said.

“It’s perspective,” Marshall said. “You can’t control a whole campus.”

“I can’t even control my own group chat.”

“Then mute it.”

“I did,” Brett said, throwing the pillow again. “Still hate it.”

Ethan came in halfway through and sat down without speaking. Brett didn’t notice until he realized he’d been talking to the air.

“You okay?” Brett asked.

“Define okay,” Ethan said automatically.

“That’s your line now?”

“Apparently.”

Marshall closed his notebook. “We can’t pretend this didn’t happen. People were always going to find out. Might as well own it.”

“Own it how?” Brett said. “You want me to print T-shirts?”

“Good idea,” Marshall said. “Extra credit for design students.”

Brett groaned and dropped his head into his hands. “You’re all sociopaths.”

“Not all,” Ethan said quietly, still staring at the floor.

Marshall caught the tone and backed off, leaving the room to find his keys. The silence he left behind felt heavier than before.

Brett looked at Ethan again. “You thinking about what Jaleel said?”

Ethan nodded. “Yeah.”

“He’s right, though. About her needing control.”

“I know,” Ethan said. “I just don’t know what she’ll be when she finally loses it.”

Neither did Brett. Neither wanted to.

By Saturday morning, half the campus had something to say about Beta House. By Sunday, the comments started to contradict each other. Some called it liberation, others degradation. The truth didn’t matter anymore—it had become mythology.

Arianna watched it unfold from her laptop, headlines and rumors stacking into a distorted version of her life. Sydney brought her coffee and said, “It’s already yesterday’s news.”

But Arianna knew better. News fades; stories stick. And she was learning, the hard way, that stories with her name on them had a way of outgrowing her control.


Chapter 12 — Winter Break Decision

Finals week drained the color from everything. The campus looked ghostly by Friday—parking lots half-empty, snow packed along the sidewalks in dull gray piles, dorm windows already dark. Inside Beta House, the tension felt heavier than the air outside.

Dinner was quiet at first. The table looked too formal, everyone dressed like they were pretending things were normal. Jaleel had cooked—again—and that alone told Arianna something was off. He only took over the kitchen when he needed control.

Marshall passed the bread without looking up. Brett poured water for everyone except himself. Ethan sat at the end of the table, eyes on his plate, barely moving. Sydney chattered through the silence, trying to keep it from curdling.

“So we made it,” she said. “No one got expelled, no one burned the place down, and we’re all still speaking. That’s a win.”

Jaleel smiled faintly. “Define speaking.”

“Fine,” Sydney said. “Mostly speaking.”

Arianna smirked, grateful for the sound of someone trying. “It’s a low bar, but we cleared it.”

“Not sure we cleared it,” Marshall said, buttering his bread. “More like we tripped over it and called it cardio.”

Brett laughed too loud, eager for the normal rhythm, but it fell flat.

Then Jaleel set down his fork, and the room went still.

“I should say this now,” he said. “Before anyone starts making plans for January.”

Arianna’s pulse ticked faster. “Say what?”

“I’m not coming back next semester,” he said.

For a moment, no one reacted. Even Sydney blinked, trying to process it.

“What do you mean?” Arianna asked.

“Exactly what it sounds like,” Jaleel said. “I’m transferring to a different housing arrangement. Closer to the grad lab. Cheaper. Quieter.”

“Quieter?” Brett echoed, like the word was an insult.

Arianna stared at him. “Since when?”

“Since a while,” he said simply. “I’ve been thinking about it for weeks. Last night made the decision easier.”

Sydney looked down at her plate, guilt or confusion flickering across her face. “Was it something I did?”

“No,” Jaleel said quickly. “It’s not about anyone specific. It’s about the whole thing. The noise. The talk. The way it feels like we’ve turned ourselves into headlines.”

Marshall leaned back. “That’s what happens when you build a circus.”

Jaleel didn’t bite. “I like all of you. But I’m done living under a microscope. I came here to finish a degree, not a documentary.”

Arianna’s voice sharpened. “You knew what you were signing up for.”

“I did,” he said. “I just didn’t know how heavy it would get.”

“You’re quitting because people talk?” she said, disbelief edging toward anger.

“I’m leaving because I don’t like who I am when I stop caring that they talk,” he said. “That’s the difference.”

Ethan closed his eyes, rubbing his temple. Brett fidgeted with his napkin. The silence stretched until even the hum of the refrigerator sounded loud.

“Don’t make this personal,” Jaleel said finally.

“It is personal,” Arianna said. “We built this together.”

“You built it,” he corrected. “The rest of us followed.”

That one landed like a slap. Arianna sat back, jaw tight. “And now you’re walking away.”

“Yeah,” he said softly. “Before it breaks me.”

Sydney reached across the table. “You could take a break. Just a semester. We’ll keep things calm, less…”

“You won’t,” he said kindly. “And that’s okay. It’s who you are. But I’m out.”

He stood. His chair scraped against the tile, a small ugly sound that made Arianna flinch. He set his napkin down neatly beside his plate.

“I’ll finish out the week,” he said. “Then I’m gone.”

“Jaleel,” Arianna started, but he shook his head.

“Don’t. You’ll make me stay five minutes longer, and I can’t do that.”

He walked out, the front door closing quietly behind him. The sound of his car starting a minute later felt louder than anything that had come before it.

No one moved.

Sydney wiped her eyes and laughed without meaning to. “What just happened?”

Brett swallowed hard. “You think he’ll come back?”

“No,” Arianna said, still staring at the empty chair. “He won’t.”

Ethan pushed his plate away. “He’s right, you know.”

“Don’t start,” she said.

“I’m not blaming you. I’m just saying he’s right. The balance was already cracking. He was just the first one to admit it.”

Arianna didn’t answer. Her throat ached from words she wasn’t sure she wanted to say out loud. She just stood, collected Jaleel’s untouched glass, and poured it into the sink.

The house felt smaller already.

Snow fell that night, thick and quiet. By morning, it had turned the front lawn into a blank page. Everyone except Arianna slept late, and even she didn’t start the coffee until nearly ten.

When the others drifted in, the kitchen smelled like cinnamon and resignation.

Marshall leaned on the counter. “So. We’re a man down.”

“Don’t say it like that,” Sydney said, rubbing her eyes. “He’s not dead.”

“Feels like it,” Brett muttered.

Ethan sat opposite Arianna, who was stirring her coffee with unnecessary precision. “We can make it work with five,” he said. “One girl, four guys. Back to the original ratio.”

“No,” Arianna said.

Marshall smirked. “That was fast.”

“I’m not running the spring semester with just one girl,” she said. “That’s not balance. That’s regression.”

Brett blinked. “Regression?”

“It’ll tip everything,” she said. “You saw what happened last time someone left. The energy shifts. The jealousy starts. I’m not going through that again.”

Sydney raised an eyebrow. “You mean when you recruited me.”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “And it worked. The house stabilized.”

“Define stable,” Marshall said, sipping his coffee.

Arianna ignored him. “We’re not doing a repeat of last semester. I already have someone in mind.”

Ethan looked up sharply. “You what?”

Arianna smiled slightly. “Ella Donnelly. She’s a junior. Art history. She’s smart, easygoing, and—”

“Wait,” Brett interrupted. “The redhead? From your friend group?”

Arianna nodded. “That’s her.”

Brett looked like he’d swallowed a marble. “You’re kidding.”

Sydney clapped her hands once. “Oh my God, Ella’s adorable.”

“She’s interested?” Marshall asked.

“She will be,” Arianna said. “She’s been curious for a while. She just needed the invitation.”

Ethan set his cup down hard enough to slosh the coffee. “You’ve already talked to her.”

“I mentioned the idea,” Arianna said. “Unofficially.”

“You mean you recruited her before Jaleel even left.”

Arianna met his gaze without apology. “I prepare for contingencies.”

“Jesus,” he said, leaning back. “You really do think you’re running a corporation?”

“I’m maintaining order,” she said. “Someone has to.”

Sydney grinned. “Ella’s going to love this. She’s flirty in that sunshine way that makes people lose their minds.”

“Great,” Brett muttered. “That’s exactly what we need. More sunshine.”

“You’ll live,” Marshall said. “Or combust. Fifty-fifty.”

“Seriously,” Brett said, looking at Arianna. “You sure this isn’t too much? We’re already half the college’s favorite rumor.”

“Then we might as well give them a sequel,” Arianna said.

Ethan shook his head. “You’re not worried at all, are you?”

“I’ve been worried since August,” she said. “Worry doesn’t change the outcome. Control does.”

“Control’s the problem,” he said softly.

“Control’s the reason we’re still here,” she shot back.

Marshall chuckled under his breath. “You two should frame that and hang it in the living room.”

Arianna ignored him again. “Ella balances the house. Three women, three men. It works.”

Sydney was still grinning. “You already sound like you’re planning the spring party poster.”

“Maybe I am,” Arianna said. “Beta House doesn’t repeat semesters. We evolve.”

Ethan stared at her, equal parts admiration and disbelief. “You ever get tired of pretending you’re not addicted to chaos?”

“Not so far,” she said, smiling faintly.

Brett groaned. “We’re doomed.”

“Probably,” Marshall said, raising his mug in a mock toast. “To Beta House: may we always be one scandal ahead of expulsion.”

Sydney laughed and clinked her glass against his. “Cheers to that.”

Ethan didn’t join the toast. He looked at Arianna instead, still waiting for a sign that this was about more than keeping her throne. But she only smiled, sharp and calm, the way she always did when the world bent to her design.

Outside, the snow kept falling, blanketing everything that had happened in a layer of deceptive quiet. Inside, the decision was made.

Jaleel would leave. Ella Donnelly would arrive. The balance would shift again.

And Arianna Wallace—smirking over her coffee, unbothered by the cracks forming underneath—was certain of one thing.

Whatever happened next, the game still belonged to her.
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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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Chapter 1 — Spring Break Return

The snow along Crestmore’s sidewalks had melted into grimy slush by the time Ethan came back from the airport. The cold wasn’t sharp anymore; just damp, heavy, the kind that seeped under collars and cuffs and lingered on skin. Beta House sat at the end of the street looking larger than he remembered, the porch light glowing faintly against the late-afternoon gray, as if it were trying to warm the whole building by itself.

Ethan pushed the door open and paused in the entryway, taking in the stillness. No Brett humming some song from the seventies while flipping cereal in a bowl. No Marshall arguing with someone in the group chat, pacing the kitchen like a storm cloud about to burst. No low bass music from upstairs. No laughter echoing from Arianna’s room.

Just silence and the faint smell of stale coffee.

He dropped his bag by the door and tried to shake off the feeling that the house was breathing differently now; slower, uneven. He walked into the living room and stopped again. The room looked fine. Normal. But something was missing.

He headed upstairs to unpack, but before he reached the landing, the front door opened again.

“Ethan?” Arianna’s voice carried lightly but cautiously, as if she half expected no one to answer.

He turned. She stood in the doorway with her hand still on the knob, her suitcase beside her. Her long blonde hair was tied back, wisps escaping around her face from the wind outside, and she wore the same fitted black coat she’d left campus in, except this time, it hung loosely at the shoulders, like she’d lost weight or simply held herself differently.

She looked beautiful, the way she always did, but softer. Dimmed. And it startled him more than he wanted to admit.

“Hey,” he said, moving toward her.

That was all it took; she stepped into him without hesitation, fitting against his chest as naturally as breathing, her arms sliding around his waist. She didn’t kiss him right away. She just held on, letting her forehead press against him like she needed the contact to steady herself.

He wrapped his arms around her slowly, feeling how light she felt. How tired.

“You okay?” he murmured into her hair.

She nodded against his chest. “I missed you.”

He smiled faintly. “I missed you, too.”

But she didn’t pull back, not fully. She looked up at him with eyes that were unusually unguarded, almost fragile. And then she kissed him, gently at first, then with a firmness that surprised him. The kind of kiss that wasn’t hungry so much as grateful. Needing.

He kissed her back, letting his hands slide up her back. She made a soft sound; a tiny sigh; and leaned deeper into him, lifting onto her toes. When she finally broke the kiss, she stayed close, her hand smoothing down the front of his shirt.

“You’re warm,” she whispered.

“You’re cold,” he said, brushing his thumb across her cheek. “C’mere.” He shrugged out of his jacket and draped it around her shoulders.

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “You’re ridiculous.”

“You love it,” he said.

“Yeah,” she admitted softly. “I do.”

He took her suitcase and pulled it inside for her, shutting the door behind them. She watched him with that same quiet expression, a look he wasn’t used to seeing on her face.

“You look tired,” he said finally, not as a criticism but as a simple truth.

She didn’t deny it. “It was a long break.”

“Long good, or long bad?”

“Long… heavy,” she said after a moment. “A lot to think about.”

“What do you mean?”

She hesitated, then shook her head. “Not yet. Not down here.”

He nodded, understanding. The house’s openness had never stopped her before, but things were different now. Without Marshall’s seriousness and Brett’s constant chatter, the place felt exposed. Too many empty rooms. Too many echoes.

“Let’s go upstairs,” he said gently.

She reached for his hand. “Yeah.”

As they climbed the stairs, she stayed half a step behind him but didn’t let go. When they passed Brett’s old room, still empty, still faintly smelling of that awful citrus body spray he loved, Arianna slowed down, her gaze flicking toward the dark doorway.

“It’s strange without them,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“And it’s only been two weeks," she murmured. “Feels longer.”

He wanted to tell her they could rebuild things. That they’d figure out a new normal. That whatever was missing could be filled again. But he didn’t want to lie. The silence wasn’t neutral; it had weight.

In his room, he set her suitcase down and pulled her close again. She leaned in, but not with the playful confidence she used to have. She pressed her face into his neck, hands sliding under his shirt almost absently, as if she needed skin more than anything else.

He kissed the top of her head. “Still heavy?”

She nodded without speaking.

“Then let me help,” he whispered.

She lifted her face toward his, eyes warm and sad and wanting all at once. She kissed him again, deeper this time, fingers tightening at the back of his neck. Her body pressed against his, tense in places she didn’t show to anyone else.

He slid his hands down her waist, grounding her. “Ari…”

She shook her head slightly, shutting him up with another kiss. “I don’t want to think right now,” she murmured. “Just stay with me.”

He brushed her hair back. “I’m right here.”

She reached for him with urgency then, not frantic, but decisive. Pulling him close, pulling him down with her as she sat on the edge of his bed. Her breath grew shakier, her kisses more insistent. There was a need in her touch, but also fear. Or maybe fatigue. Maybe both.

He let himself guide her gently, easing her back onto the blanket as she tugged him down with her. Their breathing grew heavier, their hands more desperate. She whispered his name once, the sound so raw it made something in his chest seize.

Arianna wanted him, not just physically, but as grounding. As stability. As something to hold onto before she cracked all the way through.

And he wanted her just as fiercely.

He kissed her again, long and slow, his body aligned with hers. When she pulled him closer, her fingers curling at his shoulders, he understood exactly what she needed from him.

He gave it to her.

When they finally slowed, the room was warm and quiet, their breathing the only sound.

Arianna lay on her side with her back to Ethan, knees drawn up just a little, one of his hands resting over her hip under the blanket. Her hair spread across his pillow, strands tickling his wrist every time she shifted. He could feel the tension melting from her body in stages, not all at once, as if she was unspooling piece by piece.

“You still heavy?” he asked softly.

She was quiet for a long moment. “Less.”

He pressed his thumb into the small dip at her waist. “Good less or numb less?”

“Good,” she said, voice low. “I needed that.”

He brushed his nose against the back of her shoulder. “I could tell.”

She turned over to face him slowly, studying his face like she hadn’t seen him in months instead of a week. Her blue eyes looked tired, but clearer than they had at the door.

“You’re staring,” he said.

“Checking to make sure you’re still mine,” she answered.

He smiled a little. “I haven’t gone anywhere.”

“Not yet,” she said, half under her breath.

He heard it. “You think I will?”

She shrugged one bare shoulder, not breaking eye contact. “Everyone leaves eventually.”

He felt the words settle in his chest. “I’m still here.”

Her hand slid up to his jaw, thumb tracing the faint stubble he hadn’t shaved yet. “I know.”

He wanted to ask what had happened over break to put that look in her eyes, but he knew better than to push her when she had just let herself relax. With Arianna, timing was everything. Ask too early, and she’d turn it into a debate. Ask too late, and she’d have already buried the truth.

So he kissed her instead. She let him, her lips soft and responsive, her fingers curling in his hair for a few seconds before her hand fell back to the pillow.

“Sleep,” he murmured.

“Yes, sir,” she muttered, but her eyes were already drifting shut.

He pulled the blanket higher around her shoulders and stayed awake a while longer, listening to her breathing even out, staring at the ceiling. He could still hear Brett’s stupid laugh in the walls. Still see Marshall’s notebooks stacked on the coffee table. He pictured the whiteboard in the kitchen where they’d once written down chores and rules and jokes. Half of it had been Arianna’s handwriting. The other half had been erased when the guys left.

He wondered if she could feel that empty space in her bones the way he did.

She shifted in her sleep and tucked her head under his chin, one leg sliding over his like she wanted as much contact as possible. It didn’t feel like a habit. It felt like a request.

Guide me, her body said, even if her mouth hadn’t yet.

He wrapped his arms more firmly around her and finally let himself drift.

The noise downstairs woke them: the front door opening, boots stomping, a familiar high-pitched laugh.

“Helloooo, nerds, your queens have returned,” Sydney called out.

Arianna groaned against his chest. “Of course she picked now.”

Ethan smiled into her hair. “We did ignore her text.”

“I didn’t see it,” Arianna said, groping toward the nightstand for her phone. She squinted at the screen, then winced. “Three missed calls. Two from her. One from Ella. We’re dead.”

“We’ll live,” he said.

“We might not.”

She sat up, pulling the blanket with her, then paused when she realized how exposed she was. She wasn’t shy about nudity; she never had been. But there was a quick flicker across her face; a glance at the door, a brief check to see whether it was locked; that Ethan picked up on.

“You want me to go run interference while you get dressed?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said, already combing her fingers through her hair. “Buy me five minutes.”

“Three.”

Arianna frowned. “So rude.”

Ethan rolled out of bed and grabbed the shirt he’d thrown halfway across the room. As he pulled it over his head, he caught her watching him with a little more attention than before, eyes tracing his chest, his arms, the line of his back. There was a need there, but also something new. A kind of dependence he wasn’t used to seeing on her.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “You just… look good.”

He snorted. “That’s the sleep deprivation talking.”

“Shut up and go rescue the girls.”

He bent down, kissed her once more, quick but firm, and headed out. As he opened the door, he heard Sydney’s voice float up from the bottom of the stairs.

“Ethan! We know you’re here, we saw your shoes.”

He leaned over the railing. “Relax, I’m coming.”

Sydney stood in the entryway, fighting with her scarf, cheeks flushed from the wind. She was shorter than Arianna, with a compact frame and dark brown hair pulled up in a messy bun that had lost half its structure by the time she’d made it up the walk. Her brown eyes were bright and sharp, and her mouth never seemed to rest.

Ella was beside her, taller, all long lines and quiet energy. She had strawberry-blonde hair cut just below her shoulders, darker roots showing where she hadn’t bothered to touch up over break. Her green eyes were softer than Sydney’s but no less observant.

Sydney dropped her scarf on the coat rack and put her hands on her hips. “You didn’t answer my calls.”

“I was busy,” Ethan said.

Ella smirked. “We know.”

Sydney pointed at him. “You owe us details.”

“Absolutely not,” he said.

Sydney rolled her eyes and stepped out of her boots. “We brought food. You don’t deserve it, but we brought it.”

“What kind of food?” he asked.

“Emergency carbs,” Ella said, swinging one of the grocery bags toward the kitchen. “Pasta, bread, frozen stuff. The usual Beta House survival kit.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said.

Sydney eyed him up and down. “You look less wrecked than I expected. That’s a good sign.”

“That’s a weird way to put it,” he said.

“You know what I mean,” she replied, breezing past him into the kitchen. “How’s the house?”

“Quiet,” he said. “Too quiet.”

Ella glanced toward the stairs. “How’s she?”

He knew what she meant. “You’ll see.”

Sydney lowered her voice a bit as she opened cabinets and started unloading groceries. “So. One man down, two men down. How are we feeling about the New Beta House Order?”

“Strange,” Ethan said. “Off-balance.”

“Yeah,” Sydney said. “It feels wrong. And… vulnerable.”

Ella nodded. “Once people start leaving, it’s easier for others to follow.”

Ethan leaned against the counter. “Nobody else is leaving.”

Sydney arched a brow. “Big promise.”

“No one else is leaving because of this house,” he amended. “If they go, it’ll be for something better, not because the place ground them down.”

Sydney studied his face. “That sounds rehearsed.”

“I practiced in my head on the ride back,” he admitted.

She smiled. “At least you care.”

Ella pushed a carton of eggs into the fridge. “We all care. That’s the problem.”

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Arianna walked in wearing leggings and an oversized navy sweatshirt with the college crest on it. Her hair was pulled into a low ponytail now, damp around the edges where she’d splashed water on her face. She looked less raw than she had an hour earlier, but the quiet still sat around her shoulders.

Sydney lit up. “There she is. The returning champion.”

Arianna opened her arms, and Sydney crashed into her for a hug. Ella joined, wrapping around both of them until all three were a tangle of limbs and muffled complaints about someone’s elbow.

“You smell different,” Sydney said into Arianna’s shoulder.

“Different how?” Arianna asked.

“Rested,” Ella said. “You look rested.”

“Liar,” Arianna said, pulling back. “I look wrecked.”

“You look older,” Sydney said softly. “In a hot way.”

“Don’t make it weird,” Arianna muttered, but she smiled for real this time.

They drifted toward the table, the three women instinctively taking their old places. Ethan watched the arrangement fall into place. Arianna was in the middle of one side, Sydney to her right, and Ella across. It looked familiar, but the energy felt different. Less sharp. Less directed.

Sydney leaned her elbows on the table. “So, break report.”

“No fires,” Arianna said. “No arrests. My parents still think I live in a normal apartment with normal roommates.”

“Bless their illusions,” Sydney said. “Did you tell them about the second girl you’ve recruited into your harem?”

“Not yet,” Arianna said.

Ella bumped her knee against Arianna’s under the table. “You do look… off. You okay?”

“Define okay,” Arianna said, glancing at Ethan.

“Hey,” Sydney said. “That’s his line.”

“Borrowed it,” Arianna replied.

Ella’s eyes softened. “Seriously.”

Arianna picked at the edge of a paper napkin. “I’m tired of holding everything together.”

Sydney frowned. “You don’t have to.”

“I know,” Arianna said. “That’s… the part I keep thinking about.”

Ethan watched the exchange with a slow, sinking realization. When Arriana arrived, the first time she’d walked into Beta House, she’d owned the space on sight. Then she’d doubled down on that control by bringing Sydney in and structuring the chaos. With Ella’s arrival, she stretched her leadership and exposed the limits of it.

Now, she was finally admitting the cost.

“You can let it go,” Ella said quietly. “The leadership thing. No one made you sign a contract.”

“Someone has to keep the plates spinning,” Arianna said. “Otherwise they all smash.”

“They might,” Sydney said. “Maybe they should.”

Ethan swallowed. “You don’t have to do all of it alone.”

Arianna met his gaze. There was a flicker there; hope, fear, something tangled. “You say that now.”

“And I’ll say it again,” he replied.

She studied him, then nodded once, like she’d filed the offer away.

Sydney leaned back. “The house feels weird. Too much echo. I walked past Marshall’s old room and felt bad for making fun of his calendar obsession.”

“Don’t,” Ethan said. “He loved it.”

“And Brett’s posters,” Ella added. “I hated those stupid things. Now I kind of miss rolling my eyes at them.”

“We kept them up,” Ethan said. “For now.”

“Good,” Sydney said. “The ghosts deserve representation.”

They all laughed lightly at that, but the sound didn’t erase the underlying truth. Two chairs were empty. Two toothbrushes gone from the upstairs bathroom. Two presences missing from the constant hum that had defined the house.

Arianna’s fingers drummed softly on the table. “It’s temporary,” she said. “We’ll adjust.”

Sydney snorted. “You’re already planning ways to fix it.”

“I plan,” Arianna said. “That’s what I do.”

“Do you want to?” Ella asked.

Arianna hesitated. “It used to feel good.”

“And now?” Ethan asked.

“Now it feels heavy,” she said. “And I don’t know how to put it down without dropping everything.”

The room went quiet. Ethan felt something in his chest tighten and then shift. This wasn’t the fearless, snarky girl who’d walked into their lives and declared she would be the new housegirl on her terms. This was someone who had spent an entire year holding everyone’s gravity and was finally admitting that it hurt.

“You could hand some of it over,” Ethan said, voice calm. “Not to the group. To me.”

Her eyes snapped to his again. This time, the flicker turned into a steady look.

“You want it?” she asked.

He thought about lying. About saying he didn’t know, that they should figure it out later, that he didn’t trust himself. Instead, he said, the only thing that felt honest.

“Yeah,” he said. “I think I do.”

The words hung between them, not a promise, not yet, but a clear change in the air. Sydney and Ella exchanged a glance over the table, both of them registering the shift and storing it away.

Arianna’s gaze dropped to her hands, then back to Ethan’s face. She looked tired. She also looked relieved.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “We’ll talk about that.”

The cracks were still there; between them, under them, in the house itself; but for the first time since she walked through the door, he could see the outline of a different shape forming.

And from the way she held his eyes, she could too.


Chapter 2 — The Girls’ Intervention

Sydney waited until late afternoon before approaching Ella, because the house had felt strangely quiet all day, and she needed a moment when Arianna had retreated upstairs with her planner. Ethan had locked himself in the studio under the excuse of catching up on work he was clearly not doing. The living room held the kind of delicate stillness that made every sound feel louder than it was, and the soft light through the curtains made everything look more serious than she intended. She sat on the couch with her legs tucked beneath her, twisting the corner of a throw blanket between her fingers as Ella settled beside her with that open, curious expression she always wore whenever Sydney asked to talk privately.

“I think she’s falling apart,” Sydney said, letting the words drift out slowly because she had replayed them in her mind all morning and still did not know how to soften them. “Arianna is trying so hard to be the version of herself she used to be, and it is hurting her, and it is hurting us too.”

Ella nodded without hesitation, which surprised Sydney more than anything else, because she had expected at least a moment of uncertainty from someone who had joined the house so recently. “I’ve noticed,” Ella said, folding her hands in her lap and leaning back. “Everything she says now sounds like she’s reading from an old script she doesn’t believe in anymore, and I think it scares her that she can’t keep up the performance.”

Sydney looked down at her hands, remembering the way Arianna had moved through the house that morning, straight-backed and composed, yet visibly brittle beneath the surface, as if a single wrong word might shatter what remained of her confidence. “The old Arianna was brilliant,” Sydney said, her voice softening with a complicated affection she had never fully resolved. “She was exhausting and overwhelming and sharp, but she made everything feel purposeful. And then she changed. She loosened. She let herself be human. And the house felt better during those months when she stopped trying to control every detail.”

Ella shifted closer, resting her shoulder against Sydney’s in quiet solidarity. “You are not wrong,” she said. “When she let go, even a little, everyone breathed easier. The house was calmer. People laughed more. She was still in the center, but she was not holding us in her fist.”

Sydney felt heat rise behind her eyes, not tears exactly, but something close. “She is losing herself again,” she whispered. “And the worst part is she thinks she has to fix everything alone, even when she is drowning.”

Ella touched her knee lightly. “Then we can’t let her keep doing this,” she said. “And we can’t pretend we don’t know who she listens to when everything falls apart.”

Sydney swallowed hard. “Ethan.”

Ella nodded once. “He’s the only person who has ever grounded her without fighting her. She reacts to his disappointment more than anyone else’s anger. And the truth is, the house already follows his lead, even if no one calls it leadership.”

Sydney let out a long breath and leaned her head back against the cushion, staring at the ceiling as if the answer might appear there. “He doesn’t want control,” she said. “He never has. He hates the idea of being the authority. But every time something goes wrong, he is the one who steadies us. When Arianna spirals, he is the only person she listens to long enough to breathe.”

Ella smiled softly. “Then that is exactly why he should lead. The house works best when he sets the tone. You know it. I know it. And he knows it too, even if he pretends he does not.”

Sydney hesitated because saying it out loud felt like crossing a line she had never dared approach. “You think she wants him in charge?” she asked quietly.

“I think she wants relief,” Ella said. “And she has been waiting for someone to take the weight away from her. She does not know how to ask for help, so she keeps pretending she does not need any.”

Sydney nodded slowly, letting the truth of it settle into her chest. “She’ll feel betrayed,” she said. “If we tell Ethan to take control, she’ll think we are choosing him over her.”

Ella shook her head gently. “We are not choosing him over her. We’re choosing her well-being over her pride. And deep down, she’ll understand that.”

Sydney lifted her gaze and studied Ella’s face for a long moment. She trusted her more than she expected to, and that trust made the decision come more easily than it should have. “Then we talk to him,” she said.

Ella smiled. “Let’s talk to him now.”

They found Ethan sitting on the edge of his bed with his laptop open and untouched beside him, his expression distant as if he had been thinking too much and getting nowhere. He looked up when they entered, and something in his posture shifted, as if he sensed immediately that the conversation they were about to have would change something fundamental.

Sydney closed the door and sat at the foot of the bed while Ella leaned against the wall near his desk. They did not circle the point the way people often did when they were afraid of hurting someone, because neither of them had the luxury of hesitation anymore.

Sydney spoke first. “Arianna is unraveling,” she said. “She’s trying so hard to hold the house together that she’s tearing it apart, and she can’t keep leading. She can’t keep pretending she knows what she is doing when she’s drowning.”

Ella added, “The house works best when you guide it. Everyone responds to you without fear. Even Arianna.”

Ethan stared at them as if he wished they were wrong. “You want me to take control of the house,” he said slowly. “Do you know what that would do to her?”

Sydney leaned forward. “It will save her,” she said. “She needs structure, not power. And she needs someone she trusts more than she trusts herself right now.”

Ella nodded. “She needs you.”

Ethan closed his eyes for a moment, his throat working as he swallowed. “I might break her,” he said quietly.

“You might save her,” Sydney replied, and her voice was steadier than she felt. “You’re the only one who can.”

There was a long stretch of silence after that, not empty or awkward, but dense with something unspoken, something frighteningly close to inevitability. Sydney watched him process it, watched the tension settle into his shoulders, watched the conflict play out behind his eyes. She knew that expression. Arianna had worn it for months.

Finally, Ethan said, “If she wants me to take the weight from her, she’ll have to say it.”

Sydney exchanged a brief, knowing look with Ella. “Then she will,” she said.

Because the house had finally reached a point where silence was no longer an option, and everyone could feel the shift waiting to happen.

Arianna had felt the shift long before anyone spoke to her directly. She wasn’t stupid, and she wasn’t blind, and she’d always had a way of sensing tension in a room even before anyone entered it. For the past two days, the house had been full of glances she wasn’t meant to see, and quiet conversations that stopped whenever she walked in, and she hated how easily she could tell that Sydney and Ella were aligned in some secret purpose she hadn’t been invited to join. She’d walked through the hallways with that familiar ache in her chest, the one she’d learned to disguise with posture and precision, and by the time she called Ethan to her room, she was already bracing herself for whatever attack she assumed was coming.

He knocked softly before stepping inside, and the careful sound of it irritated her more than a bang would have. He looked hesitant, which wasn’t a look she often saw on him, and she folded her arms across her chest because she needed something to hold on to, even if it was just her own elbows.

“We need to talk,” she said, and she hated that she sounded defensive before he’d even opened his mouth.

“Yeah,” he said quietly, closing the door behind him. “We do.”

She stood near the window, the thin curtain filtering the late afternoon light across her face, and she watched him as if she expected him to turn into someone she didn’t recognize. “I’m sure Sydney already told you everything that’s wrong with me,” she said. “And I’m sure Ella added her own commentary, because she’s very good at sounding wise for someone who’s only been here five minutes.”

Ethan took a slow step toward her. “They’re worried about you,” he said. “That’s all.”

Arianna let out a short, sharp laugh. “Well, that’s generous of them.”

“They’re not attacking you,” he said.

She met his eyes, and for a moment, she looked like she might snap. Instead, she swallowed it down and spoke more quietly. “I know they’re not. And I’m not angry at them.” She paused, rubbing her thumb across her palm. “I’m angry at myself. I can’t keep pretending everything’s fine. I can’t keep building schedules and rules and expecting people to fall in line. I can’t keep being the version of myself I used to be.”

Ethan didn’t interrupt her, which only made the words come faster.

“I know what’s happening,” she said. “I know the house is slipping away from me. I know Sydney and Ella trust you more than they trust me right now, and I know they’re right to. I know I’ve been trying to hold on to something that doesn’t work anymore.”

He stepped closer, his voice gentler than she expected. “Arianna, no one’s asking you to disappear.”

“I’m not disappearing,” she said, and her voice softened in a way that surprised even her. “I’m stepping down.”

Ethan’s eyebrows drew together. “What?”

She moved toward him, stopping just a foot away, as if she needed proximity to make the words real. “I’m giving up control of the house,” she said. “Officially, completely, willingly. I can’t lead anymore. I don’t want to. And I know you can.”

He stared at her, stunned. “Arianna, I’m not trying to take anything from you.”

“You’re not taking it,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “I’m giving it to you. I want the relief of not being responsible for everything. I want to stop pretending I know what I’m doing. I want someone else to carry the weight, and you’re the only person I trust not to break the house in half.”

He looked like he’d forgotten how to breathe. “Are you sure about this?”

She stepped even closer, her voice steady now, almost calm. “Yes,” she said. “I’m sure. I’ve never been this sure about anything in this house.” Her fingers brushed his forearm, barely a touch, more a request for understanding than affection. “I’m tired, Ethan. I’m tired of fighting myself. I’m tired of trying to be invincible. And I know you can do what I can’t.”

From the hallway came a soft sound, the slight shift of weight against the floorboards, and Arianna glanced toward the doorway to see Sydney and Ella hovering at the edge of the frame. They weren’t hiding it, and they weren’t pretending they hadn’t been listening; the excitement on Ella’s face and the relief on Sydney’s made it impossible for them to pretend they were casual observers.

Arianna didn’t look away. “You can come in,” she said, her tone lacking any bite.

Sydney stepped inside first, her expression bright with something like hope. “You mean it?” she asked. “You’re really letting him take over?”

Arianna nodded slowly. “Someone has to.”

Ella let out a soft breath that sounded almost like joy. “This is going to help all of us,” she said, moving to stand beside Sydney. “You’ll feel better once you’re not carrying the whole house on your back.”

“I already do,” Arianna said, surprising herself with the honesty of it.

Sydney’s eyes softened. “We love you,” she said, “but we don’t need you to be the leader. We need you to be happy. That’s all.”

Arianna looked down at her hands, then back at Ethan. “I’m not disappearing,” she said again, more gently this time. “I’m just letting someone else steer so I can breathe.”

Ethan swallowed hard. “I don’t know if I can do this,” he said, his voice so quiet she almost didn’t catch it. “I don’t know if I can lead without making things worse.”

“You won’t,” Arianna said. “You’re steadier than I am. You always have been.”

Ella crossed her arms with a satisfied smile. “He’s the only one who keeps the house from falling sideways,” she said. “It’s about time he admitted it.”

Sydney nodded in agreement, stepping closer to Ethan. “You’re already doing it,” she said. “This just makes it real.”

Ethan looked between all three of them, a slow realization settling in, heavier than he expected. He’d never wanted power in the house, never wanted to be the authority, never wanted the weight of decisions placed in his hands, but now that it was there, he felt its shape clearly for the first time, a mixture of responsibility and fear that made his chest tighten.

He exhaled, long and slow, and met Arianna’s gaze. “If I do this,” he said, “I’m doing it for all of us. Not because I want control.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why it can be you.”

Sydney and Ella exchanged a bright, relieved glance, already whispering ideas about schedules, shared duties, and softer rules that might make the house feel less like a system and more like a home again, but Ethan barely heard them. His attention stayed on Arianna, who looked lighter than she had in weeks, as if letting go of leadership had peeled something burdensome off her shoulders.

For the first time since winter began, she looked almost free.

But Ethan felt the opposite, a new pressure settling over him, something that frightened him far more than he’d admit.

He wasn’t sure whether he’d been chosen… or trapped.


Chapter 3 — Brooke Sheffield Arrives

Brooke Sheffield arrived on a quiet Thursday afternoon when the house had settled into an uneasy but functional rhythm under Ethan’s reluctant leadership, and Sydney and Ella hovered near the windows like they were waiting for a secret they could finally share with the rest of the world. The living room had been tidied in a way that made the space look staged rather than lived in, and Arianna had walked through it three times already, adjusting pillows and smoothing blankets even though she was no longer the one in charge. She told herself it didn’t matter if the room was perfect, but her hands kept finding something to correct, because letting go of responsibility was one thing and learning how to stop anticipating everyone’s needs was another entirely.

Sydney was the first to see Brooke walking up the steps, her voice rising in a bright, unrestrained way that immediately brought Ella to her side. “She’s here,” Sydney said, pressing her hands to the window as if she couldn’t occupy her body properly without releasing the excess energy. “Oh my God, she’s actually here.”

Arianna turned toward the door with a mixture of nerves and excitement she hadn’t expected. She’d heard only fragments about Brooke Sheffield since Sydney and Ella had started quietly scouting for a new addition, but each fragment had sounded promising. Smart. Calm. Steady. Observant. A transfer student with a strong academic record and a sharper sense of self than most people their age managed to hold on to. Arianna had told herself she wouldn’t form an opinion until she met her, yet the moment she saw Brooke through the window, tall and composed and carrying herself with a confidence that didn’t ask for attention yet earned it anyway, she felt something inside her shift.

The door opened before Brooke could knock because Sydney had been waiting for an excuse to burst through it. “Brooke, hi,” she said, throwing her arms around her before Brooke could respond. “I’m so glad you came.”

Brooke laughed in a warm, patient way that made the room feel grounded again. “You said three o’clock,” she said, “and I’m usually on time.”

Ella stepped forward with a bright smile. “Brooke, this is Arianna, and this is Ethan. They’re… well, you’ll get to know them.”

Brooke turned toward them, her posture relaxed, her gaze steady as it moved between the two. She didn’t rush, and she didn’t shrink back. She simply looked. Arianna felt the weight of that look with surprising intensity, the sense that Brooke wasn’t just observing but evaluating in a calm, quiet way that revealed more than she said. Ethan, beside her, shifted his weight almost imperceptibly, and Arianna could tell he felt it too.

“It’s nice to meet you both,” Brooke said, and she extended her hand first to Arianna, then to Ethan. Her grip was firm, not aggressive, confident in a way that seemed to settle the air around her. “Sydney and Ella have told me a lot about the house. I’m interested, but I’d like to understand everything clearly.”

Arianna liked her immediately, almost too quickly, because Brooke carried a serenity that pressed gently against her own intensity, softening it in ways she didn’t fully understand yet. She gestured toward the couch. “Come sit. We’ll explain how things work.”

Brooke nodded, setting her bag on the floor before taking a seat between Sydney and Ella. Ethan took the armchair across from her, folding his hands loosely in his lap, and Arianna remained near the coffee table, leaning one hip against it as if she needed the anchoring support of solid furniture.

Sydney spoke first, launching into the basics: the structure of the house, the expectations around honesty, the balance of independence and shared living, the emotional openness that held everything together. Brooke listened without interrupting, her eyes shifting thoughtfully from one person to another.

Ella followed, explaining the rhythms of the house, the nightly check-ins, the agreements around intimacy and connection, the unwritten rules that mattered as much as the formal ones. “It’s not rigid,” Ella said. “It just helps keep things clear.”

Arianna took a slow breath before adding, “It’s all built on trust. Everyone has to want to be here. That’s the only rule that matters more than any other.”

Brooke nodded. “I understand that,” she said. “Sydney explained a lot already. She said you value transparency.”

“We do,” Ethan said, his voice even and calm. “We’re not looking for perfection. Just honesty.”

Brooke smiled slightly. “Well, that part’s easy for me.”

There was a quiet beat before Sydney shifted, clearing her throat. “There’s one last thing,” she said, glancing at Arianna as if seeking permission before continuing. “It’s a tradition, not a requirement, but most people follow it. The house tends to prefer… minimal clothing. A lot of us are comfortable being nude around each other. It’s more of a cultural thing than a rule, and it helps with feeling open and connected.”

Brooke’s expression barely changed. Her eyebrows lifted a fraction, more curious than surprised. “You mean being naked,” she said plainly.

Ella laughed softly. “Basically, yes.”

“But you’re all dressed,” Brooke said.

“We didn’t think it would be appropriate to have all the girls naked for your first visit,” Ethan explained.

“So, just the women are naked?” Brooke persisted. “You wear clothes?” she asked Ethan.

“Yes,” he said simply.

Brooke took a moment, her gaze drifting toward Arianna, then Ethan, then Sydney. When she finally spoke, her voice held no hesitation. “I’m comfortable with a lot of things,” she said. “But I’m not comfortable being nude all the time. I don’t mind intimacy, and I don’t mind closeness, but nudity as a default isn’t something I’m willing to do.”

Arianna expected discomfort from the others, maybe embarrassment or an attempt to explain it again. Instead, the room fell quiet in a way that didn’t feel tense at all. Sydney looked almost intrigued, Ella tilted her head with genuine curiosity, and Ethan’s gaze sharpened slightly as he studied Brooke more closely.

Arianna found herself smiling. “That’s completely fine,” she said. “No one’s going to force anything. We’re not looking for compliance. We’re looking for people who know their boundaries.”

Brooke’s shoulders relaxed a little, though she hadn’t seemed tense to begin with. “Good,” she said. “Because I don’t want to join something I’d have to pretend to enjoy. I can be open. I can be vulnerable. I just won’t pretend I’m comfortable with something I’m not.”

Ella murmured, “That’s honestly refreshing.”

Sydney nodded. “Yeah, it is. Most people just agree with whatever we say because they’re scared to mess up their chance.”

Ethan leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on his knees. “You’re straightforward,” he said. “I like that.”

Brooke’s eyes met his, and something passed between them that Arianna couldn’t name. It wasn’t romantic, and it wasn’t flirtation. It felt more like recognition, as if Brooke had seen something in him he didn’t know he’d shown.

Arianna felt it too and was startled by how deeply it unsettled her.

Brooke radiated authority in a way that felt effortless, as if she carried a steady internal compass that made everyone else’s uncertainty visible by comparison. She wasn’t trying to lead. She wasn’t trying to impress. She was simply grounded, anchored, and unwilling to perform for anyone.

Arianna liked her immediately. And she feared her, too, because anyone that self-assured could shift the balance of a house without raising her voice.

Sydney reached for Brooke’s hand, squeezing it. “So,” she said softly, “what do you think? Do you want to join?”

Brooke looked around the room, taking her time. She held Arianna’s eyes, then Ethan’s, then Sydney’s and Ella’s, and when she finally nodded, it was slow and certain.

“I think I could fit here,” she said. “As long as I’m allowed to be myself.”

Ethan’s voice was quiet. “That’s exactly what we want.”

Arianna inhaled slowly, steadying herself, because she knew this moment mattered more than the others realized. Brooke Sheffield wasn’t just joining the house.

She was altering it, simply by existing.

And Arianna could feel the shift already, subtle but irrevocable, like the first crack of thaw in deep winter.

Ethan called the meeting with a calmness that unsettled the house more than if he’d shouted for everyone to gather, because it wasn’t his nature to demand attention, and yet everyone came the moment he asked, leaving half-finished tasks and open books behind as if they’d been waiting for him to call them into formation. Sydney and Ella took the couch with Brooke between them, their faces barely hiding the curiosity that had been simmering since Brooke’s introduction earlier that afternoon. Arianna stood near the corner of the room with her hands clasped behind her back, her expression tight but attentive, because although she had given up leadership, her body still knew how to assume a posture of readiness.

Ethan stood at the threshold for a moment before coming farther into the room, and the way he looked at the four women made it clear he was measuring something he hadn’t yet found language for. He moved to the armchair across from them and sat without leaning back, his elbows resting softly on his knees, creating a posture that was open rather than authoritative, though the energy around him held a new weight that everyone felt at once.

“I called this meeting because the house needs clarity,” he said. “We’ve got a new addition, and we’ve got a rule that’s become a tradition rather than something we’ve actually examined. I want us to decide together whether it still makes sense.”

Sydney exchanged a quick glance with Ella, her mouth lifting into a small smile that looked almost proud, because this was what they’d hoped for when they’d asked him to take control: steady guidance, reasonable structure, the kind of leadership that didn’t suffocate.

Brooke folded her hands in her lap. “You mean the nudity rule,” she said gently.

Ethan nodded. “Yes. That one.”

Arianna’s breath caught almost imperceptibly, not from fear of the rule changing but from the way Ethan said it, with a softness that made the rule sound like a relic he was dusting off before deciding whether it belonged in the house’s future. She could feel the energy in the room shifting again, subtle but powerful, the way it shifted whenever something foundational was about to be revised.

Sydney leaned forward slightly. “Brooke was honest about her boundaries,” she said. “She’s not comfortable being naked all the time. And we thought it was fair to discuss it as a group instead of pressuring her.”

Ella nodded. “It’s been part of the house culture for a while, but it doesn’t have to be a requirement for everyone.”

Brooke looked at Ethan. “I appreciate the openness,” she said quietly. “I don’t want to disrupt anything. I just can’t be nude full-time. It’s not a matter of modesty. It just doesn’t feel natural for me.”

Ethan studied her for a moment, taking in the calm certainty with which she stated it, the grounded honesty that had already distinguished her from the moment she stepped through the door. Then he looked at Sydney and Ella, who were watching him closely, and finally at Arianna, who had not moved since the meeting began, her stillness more revealing than any gesture she could have made.

He turned back to Brooke. “You won’t have to be,” he said simply. “The rule’s changing.”

Ella’s eyebrows lifted. Sydney blinked. Brooke tilted her head, surprised but relieved.

Arianna felt her pulse quicken, though she kept her expression composed.

“We’re removing the expectation that all of you girls have to be nude in the house,” Ethan continued. “It doesn’t make sense to force a standard that doesn’t fit the entire group anymore. People should be comfortable. People should be themselves.”

Brooke nodded, visibly grateful. “Thank you,” she said. “That means a lot.”

Ethan held her gaze for a moment before shifting his eyes slowly toward Arianna. “But,” he said, his voice still steady, “I’m keeping one part of the tradition.”

Sydney and Ella straightened at the same time, drawn forward by the shift in his tone. Brooke looked between them, confused but attentive.

Ethan’s eyes stayed on Arianna. “Only one person in this house will remain nude as a constant,” he said. “Only one person still fits the meaning behind that tradition. And that person’s Arianna.”

The words landed with a softness that hit like a shock.

The room didn’t move for several seconds. Sydney inhaled sharply and covered it with the hint of a smile. Ella’s eyes widened, and she pressed her lips together, both stunned and intrigued. Brooke’s head tilted just slightly, her confusion deepening but her expression respectful, as if she understood that she’d walked into a dynamic with its own gravity.

Arianna stood perfectly still, the silence stretching long enough that Ethan almost wondered if she’d misunderstood him. But then her shoulders loosened, and her hands fell to her sides, and she stepped forward just enough for the light to catch the faint tremor in her breath.

“Okay,” she said.

It was not reluctant. It was not confused. It was not even surprised.

It was surrendered.

Not to the rule but to him.

Sydney’s eyes flicked to Ella, and Ella’s eyes flicked back, both women silently acknowledging what they had feared and wanted at the same time: Ethan had stepped into his role with far more force than they’d prepared for. He hadn’t raised his voice or asserted himself with dominance, yet the authority in his decision filled the room like a slow, rising tide.

Brooke looked at Arianna, then at Ethan, then back again. “You’re sure?” she asked quietly, as if she didn’t want to offend by misunderstanding.

Arianna nodded once, a small, decisive gesture that carried a weight even Brooke could feel. “I am,” she said. “It’s his rule to make.”

Ethan didn’t move. “Are you comfortable with it?” he asked her, not as an escape but as an acknowledgment of what he knew he was taking from her and what he was giving in return.

Arianna met his eyes with a steadiness she hadn’t shown in weeks. “Yes,” she said. “I am.”

The simplicity of her answer made the air feel charged.

Ella exhaled slowly, her cheeks flushed in a way that wasn’t embarrassment. Sydney’s posture softened, almost melting into the couch, as if the decision had reshaped the foundation beneath all of them in a way she found strangely satisfying.

Brooke looked from face to face, realizing she’d stepped into something layered and complicated, something she didn’t yet understand but knew instinctively was deeper than the rule itself. “As long as she’s choosing it,” Brooke said gently, “I respect it.”

Arianna nodded again, her voice calm. “I am choosing it.”

Ethan held her gaze for several long breaths before finally standing. “Good,” he said quietly. “Then the rule is changed.”

No one spoke for several seconds.

The structure of the house had shifted.

And for the first time since the winter began, Arianna felt weight slide off her shoulders in a way that left her lighter, steadier, and undeniably bound to Ethan’s authority.

The meeting ended not with applause or relief but with a slow, growing awareness that something new had been set in motion, something no one could take back, and even Brooke, who didn’t yet understand the full implications, felt the ripple of it as she stepped into her place within the house.

Arianna’s surrender wasn’t just symbolic.

It was the beginning of something real.


Chapter 4 — Learning the New Order

Brooke spent her first two days in Beta House trying to understand how a place that looked so ordinary from the outside could feel so layered on the inside, and she relied almost entirely on Sydney and Ella to guide her through the subtleties of the house’s culture because she knew instinctively that she couldn’t bluff her way through something as intricate as this. The three of them sat in the living room with a stack of books between them as a sort of halfhearted excuse for a meeting, and Sydney began explaining things in the relaxed tone of someone who had repeated the same truths many times, while Ella added details whenever Sydney paused to think through how much context Brooke actually needed.

“So,” Sydney said as she tucked her hair behind her ear, “the house isn’t just a place where we live and hook up. It’s always been a system. Not rigid, not authoritarian, but structured. There used to be rotations and rules, and everyone had a job to keep the energy balanced.”

Ella nodded. “People used to take it seriously. Too seriously sometimes. Arianna ran it like the world depended on her precision.”

Brooke glanced toward the armchair near the window where Arianna sat with her legs crossed and her hands folded loosely in her lap, and she noticed how silent she was, almost statuesque. “And she doesn’t run it now,” Brooke said slowly, wanting to understand without sounding invasive.

“No,” Sydney said. “She gave it up.”

Ella added, “She needed to. The house wasn’t thriving anymore, and she wasn’t either.”

Arianna’s expression didn’t change, and she didn’t participate in the conversation, but Brooke felt the weight of her presence anyway.

Brooke looked back at Sydney. “So who leads now?”

Sydney’s eyes flicked toward the hallway where Ethan’s footsteps had just become audible. “He does,” she said. “Kind of without wanting to, but he does.”

Ethan entered with a half-smile as if he already knew they were talking about him. “I hope you’re not scaring her off,” he said, setting a mug on the edge of the table.

Brooke lifted her chin slightly. “They’re being honest,” she said. “I appreciate it.”

Ella turned toward her with a grin. “Honesty is kind of our thing here. Sometimes painfully so.”

Sydney leaned closer. “Brooke needs to know about the intimacy expectations, too. Not rules, but cultural norms.”

Brooke let out a slow breath. “You mean the part where people in this house sleep together.”

Ella laughed quietly. “Yes, that part. It’s not required. It’s not assigned anymore. But it happens because trust here is physical as much as emotional.”

Sydney nodded. “And a lot of us have been together at some point. Not to keep score, but because the house thrives when people feel connected.”

Brooke’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Doesn’t that create complications?”

“Oh, constantly,” Sydney said. “But we work through them.”

Ella added softly, “We don’t use jealousy as a reason to shut down a connection. We talk about it, we handle it, and we trust that everyone is acting in good faith.”

Brooke looked thoughtful for a moment. “So what’s my role in all this?” she asked.

Sydney exchanged a glance with Ella before answering. “Right now, you’re learning. Later, you’ll figure it out for yourself.”

Brooke shifted her gaze toward Arianna again. “And you’re alright with all this,” she asked gently. “You’re not leading anymore, and you’re okay with that.”

Arianna didn’t hesitate. “I’m more than okay with it,” she said. “I chose it.”

Brooke studied her a moment longer. “And Ethan leads you too,” she said, not accusing or naive, simply curious.

Arianna exhaled a slow, steady breath. “Yes,” she said. “He does.”

Ethan tensed slightly. “Arianna,” he murmured, as if uncertain whether she wanted to say that aloud.

She nodded. “It’s fine. She should know.”

Brooke looked between them, noticing the quiet gravity in the space between their bodies, something that didn’t look like dominance or control but rather an exchange of trust that ran deeper than she’d expected. “I didn’t realize it was like that,” Brooke said.

“It wasn’t,” Sydney replied. “Not until recently.”

Ella added, “It changed when the house started to fall apart. Ethan helped steady it, and Arianna surrendered leadership. She didn’t surrender who she is, but she gave up the weight she carried.”

Brooke absorbed this in silence before asking, “And the nudity rule applies only to Arianna now.”

Sydney nodded. “Ethan decided that yesterday.”

Ethan rubbed the back of his neck. “I didn’t decide it lightly.”

Arianna spoke quietly. “It was the right decision.”

Brooke frowned slightly. “I don’t want to be the reason she had to continue something that didn’t apply to anyone else.”

“You’re not,” Arianna said. “It’s not punishment. It’s structure. I function better with it.”

Ethan’s eyes softened at that, though he didn’t speak.

Brooke turned toward him. “Doesn’t that feel like a lot of responsibility for you?”

“It does,” he admitted.

Sydney’s voice grew gentle. “But he’s handling it.”

Ella added, “He’s doing better than he thinks.”

Brooke let out a soft breath, leaning back into the couch cushions. “I didn’t expect emotional politics,” she said. “I thought this was just a house with unusual traditions.”

Sydney laughed. “Everything here is emotional politics.”

Ella intertwined her fingers and rested them on her knees. “But it’s also support. Safety. Connection. And eventually, if you want it, intimacy.”

Brooke smiled faintly. “I’m not opposed to connection. I just don’t want to step on a landmine.”

Sydney reached over and squeezed her hand. “There are landmines everywhere here. The trick is learning which ones you’re allowed to step on.”

Brooke laughed quietly at that, and the sound seemed to ease some of the tension in the room.

Ethan took a seat at the edge of the couch, close enough that Brooke could feel the shift in the air but not close enough to crowd her. “It’ll take time,” he said. “Don’t rush yourself. Watch the house, listen to it, and you’ll find your place.”

Brooke’s expression softened. “And what if I get it wrong?”

Arianna answered before Ethan could. “Then you’ll adjust,” she said. “Everyone messes up here. It’s not about perfection.”

Ethan watched Arianna as she spoke, captivated by the way her voice softened whenever she surrendered authority, and Brooke noticed the look in his eyes, a blend of wonder and uncertainty that made her realize she wasn’t just learning house culture.

She was learning its fault lines.

And as she sat between Sydney and Ella, listening to them explain stories from the past and hopes for the future, Brooke felt a subtle shift inside her, a recognition that she’d walked into something deeper than shared bedrooms and tangled loyalties.

She’d walked into a house where surrender wasn’t weakness and authority wasn’t control.

And she wasn’t yet sure which one she’d be asked to choose.

The next few days felt strangely buoyant inside Beta House, as if the shift in leadership had opened a door none of them had realized was closed. The girls grew closer quickly, especially Sydney and Ella, who discovered in Brooke a new kind of energy to play against, someone grounded enough to absorb their teasing without embarrassment and confident enough to return it with a quiet smile that made them laugh even harder. They would sit on the floor together with their knees touching as they braided each other’s hair or sprawled across the couch in a tangled heap of limbs and easy affection, and Brooke slipped into their orbit as if she’d been waiting her whole life for this kind of chaotic softness.

Sydney flirted with the breezy ease that had once been reserved almost exclusively for Arianna, leaning close to whisper something into Brooke’s ear that made Brooke’s cheeks warm and her lips curl into a restrained grin. Ella touched Brooke’s wrist when she spoke to her, guiding her hand or brushing her shoulder to emphasize a point, and Brooke began to reach back without thinking, her actions small and tender in a way that surprised even her. The three of them formed a triangle of slow-building intimacy, and the energy of it changed the air around the house, making each room feel warmer, brighter, and more alive.

Arianna watched them more closely than she meant to, lingering in doorways or sitting on the edge of the couch while pretending to read her notebook. She clung to Ethan emotionally like someone holding onto the familiar in a shifting landscape, pressing close to him whenever he passed behind her chair or unconsciously leaning her shoulder into his whenever they sat together. Yet she also found herself drawn toward Brooke in a way she didn’t immediately understand. Brooke’s calmness pulled at her, the steadiness in her voice, the warmth in her hands, the subtle attentiveness with which she listened whenever Arianna spoke. It was the kind of presence Arianna had always admired in others but never quite developed in herself, and she felt something inside her soften, as if she were learning how to follow someone new even while giving Ethan the part of herself that needed direction most.

Brooke noticed the shift, too. She had never expected to hold influence in a house so rich with history and attachment, yet Arianna responded to her suggestions with surprising readiness. When Brooke asked her to pass something, Arianna reacted before the sentence finished. When Brooke asked her opinion, Arianna stopped whatever she was doing and answered with full attention. When Brooke placed a hand on her arm to guide her aside in the kitchen, Arianna melted into the movement as if accepting a cue she’d been waiting for. Brooke didn’t wield the power intentionally, yet she felt it settle into her palms with an unexpected gravity.

Ethan saw all of it, and the mixture of fascination and jealousy he felt unsettled him more than he’d ever admit aloud. He watched Sydney curl herself around Brooke during a movie, watched Arianna glance at Brooke as if seeking quiet affirmation, watched Ella press a kiss to Brooke’s cheek during lunch as if marking territory. Ethan realized with a slow, unwelcome drop in his chest that he no longer controlled the emotional landscape of the house the way Arianna once had. He guided the structure, yes, but the girls created the current beneath it, and his influence, though strong, had become only one part of a much larger dynamic that none of them fully understood yet.

Brooke sensed this imbalance growing inside her too, and though she tried to absorb everything patiently, she felt a rising anxiety she couldn’t shake. She understood that the house functioned through intimacy as much as structure, and she wanted to be part of that closeness rather than an observer standing at the edge. At first, she tried to wait for an invitation, but the waiting became harder each night, especially when she lay in her bed listening to the faint, unmistakable sounds coming from the bedrooms down the hall. The soft moans, the shifting mattress, the occasional breathless laughter that floated through the walls made something inside her tighten with an ache she couldn’t dismiss.

Finally, she found Ethan in the kitchen one evening, leaning over the counter as he read through a stack of notes he wasn’t truly paying attention to. She crossed the room with quiet determination and stood in front of him until he lifted his gaze.

“I want to talk to you,” she said.

He nodded. “Of course. What’s on your mind?”

She hesitated for only a moment. “I want to know when you plan to integrate me. Completely.”

Ethan blinked, uncertain. “Brooke, you’re already part of the house.”

“You know what I mean,” she said, her voice soft but unyielding. “I hear things at night. Everyone’s sharing themselves. I’m not. And I want to be. I don’t want to be the outsider listening while everyone else is connecting without me.”

Ethan set the papers aside, suddenly fully present. “I wasn’t excluding you,” he said. “I was trying to give you space. I figured you needed time to adjust before any intimacy happened. A week, at least.”

“A week,” she repeated. “And how many nights have I listened to people together while I’m in my room alone?”

He looked uncomfortable, guilt slipping across his expression. “I didn’t want to push you.”

“You’re not pushing me,” she said. “I’m asking.” She took a slow breath. “I want to be included, Ethan. I want this house to feel like mine, too.”

He studied her carefully, searching for reluctance, for hesitation, for anything that might warn him that she didn’t fully understand what she was requesting. But Brooke’s eyes held a steadiness he recognized from the moment she arrived, and he felt something inside him shift again, a quiet acceptance he didn’t expect.

“Alright,” he said. “If you want that, then sleep with me tonight.”

Her breath caught slightly, not in fear but in relief. “Yes,” she said. “I want that.”

That night, Brooke entered Ethan’s room with the same calm confidence she wore during every conversation, though her eyes revealed a flicker of anticipation she couldn’t hide. They moved toward each other with a tentativeness that belonged more to him than to her, because Ethan felt the weight of his decisions more than the thrill of them, and Brooke sensed the restraint in his hands immediately.

“You don’t have to treat me like I’m fragile,” she said as she touched his jaw, guiding his gaze toward hers. “I’m not inexperienced. I’m not shy. I don’t need you to be cautious or gentle unless you want to be. I’m telling you the truth, Ethan. You can have me without holding back.”

He kissed her, but even then, he couldn’t give her what she asked for. He wasn’t unskilled, and he wasn’t disinterested, but Brooke felt the hesitation in every motion, the way he pulled her closer only to restrain himself at the last possible moment. It was as if he were trying to be present while his heart was elsewhere, and she felt the absence as clearly as the touch.

When it ended, Brooke rested her forehead against his shoulder, breathing slow and steady. “You weren’t really with me,” she said quietly.

Ethan didn’t deny it. “I tried.”

“I know,” she murmured. “But you love someone else.”

He closed his eyes, not answering, because silence was the only truth he could offer her.

Brooke pulled back and met his gaze, her expression neither angry nor wounded, but something more complicated, something like concern. “I don’t want to be a test of your loyalty,” she said. “And I won’t compete with her. If I’m going to be part of this house, I need to know I won’t be chasing a place that already belongs to someone else.”

Ethan swallowed hard. “You’re not chasing anything. You have a place here.”

She nodded once, slowly, though the disappointment lingered between them like a soft, unspoken ache. “I hope that’s true,” she said. “I really do.”

She left his room quietly, moving down the hall with steps that weren’t quite confident anymore, and Ethan sat alone in the dim light, feeling the weight of a new relationship he wasn’t sure he had the capacity to hold, not when his heart remained tethered so firmly, so helplessly, to Arianna.


Chapter 5 — Transformations

Ethan’s confidence developed slowly during the week that followed, gathering strength as he realized that the house responded to his voice with a steadiness he hadn’t expected, and the change showed itself first in the mornings when he called everyone to the kitchen and assigned the day’s responsibilities with a calm certainty that seemed to settle the air before anyone had a chance to stir up tension. He stood by the counter with a small list in his hand while Sydney, Ella, Arianna, and Brooke gathered around him, each of them waiting in different degrees of anticipation, and he began the morning ritual by setting the tone rather than waiting to react to whatever personality happened to dominate the room.

“Alright,” he said one morning as he glanced at the list, “we’re splitting tasks the way we discussed. Ella’s on grocery duty with Brooke, Sydney’s taking care of laundry, and Arianna will handle the common spaces.”

Sydney nodded with an easy grin. “Nice. I can handle laundry. I’ve suffered worse.”

Ella laughed and leaned against the counter. “You mean the time you dyed all your socks pink because you mixed them with my sweater?”

Brooke raised an eyebrow. “Should I be worried about pairing with you?” she asked Ella in a tone that was more playful than critical.

Ella bumped her hip lightly against Brooke’s. “Only if you’re attached to your current wardrobe. I’m cute but not always competent.”

Arianna’s voice entered quietly. “I’ll get started on the rooms after breakfast,” she said, not lifting her gaze until Ethan looked at her directly, and when he did, she straightened as if waiting for further instruction.

“You’re doing the common spaces,” Ethan said gently. “Not everything. Don’t take on the whole house.”

Arianna nodded. “Yes. I understand.”

Brooke watched the exchange with careful eyes, picking up on the subtle way Arianna’s obedience carried both relief and heat, and she turned back to Sydney quietly. “Is she always like this with him now?” she whispered.

Sydney lifted one shoulder. “She wants to be,” she answered softly. “It’s new, but it’s real.”

As the days passed, Ethan found himself stepping into conflict before it had the chance to grow, and the girls seemed to welcome his interventions rather than resent them. Late one afternoon, Sydney and Brooke had begun teasing each other over a misplaced mixing bowl, their laughter almost loud enough to shake the cabinets, and Brooke tried to argue that Sydney had lost it on purpose simply to provoke her. Sydney placed a hand dramatically on her heart and said, “Honestly, Brooke, if I wanted to torment you, I’d use something more sophisticated than kitchen equipment.”

Brooke crossed her arms loosely. “Sophisticated torment sounds like something you’d be proud of.”

Before the teasing could escalate into a real argument, Ethan entered from the hallway and surveyed the scene. “Both of you, take a breath,” he said. “Sydney, check the drying rack. Brooke, check the dishwasher. One of you will find it, and the other will apologize for accusing her of sabotage.”

Sydney gave him a saluting gesture that made him shake his head, and Brooke let out a reluctant laugh as she turned toward the dishwasher. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll play by the rules.”

Ella leaned close to Ethan and whispered, “You’re getting good at this,” but she whispered it loudly enough for the others to hear, which only made Sydney grin and Brooke glance back at him with a look that held more curiosity than doubt.

Arianna stood near the kitchen table with a dish towel in her hand, watching the scene unfold with an expression that looked almost reverent, and when Ethan noticed her staring, he stepped close enough to speak quietly. “You don’t need to stand at attention,” he said. “Relax. You’re allowed to breathe.”

She lowered her eyes in a way that made his chest tighten. “I’m not tense,” she said softly. “I’m just listening.”

“That’s fine,” he replied. “Just don’t lose yourself in it.”

Her voice came out as a whisper. “I won’t lose myself. I’m choosing myself differently.”

He swallowed because the honesty in her tone shook him in a way he still didn’t know how to articulate.

Throughout the week, Sydney and Ella made their approval obvious, celebrating every time Ethan asserted himself or made a clear decision, treating his new steadiness like a gift they’d been waiting far too long to receive. Sydney draped herself across the arm of his chair one evening while the group watched a movie and said, “I’m really liking this version of you,” which made Ella laugh aloud as she nudged Brooke with her knee and whispered, “See, this is what we mean when we say the house needed a reset.”

Brooke smiled politely, but her eyes remained watchful, because she sensed more beneath Ethan’s choices than confidence alone. She saw the hesitation behind his authority, the way he glanced at Arianna after nearly every decision, as if checking to make sure she was steady before he allowed himself to settle. She saw the tangle of affection and doubt woven through the way he looked at Sydney and Ella. She saw the way he tried not to react whenever Arianna slipped near him, brushing her fingers over his arm or leaning too close to reach for something that didn’t truly require him to move. The complexity of it fascinated her, and the more she experienced the house, the more she understood that intimacy here was an ecosystem, not a rule.

But she didn’t shy away from inserting herself gently into the tension. During a late afternoon conversation in the living room, Ella sprawled across Brooke’s lap and looked up at her with lazy affection. “So what do you think of Ethan as the house leader now?” she asked.

Brooke stroked a hand across Ella’s hair thoughtfully. “I think he’s stepping into something he didn’t ask for but needed,” she said. “And I think he’s better at it than he realizes.”

Sydney flopped onto the couch beside them. “You should see the way he tries not to look like he’s blushing when Arianna listens to him.”

Arianna, passing behind the couch, paused in her steps. “I’m not doing anything unusual.”

Sydney smirked. “Right. You’re just glowing every time he gives an instruction.”

Arianna opened her mouth as if to respond, then closed it, choosing instead to continue toward the hall. Brooke watched her go with a soft curiosity. “I didn’t expect her to be that open,” she said quietly.

Ella moved onto her side so she could see Brooke’s face more clearly. “She’s not open,” she said. “She’s surrendered. There’s a difference.”

Brooke nodded slowly. “And Ethan holds that,” she murmured. “Even when he doesn’t mean to.”

One night, long after those conversations had taken place, when the house had quieted and the lights cast slow shadows across the walls, Ethan found himself standing in the doorway of the living room watching the three girls intertwine themselves across the couch in a soft tangle of limbs, sleepy laughter, and warm affection. Brooke rested her head on Ella’s shoulder while her hand idly traced patterns across Sydney’s arm, and the sight stirred something complicated in Ethan’s chest. He felt proud of them, grateful for them, protective of them, and yet somewhere beneath all of that, he felt jealous of the closeness they shared without him, the ease with which they created intimacy even in his absence.

Arianna approached him quietly from behind, her steps soft as she moved until her shoulder brushed gently against his. “They’re beautiful like that,” she said.

“Yes,” Ethan replied. “They are.”

Arianna turned her face toward him, her voice even quieter. “You’re beautiful when you lead.”

He didn’t answer because responding would’ve required a vulnerability he wasn’t ready to share, and she didn’t press him, because she already sensed more truth in his silence than anything he could’ve said aloud.

Brooke lifted her head from Ella’s shoulder, then, noticing Ethan and Arianna standing close together, she watched the way Arianna’s posture softened and the way Ethan’s breath seemed to shift when he felt Arianna leaning toward him. Brooke felt that familiar ache again, the desire to be part of the deeper intimacy the house offered, and she wondered how much space she would be allowed to carve out for herself in a dynamic that seemed to evolve moment by moment.

And although the house had become unstable again, thrumming with tension and shifting loyalties and new currents of affection that moved unpredictably through its rooms, it also felt undeniably alive, as if each of them were rediscovering the parts of themselves they’d lost under the weight of the winter that came before.

Transformation didn’t feel safe.

But it felt real.

And it felt electric.

Arianna’s transformation didn’t unfold gradually the way Ethan’s confidence had. It came in a sudden, startling shift that made the entire house recalibrate around her before they had even realized it was happening. One morning, she was simply quieter, more observant, more careful about interrupting. By the next afternoon, she was living in a state of instinctive responsiveness, watching Ethan with a focus so steady it felt like gravity itself had reoriented around him. She deferred to him without thinking, answered him the moment he spoke, and moved whenever he gestured, and although none of it was dramatic or forced, the speed of the change made everyone stop and stare whenever she slipped effortlessly into obedience.

Sydney noticed first. She nudged Ella while Arianna knelt near the coffee table, sorting through a stack of notebooks for Ethan. “Look at her,” she whispered, her voice equal parts awe and amusement. “She’s like a completely different person.”

Ella rested her chin on Sydney’s shoulder and whispered back, “She’s glowing. Ethan says her name once, and she’s halfway across the room.”

“That’s not normal,” Sydney said, though she was smiling as she said it. “She’s supposed to be intense. Not a kitten.”

Arianna didn’t seem to notice them whispering. She looked up at Ethan with an earnestness that made Ella let out a quiet laugh.

“Is this the order you wanted?” she asked him, lifting the notebooks slightly.

Ethan hesitated, caught off guard by the softness in her voice. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s fine. You don’t have to kneel, though. Sit with us.”

Arianna immediately rose and sat on the floor beside his chair, closer than necessary but not touching him. She didn’t look ashamed of the shift. She looked relieved.

Sydney leaned toward Ella again. “She needs a whole new category on the chore chart,” she whispered. “Arianna: emotional anchor and Ethan’s shadow.”

Ella covered her mouth, trying not to laugh. “Stop,” she whispered back. “She’ll hear you.”

But Arianna didn’t. Her eyes stayed fixed on Ethan, waiting for the next instruction.

Brooke sat on the couch beside the girls, her expression more analytical than amused. She had been in the house only a short time, but already she felt like she was learning the emotional map faster than expected, watching the way the others interacted, watching the deeper dynamics unfolding beneath the surface. She admired Arianna’s devotion, but she also studied it, trying to understand how such a powerful woman had shifted so quickly into something quieter, gentler, almost excruciatingly responsive to Ethan.

Sydney nudged Brooke’s knee. “You see this, right?” she whispered. “It’s wild.”

Brooke spoke softly. “It’s more than obedience. She’s reorganizing herself around him.”

Ella frowned thoughtfully. “That sounds dramatic.”

“It’s not dramatic,” Brooke said. “It’s accurate.”

Arianna glanced over at them as if sensing she was being discussed. Ella smiled at her and said, “We’re just admiring your dedication.”

Arianna blinked, unsure whether it was a tease or a compliment. “I’m just helping,” she said. “Ethan asked for organization.”

Sydney grinned. “He didn’t ask for worship, but here you are.”

Arianna flushed. “I’m not worshiping him.”

Brooke tilted her head. “Arianna, he told you to sit. You sat. Immediately.”

“That’s normal,” Arianna said firmly, though her cheeks warmed again. “He’s leading. I’m listening.”

Sydney whispered, “See what I mean,” and Ella had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.

Ethan, who had pretended not to hear any of this, rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Everyone needs to calm down,” he said. “She’s allowed to help me.”

Arianna looked relieved at his defense. Brooke, however, watched the exchange with a sharp, discerning gaze, noticing the way Arianna’s shoulders softened the moment Ethan validated her.

Later that afternoon, the four girls gathered in the kitchen without Ethan, chopping vegetables for dinner. Sydney and Ella worked in their usual rhythm, laughing and bumping into each other, while Arianna methodically sliced carrots with focused precision. Brooke stood at the counter stirring a pot, observing the girls with a calm that never broke.

Sydney said, “Arianna, hand me the salt.”

Arianna reached for it without hesitation.

Brooke watched the movement carefully.

A few minutes passed before Brooke said, almost casually, “Arianna, could you pass me the wooden spoon?”

She spoke without raising her voice, without expectation, without even looking directly at Arianna.

But Arianna responded instantly.

She set down her knife, reached across the counter, and placed the spoon gently into Brooke’s hand without questioning the request.

Ella’s eyebrows lifted. Sydney froze with a handful of chopped peppers halfway to the bowl.

Brooke blinked, surprised by the rush that moved through her. It was a lightness in her chest, a warmth in her hands, something like authority but quieter, almost seductive in the way it settled into her spine. “Thank you,” she said softly.

Arianna nodded. “Of course.”

Sydney turned slowly toward Ella. “Did she just obey Brooke?” she whispered.

Ella whispered back, “Instantly. Like Ethan.”

Sydney widened her eyes. “What is happening to her?”

Brooke placed the spoon down and turned toward Arianna. “You didn’t even hesitate,” she said.

Arianna blinked. “Should I have?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Brooke said. “I just… wasn’t expecting it.”

Arianna lowered her gaze. “I’m trying to be useful.”

Ella touched Arianna’s arm. “You’re always useful. You don’t have to be so intense about it.”

Brooke watched the interaction in silence, absorbing the subtle currents. She wasn’t trying to replace Ethan or compete with him. But she did feel something shift inside her as she realized that Arianna responded to her differently than she responded to the other girls. It wasn’t romantic, and it wasn’t dominant in the traditional sense. It was influence. Graceful influence. Effortless influence. And everyone in the room could feel it.

Sydney whispered to Ella again. “She’s gravitating to Brooke.”

Ella nodded slowly. “Yeah. And Brooke didn’t even try.”

Arianna, unaware of the silent conclusions forming around her, simply continued slicing vegetables with that same fervent concentration, as if doing well in the kitchen would earn her the approval she craved most.

Brooke stepped behind her, lightly brushing Arianna’s elbow. “You’re cutting them too small,” she said. “Try a little thicker.”

Arianna repositioned the knife immediately and adjusted the size of each slice.

Sydney stared openly now. “Oh my God,” she murmured. “She’s imprinting on Brooke.”

Ella whispered, “We’re reorganizing around her, and she doesn’t even know it.”

Brooke swallowed, unsure what to do with the flood of sensation that moved through her. She felt powerful, not in a domineering way but in a way that made her want to stand taller, speak more softly, and handle Arianna with a gentleness that felt strangely potent.

Arianna looked up at Brooke. “Is this right?” she asked.

Brooke nodded. “Yes. Exactly.”

Arianna’s shoulders loosened, and the smallest smile touched her lips.

Sydney let out a breath. “Well,” she said, “looks like the house has a new axis.”

Ella laughed softly. “And she didn’t even have to fight for it.”

Brooke looked at the three girls, then toward the hall where Ethan’s voice echoed faintly as he spoke on the phone, and she suddenly understood the new shape the house was growing into.

Ethan held authority.

But she held significance.

And Arianna, trembling softly with purpose and devotion, responded to both.


Chapter 6 — Brooke’s Ascendance

Brooke didn’t seize authority the way Arianna once had, with bold declarations and a presence that filled every room. She grew into it quietly, almost invisibly, until the girls found themselves orienting around her without ever deciding to. It began with simple interactions, like the way Sydney listened when Brooke gave advice, or the way Ella waited for Brooke’s reaction before offering her own, or the way Arianna looked to her for reassurance even when Ethan was in the room. These shifts were small at first, barely noticeable to someone who wasn’t paying attention, but Brooke noticed them and so did Ethan, though neither acknowledged the change aloud at the beginning.

One afternoon, the girls gathered in the living room to plan the weekend. Sydney sprawled across the couch, tossing a pillow back and forth between her hands, while Ella perched on the armrest, humming quietly. Arianna sat cross-legged on the rug with her notebook open, her posture perfectly straight as she waited for someone to begin. Brooke leaned against the doorway, arms folded loosely, watching the three of them with a confidence that seemed to increase every time one of them glanced toward her.

Ella broke the silence first. “Do we want to go out Saturday or stay in?” she asked. “I’m fine either way.”

Sydney answered without looking up. “I want to hear what Brooke thinks.”

Brooke lifted an eyebrow. “Why does it matter what I think?” she asked, though she already understood it did.

Sydney smiled lazily. “Because you’ve got the best instincts of any of us.”

Ella chimed in. “And you don’t get swept up in things. You’re steady.”

Arianna nodded with immediate agreement. “I trust Brooke’s sense of what the house needs.”

Brooke looked down at Arianna, surprised by the fervor in her voice. “You trust everyone,” she said softly.

Arianna shook her head. “Not like that.”

Sydney whistled under her breath. “Wow. Okay.”

Ella grinned. “That’s what we’ve been saying. She’s already your shadow.”

Arianna flushed but didn’t deny it. Brooke felt a quiet pull inside her, a warmth that settled just beneath her ribs, and she didn’t know whether it was pride, attraction, or something more complicated.

Before she could respond, Ethan entered the room with a stack of papers in his hand, stopping short when he saw the four of them together. “Planning something,” he asked.

Sydney kicked her feet up on the coffee table. “We’re trying. We were waiting on our unofficial social director.”

Brooke narrowed her eyes. “Please don’t call me that.”

Ella laughed. “You are though.”

Arianna’s gaze flickered toward Ethan before returning to Brooke. “We were waiting for her input.”

Ethan’s brow furrowed slightly as he took in the dynamic. “Since when does Brooke make the group decisions?” he asked.

Brooke shrugged. “I never said I do.”

Sydney sat up straighter. “You don’t have to say it. We just pay attention.”

Ethan crossed his arms, watching the three girls with a mixture of amusement and apprehension. “You know I’m technically in charge here,” he said.

Brooke met his eyes. “Technically,” she said, her tone even.

Sydney’s mouth fell open. “Oh my God, Brooke.”

Ella whispered, “She did not just say that.”

Arianna sat perfectly still, waiting to see how Ethan would respond.

For a moment, the room tightened around the two of them. Ethan stepped closer, placing his papers on the table with deliberate calm. “If you think you can run the house better than I can, you’re welcome to try,” he said.

Brooke tilted her head. “I never said I wanted to run it. I’m asking whether you can hold on to it.”

Ella sucked in a breath. “Brooke,” she whispered, “I need popcorn for this.”

Sydney leaned forward eagerly. “No, don’t interrupt. Let them do their thing.”

Arianna’s voice was soft but steady. “Ethan can hold it.”

Brooke looked at her. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Arianna said. “Absolutely.”

Brooke held Ethan’s gaze again. “Then show me.”

Ethan straightened. “You want me to prove I’m capable.”

“I want to know whether you believe you are,” Brooke said. “Because I’m not here to follow someone who doubts himself. I had enough of that before I moved here.”

Ella whispered, “She really is going to take over the world one day.”

Sydney nodded slowly. “I’d vote for her.”

Ethan stepped closer to Brooke, closing the space between them until the girls stopped joking and watched in weighted silence. “Alright,” he said quietly. “You want to test me. Fine. Here’s the first answer.”

He turned toward the girls. “We’re staying home Saturday,” he said. “Sydney will cook. Ella will pick the movie. Arianna will prep the space. Brooke will handle the drinks.”

Sydney frowned. “Why am I cooking again?”

Ethan gave her a look. “Because every time you cook, we spend the night watching you dance around the kitchen, and it puts everyone in a good mood.”

Sydney’s cheeks warmed. “Okay, that’s fair.”

Ella shrugged. “Movie duty is fine. I won’t screw it up. Probably.”

Arianna nodded quickly. “I’ll make the space perfect.”

Brooke lifted her chin slightly. “And the drinks,” she asked. “Why me?”

Ethan held her gaze. “Because you’re the only one who won’t try to sneak something reckless into the mix. You’ll keep it balanced.”

Brooke considered that, then gave a small nod. “Alright,” she said. “I’ll take that.”

Sydney looked around the room. “Well. That’s settled.”

Ella elbowed Brooke playfully. “You really tried to push him.”

Brooke didn’t deny it. “I wanted to see if he’d stand firm.”

Ethan exhaled slowly. “And what’s your verdict?”

Brooke smiled, slow and satisfied. “Better,” she said. “I thought you’d fold.”

Arianna looked at Brooke in awe. “Why would he fold?”

Brooke turned to her. “Because people do, Arianna. Especially when they’re used to being followed but not challenged.”

Arianna’s voice softened. “Ethan isn’t like that.”

Brooke placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “No,” she said. “He isn’t. And now I’ve seen proof.”

Ethan watched the interaction with a mixture of pride and unease, because Brooke’s influence was growing faster than he’d anticipated, and he could feel the house shifting around her step by step. He wasn’t losing control. Not exactly. But he was learning what it meant to lead in a space where he wasn’t the only one with gravity.

Brooke crossed the room toward him, stopping only a foot away. “I’m not here to undermine you,” she said quietly.

“I know,” Ethan replied. “You’re here to keep me on my toes.”

Brooke’s smile deepened. “Exactly.”

Sydney whispered to Ella, “They’re going to kill each other or run the world.”

Ella whispered back, “Maybe both.”

Arianna watched them with wide, steady eyes, her mind already shifting, already aligning, already preparing to follow the new balance taking shape in front of her.

The house had two centers now.

One built from authority.

One built on significance.

And every girl in the room could feel themselves being pulled toward the both of them.

Ethan waited until the house had gone quiet before confronting Brooke, because he didn’t want Sydney or Ella overhearing, and he especially didn’t want Arianna wandering past the door and picking up fragments that would twist her world in the wrong direction. Brooke entered his room with the same steady confidence she carried everywhere, lifting her shirt over her head before he’d even finished closing the door, and the sight of her calm, deliberate movements made his pulse tighten with a mixture of attraction and apprehension. He stepped behind her, brushing his fingers lightly along her spine as he spoke.

“Brooke,” he said softly, “what are you trying to do?”

She glanced over her shoulder with a faint smile. “Right now or in general.”

“In general,” he said. “Testing me, pushing Arianna, questioning decisions in front of the others. What’s your goal?”

Brooke slipped onto the bed, resting back against the pillows in a way that made her look both relaxed and impossibly composed. “I don’t know yet,” she said calmly. “I’m just following my instincts.”

He sat beside her, skeptical, his fingers drifting along her thigh in slow, thoughtful strokes. “You don’t strike me as someone who acts without purpose.”

“I don’t,” she admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I always understand the purpose right away.”

Ethan searched her face. “So you won’t tell me or you can’t?”

Brooke reached up and cupped the back of his neck, pulling him closer. “Why does it scare you?” she whispered.

“It doesn’t scare me,” he said, though both of them knew it wasn’t entirely true.

She smiled again, the kind of smile that hinted at layers beneath her calm. “Then why are you asking me what I want?”

“Because,” he said, lowering his lips to her collarbone, “I want to know how far you intend to push this. And how far you intend to push her.”

Brooke inhaled slowly as he kissed her shoulder. “Arianna,” she said softly, as if tasting the name. “I’ve been watching her.”

“I know,” he murmured, moving his hand across her waist as he lowered himself beside her.

Brooke didn’t shy away from the closeness. She traced her fingers down his chest and whispered, “She listens to me in a way I didn’t expect.”

Ethan looked up at her, his voice quiet. “And you like that?”

She held his gaze. “I do.”

He swallowed. “Because it gives you power.”

“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe I’m just fascinated that someone like Arianna could bend so easily. She used to be the most feared girl on campus. Now she waits for your approval like it’s the air that keeps her alive.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. “That’s not something I take lightly.”

Brooke ran her fingers along his cheek. “You shouldn’t take it lightly. And I’m not asking you to.”

He shifted slightly, his body pressing against hers in a slow, intimate rhythm that carried tension rather than explicit desire. “Brooke,” he said, his voice low, “are you trying to dominate her?”

She paused, considering the question. “I don’t know if dominate is the right word. But I’m curious about what she’ll give me. Curious about how deep that instinct runs in her. Curious about what it would feel like to have someone like Arianna yield.”

Ethan’s breath caught. “Do you want me to help you?”

Brooke watched him carefully. “Would you?”

His heart twisted then, not because the idea repelled him but because it excited him in a way that sparked something dangerously close to guilt. He loved Arianna, even if he hadn’t said it aloud, even if he barely admitted it to himself, and yet the thought of guiding her deeper into submission, not for his sake alone but for Brooke’s exploration, pulled at something buried and conflicted inside him.

He lowered his forehead to her shoulder, speaking into her skin. “What if I said yes?”

Brooke’s hand drifted slowly through his hair. “Then I’d ask you to show me how to read her. And show me how far she can go.”

He lifted his head and searched her eyes. “You’d want me to facilitate it?”

Brooke nodded once. “You have her devotion. I have her attention. Together, we could shape something she’s already asking for.”

Ethan exhaled, deep and uneven. “You’re not worried she’ll break?”

Brooke shook her head slightly. “I don’t think she will. I think she’ll find herself.”

He hesitated, torn between desire, loyalty, and fascination. “And what do you get out of it?”

Brooke’s expression softened, though her voice held a quiet charge. “I get to understand the part of me that feels alive when she listens. The part that wakes up when she follows my voice. The part that wonders what it would feel like to guide someone who used to guide everyone else.”

Ethan brushed his thumb across her lips. “And what do I get?”

Brooke kissed his thumb gently. “You get control. Real control. Not the reluctant leadership you’ve been carrying, but something shared, something intentional.” She waited a beat. “You get to shape the dynamic instead of just holding it together.”

“I don’t want to hurt her,” he whispered.

“You won’t,” Brooke said. “You’re gentler with her than you are with anyone.”

He didn’t respond because the truth of that was dangerous to speak.

Finally, Brooke whispered, “So. Do we explore this together?”

Ethan stared at the ceiling for a long, heavy moment before turning to her again. “We see how far she wants to go,” he said. “Carefully. Thoughtfully. And we don’t push her farther than she chooses.”

Brooke nodded. “Agreed.”

“And we keep this between us.”

“For now,” she said.

Ethan leaned forward and kissed her, slow and conflicted, neither fully invested nor fully detached. Brooke pulled him closer anyway, reading him with a kind of intuitive sharpness that made him feel exposed.

When they finally lay back against the pillows, tangled in breath and warmth but unsatisfied in a way neither of them voiced, Brooke whispered, “You’re still thinking about her.”

He didn’t deny it.

“And you’re still thinking about what it means to share her with me,” she added.

He didn’t deny that either.

Brooke watched him for a moment, then placed her hand on his chest. “We’ll figure it out,” she said gently. “You and me. And her.”

Ethan closed his eyes, feeling guilt curl around excitement in equal measure.

Because for the first time, he wasn’t just leading the house.

He was shaping its future.

And he wasn’t sure whether the power he held was a blessing or a burden.


Chapter 7 — The New Dynamic

Breakfast came together slowly the next morning, the kind of lazy weekday meal where everyone drifted into the kitchen at different speeds, still half-asleep and carrying the softness of early morning across their faces. Sydney poured coffee while humming under her breath, Ella shuffled in wearing one of Ethan’s old shirts tied loosely at the waist, and Arianna prepared fruit with quiet focus, slicing each piece with the same precise movements she always used when she wanted to feel centered. Brooke was the last to arrive, her steps unhurried, her expression sharp with thought, and the moment she entered the room the energy shifted, subtle and immediate like a current passing through them all.

Ethan sat at the table reading something on his phone, though he wasn’t really reading. He was waiting. He wanted to see what Brooke would do, what Arianna would do in response, and whether last night’s conversation had been a moment of impulsive desire or the beginning of something structural.

Brooke paused beside Arianna at the counter. “You’re cutting those too thick,” she said softly. “Do thinner slices.”

Arianna didn’t look up. “Yes, Brooke,” she said, adjusting immediately, her hands steady as she changed the rhythm of her movements.

Sydney nearly dropped the mug she was carrying. “Whoa,” she said. “Okay. That’s new.”

Ella looked between them. “Arianna, did you just say yes without question?”

Arianna’s cheeks flushed, but she didn’t falter. “She’s right. They look better this way.”

Brooke ran a single finger along Arianna’s shoulder in acknowledgment, a light touch that sent a ripple through the room. “Good,” she said. “Keep going.”

Ethan set his phone down, trying not to show how the scene tightened something warm and excited inside him.

Sydney leaned close to Ella and whispered, “Did she just give Arianna an order at breakfast?”

Ella whispered back, “And did Arianna just melt into it.”

Brooke turned toward the table. “Arianna, bring these to Ethan,” she said, lifting the plate of fruit slightly but not carrying it herself.

Arianna wiped her hands, lifted the plate, and set it in front of Ethan without hesitation. “Do you want anything else?” she asked him softly.

“No,” Ethan said, his voice steady. “This is perfect.”

Sydney stared openly. “Okay,” she said. “Someone explain to me why Arianna is suddenly Brooke’s personal servant.”

Arianna stiffened. “I’m not her servant.”

Brooke stepped behind her, placing one hand lightly on the small of her back. “No,” she said. “You’re not. But you’re learning.”

Ethan watched the way Arianna’s eyes softened under Brooke’s touch, and the weight of the moment made him speak before he planned to.

Sydney pointed her spoon at Ethan. “You. Explain. Now.”

Ella folded her arms. “Yes. Please do. Because I’m trying to figure out if this is a phase or a coup.”

Brooke looked curious. Arianna looked nervous. Ethan felt every pair of eyes land on him, and instead of dodging the question, he found himself leaning into it with a confidence that didn’t feel rehearsed.

“I approve,” he said, and the room froze. “More than that, I’m considering giving Brooke full control over Arianna.”

Arianna inhaled sharply, her eyes widening before she lowered her gaze in a slow, trembling acceptance.

Sydney’s mouth fell open. “Ethan. Are you serious?”

Ella stepped closer. “Full control. As in what exactly?”

Brooke stared at Ethan, stunned not by the idea but by his brazen willingness to say it aloud. “You’re offering me that?” she asked quietly. “Out loud. In front of everyone?”

Ethan met her eyes. “Yes. I am.”

Arianna touched the counter to steady herself, her voice barely audible. “I’m willing.”

Sydney pressed a hand to her forehead. “I need a minute. This is… a lot.”

Ella nodded quickly. “Same.”

But Brooke wasn’t flustered. She stepped toward Arianna with a calm that made the air hum. “Arianna,” she said softly. “Do you want this.”

Arianna lifted her head slowly and looked at Brooke as if recognizing something inevitable. “Yes,” she whispered. “I do.”

Brooke reached out and cupped Arianna’s cheek gently. “Then show them.”

Arianna dropped to the floor before anyone could interpret the instruction, lowering herself until she knelt at Brooke’s feet, her hands resting delicately on her thighs. Sydney gasped. Ella’s breath hitched. Ethan felt heat climb the back of his neck as Arianna leaned forward, pressing a soft, reverent kiss to the top of Brooke’s foot before lowering her head in a gesture that stunned the entire room.

Sydney whispered, “Holy… wow.”

Ella squeaked, “That wasn’t subtle.”

Arianna stayed still, breathing carefully, waiting for approval.

Brooke looked down at her with a calm, quiet smile, then lifted her gaze to Ethan with something like acknowledgment, something like acceptance of a role she hadn’t asked for but clearly wasn’t afraid of.

“Arianna,” Brooke said gently, “go up to my room and wait for me.”

Arianna rose without hesitation and padded out of the kitchen, her movements fluid, purposeful, and surrendered.

Silence stretched across the room.

Sydney exhaled loudly. “Okay. We need to talk.”

Ella nodded emphatically. “Immediately.”

Brooke took a deep breath and moved to the table, placing her hands on the back of a chair. “Here’s what I know,” she said. “Arianna responds to me. Strongly. I didn’t expect it. I’m not sure what it means or how far it goes. But I can feel the pull.”

Ella leaned forward. “And what don’t you know?”

Brooke looked thoughtful. “I don’t know how deep her willingness runs. I don’t know what she’s capable of giving or what she expects in return. I don’t know if she wants to follow me or if she needs it. But I can find out.”

Sydney covered her mouth. “This is insane. Fascinating, but insane.”

Brooke smiled slowly, turning her gaze to Ethan. “And I want to explore it. With Ethan’s support.”

Ethan felt something spark inside him, a heady mix of authority and thrill. “You have it,” he said.

Brooke grinned at him with a confidence that sent a shiver down his skin. “Good,” she said. “Then I’ll see how far this goes.”

Without waiting for a response, she turned and walked out of the kitchen, her steps calm, her head high, each movement carrying the unmistakable presence of someone stepping fully into her power.

Ethan watched her leave, his chest swelling with pride, guilt, excitement, and a sense of destiny all tangled into one.

Sydney looked at him and sighed. “You’ve officially lost your mind.”

Ella added, “Or you’ve finally found it.”

Ethan said nothing.

He simply smiled.

Because Brooke was right.

This was only the beginning.

Brooke paused outside her bedroom door for a moment, steadying herself as the weight of what had just happened in the kitchen settled through her body like a warm current. She hadn’t expected Ethan to speak so boldly, and she hadn’t expected Arianna to respond so completely, but now she felt a pull she couldn’t deny, a quiet thrill at the authority she suddenly held. When she pushed the door open, she found Arianna sitting on the edge of the bed, her posture straight, her hands folded in her lap, her hair falling over her shoulder in a way that looked both careful and unthinking, as if she had arranged herself without knowing she was doing it. Arianna looked up the moment Brooke entered, her eyes bright with anticipation.

Brooke closed the door gently behind her. “You came straight up,” she said.

Arianna nodded. “You told me to.”

Brooke crossed the room and sat beside her, leaving only a few inches of space between their bodies. “I want to talk,” she said quietly. “Really talk. I want to know everything. How you feel about Ethan. How you feel about the others. And most of all, how you feel about me.”

Arianna’s breath caught, and she stared at Brooke with a vulnerability that felt startling in its directness. Brooke waited without speaking, giving her space.

Arianna lowered her gaze for a moment before lifting it again. “I care about all of them,” she said. “Sydney is like a part of me I grew up with. Ella helps me breathe when things get heavy. And Ethan…” She hesitated before continuing. “Ethan is the person I trust most. I don’t know if I love him or something deeper than that, but it feels like my whole life makes sense when he looks at me. I don’t understand it fully. I just know I need him.”

Brooke listened carefully, watching the way Arianna’s hands twisted lightly in her lap even as her voice stayed steady.

“And the girls,” Brooke asked gently. “Do you love them too?”

Arianna nodded again. “Yes. In different ways. Sydney feels like home, like someone I grew into myself beside. Ella feels like warmth, like safety I didn’t know I needed. They’re important. Both of them.”

Brooke tilted her head. “And me,” she asked. “How do you feel about me, Arianna. Tell me honestly.”

Arianna’s voice softened, almost trembling. “I don’t understand it,” she said. “But it’s stronger. I feel pulled to you. Drawn to you. I want to listen to you. I want to do what you say. When you speak, I feel calm. When you look at me, I feel seen. And I don’t know why it’s happening so fast, but it feels right.”

Brooke inhaled slowly, her eyes narrowing in focus. “You feel it more strongly with me than with the others,” she asked.

“Yes,” Arianna whispered. “I do.”

Brooke leaned a little closer, studying her expression. “And how much do you like being sexual with girls?” she asked. “Not in general. With them. With us.”

Arianna took a moment, considering the question. “I don’t know,” she said softly. “I’ve been with Sydney. I’ve been with Ella. And it felt good, but I didn’t feel the same intensity. With you, I feel something different. I don’t even know what it is yet.”

Brooke nodded slowly. “So you’re not sure if you like girls,” she said, “or if you like me.”

Arianna’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I think it’s you.”

Brooke’s lips curved into a small, knowing smile. “Then prove it,” she said.

Arianna didn’t hesitate. She shifted closer, her breath unsteady but eager, her hands moving to Brooke with a confidence born entirely from trust rather than skill. What unfolded between them wasn’t explicit or hurried or driven by lust; it was a slow unveiling of emotion, devotion, and discovery. Arianna touched Brooke as if offering truth rather than seduction, and Brooke accepted each gesture with a quiet authority that deepened the connection between them.

Arianna leaned into her, pressing her forehead to Brooke’s cheek, her hands trembling slightly as she held Brooke’s waist. “Is this enough?” she whispered.

Brooke placed a hand at the back of Arianna’s neck, guiding her gently. “Keep going,” she murmured. “Show me how much of yourself you’re willing to give.”

Arianna did. She moved with a willingness that bordered on reverence, exploring Brooke’s body with careful, cautious affection, allowing Brooke to guide her through each small shift, each new touch, each deepening breath. Brooke didn’t rush her, didn’t push her, didn’t demand anything explicit. She simply received Arianna’s devotion as if accepting something delicate and sacred.

When Arianna finally rested her head against Brooke’s chest, the room was filled with a quiet heat, a soft hum of connection neither of them had expected to build so quickly.

Brooke stroked Arianna’s hair. “You really do feel differently with me,” she said.

Arianna nodded against her skin. “Yes. I do. I want to follow you.”

Brooke’s voice was low, thoughtful. “Good,” she said. “Because we’re only at the beginning.”

Arianna looked up at her, eyes bright and steady. “Tell me what comes next,” she whispered.

Brooke brushed her thumb across Arianna’s cheek. “I don’t know yet,” she said. “But we’re going to find out.”

Arianna relaxed into her again, and Brooke held her, already imagining the new shape of the household, already feeling the pull of the power they had begun to share.


Chapter 8 — The New Routine

The weeks that followed unfolded with a strange calm none of them had expected, as if the entire house had decided to exhale at the same time and discover a rhythm that suited the new structure far better than the chaos that had come before. Routine settled over Beta House in a way that felt almost domestic, though beneath that calm, there was a charged undertone no one could quite ignore. Ethan fell into his role as the leader with a confidence that had grown steadily since winter, giving instructions in the morning, mediating small arguments in the afternoon, and keeping a quiet watch on the emotional temperature of the house each night.

Brooke moved into her new authority with a grace that surprised even her, stepping into the role of guiding Arianna with a natural, effortless dominance that didn’t require force or loudness to be felt. Arianna followed her willingly, almost happily, her devotion to Brooke deepening each day in ways that left Ethan startled, impressed, conflicted, and undeniably drawn to the unfolding dynamic.

Sydney and Ella watched the changes with wide eyes, not unhappy but continually amazed. Over breakfast, they whispered to each other about Arianna’s obedience or Brooke’s quiet commands, not criticizing but marveling. There were moments when the two of them exchanged glances that said, without words, that none of this had been on the table when the year began, yet here they were living inside a structure that somehow felt stable even as it undercut every known pattern of the past two semesters.

One afternoon, Sydney nudged Ella as Arianna knelt next to Brooke on the living room rug, organizing a stack of notebooks at Brooke’s direction. Brooke said, “Put the blue ones on my desk and leave the red ones here,” and Arianna responded with a soft, immediate “Yes, Brooke,” before gathering the notebooks into piles that matched Brooke’s instructions exactly.

Ella whispered, “She didn’t even think about it.”

Sydney whispered back, “She hasn’t thought about anything in weeks except what Brooke wants. Ethan could sneeze, and she’d ask if he needed water. Brooke raises an eyebrow, and Arianna practically rearranges the solar system.”

Ella covered her mouth to muffle her laugh. “Do you think Ethan notices?” she asked.

“Of course, he notices,” Sydney said. “He’s not blind. He’s watching this like it’s a nature documentary.”

Ethan entered the room just then, catching the tail end of their whispering. “I can hear you,” he said, not unkindly.

Sydney grinned. “We weren’t hiding.”

Ella nodded. “We never hide. You just walk in at the most dramatic moments.”

Ethan ignored the teasing as his eyes drifted to the scene on the rug. Arianna placed the last red notebook in a neat stack, then sat back on her heels, waiting for Brooke’s next instruction. Brooke barely glanced up from her laptop before saying, “Sit at my feet,” and Arianna obeyed instantly, folding herself with fluid precision and settling against Brooke’s legs.

Ethan’s breath caught, the sight hitting him with a strange blend of delight and unease. “You two look comfortable,” he said.

Brooke looked up. “We are,” she replied. “Arianna knows her place here.”

Arianna spoke quietly. “I’m happy.”

Sydney raised her eyebrows. “She’s not even embarrassed.”

Ella said softly, “She likes it too much to be embarrassed.”

Brooke looked at Ethan. “Is there a problem with how I handle her?” she asked.

“No,” Ethan said. “There’s no problem.”

But as the days turned into weeks and the arrangement deepened, the steadiness of the routine began to feel almost too smooth, too unquestioned. Ethan watched Arianna defer to Brooke even in small things, watched Brooke experiment with small commands to see how far Arianna’s willingness reached, watched Sydney and Ella shake their heads with amazement at the whole affair, and he realized something was missing. Not conflict, not confusion. Something more structural. Something bigger.

Later that week, after nearly a month of this unnervingly seamless dynamic, Ethan called everyone downstairs for a formal meeting at the kitchen table. Sydney and Ella came first, curiosity bright on their faces. Arianna followed with the quiet grace she now carried, and finally Brooke arrived, crossing her arms as soon as she saw Ethan standing at the head of the table.

She sat down and said, “Why did you call a meeting? If someone had something to say, they should have said it earlier. We talk openly in this house.”

Ethan rested his hands on the back of a chair. “I’m the one who has something to say,” he replied. “And I wanted everyone here at the same time.”

Brooke narrowed her eyes. “You could have told me privately. Why didn’t you?”

“Because this needed to be said to all of you,” Ethan said. “It concerns everyone.”

Sydney leaned in. “What’s going on, Ethan. You look like you’re about to announce a coup.”

Ella whispered, “Or a wedding. Hard to tell.”

Arianna looked worried. “Ethan, is something wrong?”

He shook his head. “No. Nothing’s wrong. But something big is changing, and I need everyone’s opinion on what comes next.”

Brooke sighed. “Alright. What’s the problem you apparently couldn’t tell me in private?”

Ethan took a slow breath. “The problem is that the routine works too well. You’re in full control of Arianna. I’m in full control of the house. Sydney and Ella have found their places around the new structure. Everything has settled. But that’s exactly the issue. It’s not enough. Not for me. Not for us. Not for what the house is becoming.”

Sydney tilted her head. “What are you saying?”

Ella leaned closer. “You’re making me nervous.”

Brooke kept her arms folded but said nothing.

Ethan’s voice grew steadier. “I don’t want this to be temporary. I don’t want it to be experimental. I want it to be formal. I want us to commit. All of us.”

Arianna gasped softly. Ella’s mouth fell open. Sydney whispered, “Holy… wait.”

Brooke straightened. “Commit to what?” she asked. “Say it.”

Ethan met her eyes. “I want to give you permanent authority over Arianna,” he said. “Not just day to day. Not just informally. I want to make it part of the fabric of this house.”

Arianna’s hands trembled with something that looked frighteningly close to joy.

Sydney sat back, stunned. “Ethan. That’s huge.”

Ella’s voice cracked. “You’re serious.”

Brooke stared at him, stunned that he’d spoken the words so directly. “You mean it,” she asked.

“Yes,” Ethan said. “Fully.”

Arianna turned toward Brooke, her voice a whisper. “Do you… want that?”

Brooke didn’t answer right away. Her eyes stayed locked on Ethan, searching him for hesitation. “This changes everything,” she said.

Ethan nodded. “I know. That’s why I called the meeting. I don’t want this to be a quiet, accidental shift. I want it to be a chosen one. I want it to mean something.”

Arianna breathed, “Please. Say yes.”

Brooke slowly exhaled. “I still need to think,” she said. “But I’m not rejecting it. I just need to understand the consequences of becoming the person Arianna depends on in ways she doesn’t depend on anyone else.”

Ethan looked almost relieved. “We’ll figure it out together. But I needed it out in the open.”

Sydney shook her head with a dazed smile. “This house is going to implode or ascend to the heavens.”

Ella whispered, “Honestly, both options sound accurate.”

Brooke looked at Ethan again, and something slow and dangerous flickered across her expression. “I’ll need to speak to Arianna alone,” she said. “Before I answer.”

Arianna nodded eagerly. “Yes. Anything you want.”

Ethan felt the thrill return, the same electric spark he had felt in the kitchen. “Then go,” he said quietly, letting the new dynamic settle into the air like thick, warm smoke.

Brooke rose, touched Arianna’s chin lightly, and said, “Come upstairs.”

Arianna followed instantly.

Sydney and Ella stared after them.

Ethan watched Brooke leave the kitchen with Arianna at her heels, and he couldn’t help the way his chest swelled.

Because for the first time, he wasn’t just leading the house.

He was shaping it.

And the house was reshaping itself around the two women he loved: one who followed, one who led.

Brooke closed the bedroom door behind them and waited until Arianna sat on the edge of the bed before she spoke. The room felt warmer than usual, charged by the tension that had followed them up the stairs, and Brooke leaned against the dresser for a moment as if she needed to gather her thoughts before taking another step. Arianna looked up at her with wide, devoted eyes, and Brooke felt that quiet pull again, that strange mixture of power and responsibility that she had never asked for but could no longer deny.

“Sit back,” Brooke said softly. “I need to ask you something, and I want you to answer me honestly.”

Arianna nodded and slid back until her knees bent at the edge of the mattress, her hands resting on her thighs in the careful, attentive way she had adopted since the beginning of their new dynamic.

Brooke crossed the room and sat beside her, close enough for their knees to touch but far enough that Arianna wouldn’t mistake the conversation for a command. “Did you mean what you said downstairs?” Brooke asked. “All of it. About wanting me to have real authority over you.”

Arianna swallowed and nodded immediately. “Yes. I meant every word.”

“This isn’t a game,” Brooke said. “This isn’t a small commitment. If I accept this, if I take you seriously, I need to know you’re not going to change your mind in a week. I don’t want to be jerked around if everything falls apart.”

Arianna’s eyes welled, sudden and sharp, and she lifted her hands to her face for a moment before forcing them down again. “I’m not going to change my mind,” she whispered. “Brooke, the relief I’ve felt since I gave up control to you has been… life-changing. I didn’t know how much the old role was crushing me until I let it go. I didn’t know how good it could feel to follow someone who sees me clearly.”

Brooke’s voice softened. “You could say that about Ethan, too.”

Arianna shook her head. “It’s different with him. And it’s different with you.”

Brooke turned slightly on the bed. “Then tell me how he fits into all of this. Because if this is going to work, he has to be part of the equation.”

Arianna wiped a tear from her cheek. “We need to convince him to be your dom,” she said, her voice trembling but certain.

Brooke blinked. “My dom,” she repeated, as if the idea hadn’t occurred to her even once. “Arianna, I’m not a sub. I’m not even sure I know how to be one. And the experience of having you follow my voice, respond to me, give yourself to me like that… it thrills me. I’m not sure I could give that up.”

Arianna reached for her hand, squeezing it gently. “You don’t have to give it up. That’s the point.”

Brooke stared at her. “Explain.”

“Look at how well Ethan handles us,” Arianna said. “Look at how he handled the meeting. Look at how he handles you. He isn’t dominating you, but he directs the house. He leads all of us. And you direct me. That doesn’t have to change. It can be part of the structure.”

“You’re talking about making this permanent,” Brooke said. “You’re talking about building a hierarchy with Ethan at the top, then me, then you.”

Arianna nodded slowly. “Yes.”

Brooke leaned forward, elbows on her knees, processing the idea with a mixture of shock and something dangerously close to excitement. “And you think he’ll agree to that.”

Arianna’s voice warmed. “I think we can make him want it. He’s halfway there already. You saw him downstairs. You heard him. He isn’t afraid of power anymore. He’s hungry for it.”

Brooke let out a slow breath. “I didn’t know you had this in you,” she said. “This depth. This clarity.”

Arianna smiled through her tears. “I gave it up because it was killing me. And because I realized where I belong.”

Brooke reached out and brushed a tear from Arianna’s cheek. “I’m still shocked you said those things in front of everyone.”

“I didn’t plan to,” Arianna said. “It just came out. Because it’s the truth.”

Brooke sat back, still absorbing the shape of the proposal. “What about Sydney and Ella?” she asked. “They’re part of the house, too. If things shift this dramatically, how do they fit into all of this? They’re not subs. They’re not doms either. They’re something else entirely.”

Arianna’s lips curved in a sly, quiet smile that Brooke had never seen from her before. “Let me see what I can do.”

Brooke stared at her, surprised by the sudden confidence beneath the softness. “Arianna,” she said slowly, “are you planning something?”

Arianna shook her head lightly. “Not planning. Just understanding. Sydney and Ella aren’t going to fight the new structure. They already feel it. They just need the right nudge.”

Brooke’s pulse quickened. “You’re serious?”

“Yes,” Arianna whispered. “Completely.”

Brooke looked at her for a long moment, torn between disbelief and exhilaration. The power dynamic shifting in front of her was larger and more intricate than anything she had imagined when she arrived at Beta House, and now, as she sat on the bed beside Arianna, she realized she was no longer being pulled into Ethan and Arianna’s system.

She was helping define it.

Arianna rested her head on Brooke’s shoulder, her voice soft and steady. “We’re building something new,” she said. “We just have to be brave enough to finish it.”

Brooke swallowed hard, her hand drifting to Arianna’s back. “We will,” she whispered. “I think we already are.”


Chapter 9 — Closing the Circle

Life inside Beta House shifted slowly at first, so slowly that none of them could say the exact moment Brooke’s authority extended beyond Arianna, but it became undeniable sometime around the middle of the fourth week, when Sydney and Ella found themselves listening a little more closely to Brooke’s voice and hesitating a little less when she gave instructions in her calm, steady tone. It wasn’t obedience at the beginning, at least not in the way Arianna responded to her, but the house had already reorganized itself around a new center of gravity, and the girls moved with its pull even when they pretended they were resisting it.

It started one morning when Brooke entered the kitchen and said, “Sydney, wash the fruit. Ella, set the table.”

Ella blinked. “Are we… taking orders now?” she asked, waiting for Ethan to intervene.

Ethan sipped his coffee without looking up. “If you disagree, you can say so,” he said. “But Brooke’s been helping keep the house organized.”

Sydney crossed her arms. “So this is a thing now. Brooke snaps and we move.”

Arianna stood near the sink, drying her hands. “She’s not snapping,” she said softly. “She’s leading.”

Brooke raised an eyebrow. “Is that a problem?”

Sydney opened her mouth, then closed it. “I mean… no. Not exactly.”

Ella sighed. “I guess not. I just didn’t realize the structure was expanding.”

“It is,” Arianna said. “And it feels right.”

Brooke turned toward Ethan. “What about you? Any objections?”

Ethan met her gaze. “None.”

Brooke smiled, faintly but unmistakably, and Sydney and Ella exchanged a look of disbelief before they carried out the tasks without further argument.

From that day forward, Brooke continued to speak with the same quiet confidence, and Sydney and Ella found their resistance weakening not because they lacked strong personalities but because Brooke never pushed too hard. She asked things calmly, expectantly, and the household seemed to agree that moving with her was easier than moving against her. Ella began to seek Brooke’s input before making decisions about the common areas. Sydney found herself checking Brooke’s expression whenever she entered a room. And Brooke accepted these small shifts without gloating or theatrics; she simply grew into the authority Ethan had allowed her to explore.

Arianna encouraged the transition at every turn, drifting beside Brooke like a devoted shadow, reinforcing her decisions in a tone that felt reverent. When Brooke corrected Sydney’s habit of leaving her shoes in the living room, Arianna murmured, “She’s right. It keeps the space clean.” When Brooke assigned Ella to organize the pantry one afternoon, Arianna said, “Ella’s good at that. It will look perfect.” It wasn’t persuasion so much as validation, and the more Arianna affirmed Brooke’s authority, the more natural it became for the others to follow.

One evening, while Ethan prepared dinner, Brooke approached Sydney and Ella at the counter. “I want you both in my room tonight after dinner,” she said.

Ella blinked. “Why?”

Brooke shrugged lightly. “Because I want you there.”

Sydney glanced toward Ethan. “Is this… are we… I mean, is this something he approves of?”

Ethan set down the knife he was using and leaned against the counter. “If Brooke invited you,” he said, “then I’m fine with it.”

Ella swallowed. “So this is happening.”

Arianna stood beside Brooke, her voice full of gentle encouragement. “You’ll like it,” she said. “Just trust the structure.”

Sydney muttered, “Please stop sounding like a cult brochure,” but her cheeks flushed, betraying her interest.

That night became the first of many evenings when Ethan found himself sharing a bed with Brooke and one of the other girls, each encounter gentle, intimate, and warm rather than chaotic or competitive. Brooke invited Sydney first, Ella the next night, Sydney again a week later, and Ella again after that, settling into a rhythm that felt strangely natural. Ethan never pushed for more. Brooke never requested more than he offered. And the girls accepted their place in the new structure with a mixture of surprise and reluctant excitement.

Arianna, however, remained outside those nights, not excluded but redirected. Brooke had insisted on it.

“You’re not sharing him with us,” she told Arianna one evening. “Not during these nights. Your intimacy with Ethan is different.”

Arianna lowered her gaze. “Then where do I sleep?”

Brooke tapped her chin thoughtfully. “At the foot of the bed,” she said. “Near him. Near us. But separate.”

Arianna looked startled. “On the floor?” she whispered.

“On a cushion,” Brooke said. “I’ll order one.”

“Why?” Arianna asked, her voice trembling. “Why do you want that?”

Brooke stepped close and touched her cheek with a kind of gentleness that felt almost contradictory to the firmness of her instruction. “Because it completes the structure,” she said. “Because your place is with me and near him. Because your presence matters. And because you said you felt relief when you surrendered.”

Arianna’s throat tightened. “I did,” she whispered. “I do.”

“So trust me,” Brooke said.

The cushion arrived a day later. It was soft, thick, and aesthetically neutral, placed deliberately at the foot of Ethan’s bed. The first night Arianna settled onto it, she felt shame coil around her ribs like something sharp and intimate. She heard the soft murmurs of Brooke, the quiet laughter of Sydney, and the gentle sighs that filled the room even though nothing explicit happened. The sounds were emotional, intimate, physical only in the sense of closeness rather than explicit contact, but they pierced Arianna all the same. She curled into a tight shape, trying not to cry, even as the relief of following Brooke’s instruction washed over her.

In the morning, she didn’t hide her shame. Brooke knelt beside her cushion and stroked her hair. “You did well,” she said. “This is part of it.”

Arianna nodded, tears streaming silently. “I’m trying.”

“I know,” Brooke whispered. “And you’re doing beautifully.”

Ethan watched from the bed, silent and tense, guilt and excitement pulling him in opposite directions. He hadn’t asked for this part of the dynamic, yet he didn’t reject it. He saw Arianna’s devotion. He saw Brooke’s leadership. He saw Sydney and Ella’s acceptance. And he realized, with a shock that made him inhale sharply, that the house had entered a new shape he couldn’t have predicted even months ago.

A circle had closed.

He was at the center.

Brooke was beside him.

The girls were arranged around them in a structure born from need, desire, and the strange peace that came from surrender.

And for the first time since he stepped into leadership, Ethan felt not just responsible.

He felt chosen.

Arianna had never expected the new routine to feel so heavy on her chest, not because she regretted surrendering to Brooke or giving up leadership, but because the structure that made the house stable also closed doors she hadn’t fully understood she was losing. Each night when she carried her cushion to Ethan’s room, she reminded herself that Brooke’s rules were meant to keep her grounded and secure. Yet as she settled at the foot of the bed and listened to the soft murmurs above her, she felt a twisting ache that had nothing to do with the cushion or the floor. She missed being beside Ethan. She missed the warmth of his body, the safety of his arms, the gentle way he once drew her into him without thinking. She missed the closeness she had never cherished properly until it was gone, and now that she no longer had access to his bed, she realized how much of her identity had been wrapped around being chosen by him.

She tried not to think about it. She tried to focus on Brooke’s guidance, on the stability Brooke offered, on the strange joy she felt whenever Brooke gave her an instruction. But at night, when the room went quiet except for soft voices and shifting sheets, Arianna curled in on herself and pressed her face to the cushion, wondering if this was her new place forever. She wondered if Brooke intended to claim Ethan entirely. She wondered if she had been given away. And although she felt devotion to Brooke, and although she trusted Brooke’s authority, the thought of losing Ethan completely made tears burn behind her eyes.

After two weeks, she found herself slipping away during the afternoons, wandering the hallways as if she were looking for something she couldn’t name, and she became quiet enough that even Sydney stopped teasing her, and Ella began hovering like she expected Arianna to break open without warning.

One evening, as Arianna quietly prepared tea in the kitchen, Ethan walked in and saw her shoulders shake as she turned away from the stove. He watched her for a moment before stepping behind her. “Arianna,” he said, his voice gentle, “look at me.”

She froze, then turned slowly, her eyes wet. “I’m fine,” she said, even though the words trembled.

“You’re not,” Ethan replied quietly. “Come with me.”

He led her into the small guest room across the hall, the one no one used now that he and Brooke shared the largest bedroom, and he closed the door softly behind them. Arianna stood near the window with her hands clasped tightly, staring at the floor because she didn’t trust herself to meet his eyes.

“Arianna,” Ethan said, stepping closer, “what’s going on? Talk to me.”

She shook her head. “I can’t.”

“You can,” he insisted. “You always can with me.”

The tears spilled before she could stop them. “I miss you,” she whispered. “I miss being close to you. I miss sleeping next to you. I miss feeling like I matter to you. I know I shouldn’t feel this way, and I know I shouldn’t say it, but I feel like I’m disappearing.”

Ethan’s expression softened. “You’re not disappearing.”

Arianna covered her face with her hands, her voice breaking. “What if Brooke wants to get rid of me so she can have you to herself? What if you let her?”

Ethan reached out and gently pulled her hands away from her face. “Arianna,” he said firmly, “I would never let that happen.”

She stared up at him, her voice shaking. “Are you sure? Because I’m not in your bed anymore. I’m not part of the nights. I’m not part of you the way I used to be. Brooke has everything now. She has you. She has me. She has the whole house.”

Ethan cupped her jaw with both hands, forcing her to look directly at him. “Listen to me,” he said, his eyes bright with emotion. “I love you more now than I ever have. Watching you find relief in Brooke’s guidance has made me feel closer to you, not more distant. Seeing how brave you’ve been, how trusting, how willing to let go of the weight you were carrying, it amazes me. I’m not losing you. I’m in awe of you.”

Arianna’s breath caught. “But I feel left out. I feel like I’m watching my own life from that bed on the floor.”

“I know,” Ethan said softly. “And I should have checked on you sooner.”

She looked down again. “Brooke won’t let me bring it up. I can’t ask her for anything that sounds like a request. I can’t question her decisions.”

Ethan was quiet for a moment. “Maybe you should talk to her about it,” he suggested gently.

Arianna shook her head immediately. “I can’t. Not now. Not after everything. I’m not supposed to challenge her. I’m not supposed to question the rules she sets. I can’t look her in the eye and ask for something she didn’t offer.”

Ethan exhaled slowly, realizing the depth of her surrender. “Arianna,” he said, “are you saying you’re afraid to speak to her about your needs?”

She closed her eyes, the truth settling heavily in her chest. “I’m not afraid,” she whispered. “I’m obedient. I don’t have needs anymore unless she approves of them.”

Ethan stepped closer, his forehead touching hers. “You’re not losing yourself,” he whispered. “You’re learning a new version of yourself.”

Arianna let out a shuddering breath. “It feels like I’m in her hands now. Completely. I’m hers. And I don’t know if I’ll ever get back what I had with you.”

“You will,” Ethan said quietly. “But it will be different. And it will happen slowly. And Brooke will understand once she knows. She isn’t trying to take your place.”

Arianna shook her head. “I can’t tell her. I can’t say those words to her. You saw how I changed. I’m hers now. I don’t push. I don’t question. I just follow.”

Ethan studied her, the truth hitting him with a force he didn’t expect. Arianna wasn’t just submitting.

She was surrendered.

Fully. Completely. Permanently.

At Brooke’s mercy.

He reached out and pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly as she sobbed into his chest, her heart heavy with longing and fear and devotion. He stroked her back slowly, whispering calming truths, promising she wasn’t forgotten, promising she still mattered, promising she would never be abandoned.

But deep inside, Arianna understood something before Ethan said a word.

She wasn’t just part of the new structure.

She was bound to it.

To Brooke.

To Ethan.

To the house.

And to a role that now defined her completely.


Chapter 10 — The Year-End Party

The last week of the semester brought a mixture of exhaustion and exhilaration to the house, and Brooke decided that the new dynamic they had built deserved a celebration. She announced it at breakfast with the kind of offhand certainty that always seemed to settle the room. “We should have a party,” she said as she stirred her coffee. “Invite people over. Mark the end of this chapter. Show them who we are now.”

Sydney perked up immediately. “A party is actually perfect. We haven’t done anything all semester except reorganize our personalities.”

Ella laughed. “Speak for yourself. My personality is flawless.”

Arianna sat quietly at the table, her hands folded neatly, her body already carrying the heightened stillness she wore whenever Brooke set a tone for the day. “What should I do?” she asked softly.

Brooke looked at her. “You’ll be as you are,” she said. “Open. Honest. Present.”

Arianna nodded, understanding the implication. Her nudity at the event was not a surprise; it was part of the new structure, a symbol of her surrender and the clarity it had brought her. She accepted it without hesitation, though Ethan saw the faint tremor in her hands as she picked up her tea.

On the day of the party, the house buzzed with preparation. Sydney arranged trays of food, Ella strung soft lights through the living room, Brooke organized the guest list, and Ethan moved through the space with a careful eye, checking details without micromanaging. Arianna prepared herself slowly, kneeling in Brooke’s room while Brooke braided her hair, the intimacy of the moment grounding her even as anticipation twisted in her chest.

Half an hour before guests were expected to arrive, Brooke called everyone to the living room. “Gather,” she said. “I have something to give Arianna before people get here.”

Sydney and Ella exchanged a glance of excitement. Ethan looked toward Brooke with polite curiosity, unaware of what she had planned. Arianna stood near the center of the room, her breath shallow but steady as Brooke carried in a small box wrapped in pale paper.

Brooke placed the box into Arianna’s hands. “This is for you,” she said. “Open it.”

Arianna hesitated for only a second before lifting the lid. As soon as she saw the contents, her fingers shook. Her eyes rose to Brooke’s face, full of tears she fought to contain. Ethan took a step forward, unsure whether to comfort her or protect her, but Brooke lifted a hand in calm indication that he should wait.

Sydney whispered, “What is it?” unable to restrain her curiosity.

Ella whispered back, “Wait, let her show us.”

Arianna lifted the object carefully from the box. A collar. Smooth. Simple. Unadorned. Not sexual. Not dramatic. A symbol. A clear mark of the new dynamic she had willingly stepped into. Acknowledgment of her submission, her trust, her chosen place in the house.

Ethan felt his breath leave him all at once.

He didn’t know if she was thrilled or terrified. He didn’t know if she felt honored or humiliated. Her tears gave away nothing except the depth of her emotion.

“Arianna,” Brooke said softly, “look at me.”

Arianna raised her eyes. Her voice broke. “I’m here,” she whispered.

“Do you accept this?” Brooke asked. “Do you accept what it means for the house? For me? For you?”

Arianna’s tears spilled over. “Yes,” she said. “I accept. I want it.”

Brooke stepped forward, taking the collar gently from Arianna’s hands. She lifted it to Arianna’s neck with care, fastening it slowly, purposefully, making sure each movement was seen. Arianna closed her eyes as the collar settled against her skin, her breath trembling, her posture softening in a way that struck Ethan in the chest.

Then Brooke reached back into the box and lifted the leash.

Ethan felt heat and cold rush through him at the same time.

Sydney whispered, “Oh my God.”

Ella’s hand flew to her mouth.

Brooke clipped the leash onto the collar with a faint metallic click that seemed to echo through the entire room.

Then she turned.

She held out the other end of the leash to Ethan.

Not to Arianna.

Not to the room.

To Ethan.

Her voice was calm but resonant. “Take it,” she said. “If you approve.”

Arianna trembled. Not from fear. From expectation. From devotion. From the overwhelming vulnerability of being offered, publicly, between the two people who mattered most to her.

Ethan stared at the loop Brooke held out to him, his heart pounding in his throat. He felt appalled for one breath, because the symbol was so extreme, so intimate, so loaded with meaning. Then another wave followed it, almost dizzying in its force, because he was thrilled. The image of Arianna standing before him, already surrendered, already trusting, already committed, made something deep and powerful unfurl inside him.

Sydney stepped back, shocked. “Ethan,” she whispered. “What’s happening?”

Ella whispered, “This is… this is enormous.”

Brooke did not move her arm. “This is your choice,” she said. “If you take it, then you are part of this structure openly and completely. If you give it back to me, I take full authority. If you refuse both, then tonight will be chaos.”

Arianna’s tears fell freely now. “Ethan,” she whispered, “please.”

Ethan stepped forward, slowly, as if drawn by something he couldn’t resist. He looked at Brooke, then at Arianna, then back again. “You’re giving me a choice,” he said quietly.

Brooke nodded. “Yes. For one moment. One final moment.”

Arianna whispered, “Please choose.”

Ethan inhaled deeply.

Brooke watched him steadily, a faint, knowing smile on her lips, the smile of someone who understood that whatever he chose tonight would change the entire house.

And he reached out—his fingers brushing the loop—the weight of the moment settling across all four of them like a curtain falling before the first act of a play none of them fully understood yet.

Brooke waited until Arianna’s collar was fully fastened and the leash hung loosely from Ethan’s hand before she stepped back and looked around the room with a slow, assessing calm. She saw Ethan’s stunned expression, the way his breath caught in a mixture of awe and shock. She saw Arianna trembling with emotion, completely surrendered, completely open. She saw Sydney and Ella standing together near the dining table, wide-eyed and pale, clearly not expecting the night to turn into something so consequential, so irreversible.

Brooke allowed the silence to settle for a moment, letting the weight of what she had created permeate the air before she finally spoke. “Sydney,” she said, her voice steady. “Ella. Get the boxes behind the chair.”

Both girls turned sharply toward the corner of the room where the two identical boxes sat, their faces shifting from confusion to apprehension as they recognized the shape, the size, the wrapping. Sydney whispered, “No way,” while Ella whispered in return, “Oh my God. Brooke, what did you do?”

Brooke didn’t answer. She simply watched them.

Sydney reached for the first box, her hands shaking slightly. Ella picked up the second, glancing at Ethan as though he might intervene, but Ethan remained silent, still processing the moment with a stunned stillness that made Brooke’s pulse quicken.

The girls returned to the center of the living room, where Brooke stood between Ethan and Arianna, who knelt quietly with her leash trailing toward the floor. The scene felt almost ceremonial, not because Brooke had planned it that way, but because the air itself felt heavy with meaning.

“You two have a choice to make as well,” Brooke said. “We have been moving toward this moment for weeks. We have all felt it.”

Sydney swallowed hard. “Brooke, are we really doing this?”

Ella’s voice was softer. “Are you asking us to… join her?”

Ethan cleared his throat as if preparing to speak, but Brooke lifted a hand and silenced him without even looking in his direction. She felt the authority ripple outward from the gesture, felt the way Sydney and Ella’s gazes clung to her, felt the way Arianna bowed her head even lower in instinctive response.

“You know what I am asking of you,” Brooke continued. “And you must decide. I will not force this on you.”

She took the boxes from their hands and returned them deliberately. “These are yours to open. Or not. But if you want what I want, if you want to belong to something deeper than whim or confusion or curiosity, then you must understand that there will be no going back. This decision will be as permanent as Arianna’s.”

Sydney’s breath hitched. “Permanent? How permanent?”

Brooke reached into the pocket of her dress and withdrew three small silver locks, each one glinting faintly under the ceiling light. She held them up so all three girls could see. “Permanent,” she repeated. “One lock for each collar.”

Ella leaned closer. “Where are the keys?”

Brooke looked at her, unblinking. “There are no keys. I got rid of them.”

Sydney gasped. “You threw them out?”

“Yes,” Brooke said. “If you choose this, then you choose it fully.”

Ethan stepped forward, his voice low. “Brooke, if there are no keys, then who controls what happens next?”

Brooke turned toward him with a calm that made his question almost irrelevant. “I do,” she said simply. “I hold the power to lock them, and I hold the power to keep the house balanced. They will wear my collars because they choose to. They will stay because they want to. And I will honor their trust.”

Sydney looked at Ella nervously. “And we would have to be naked too,” she said. “Like Arianna?”

Brooke nodded. “Yes.”

“All the time?” Sydney asked, voice breaking.

“Yes,” Brooke said. “All the time.”

Ethan exhaled. “Starting now?”

“Yes,” Brooke repeated. “Starting now.”

Sydney stared at the box in her hands, then at Ella, then at Arianna kneeling quietly beside Brooke. “Ella,” she whispered, “I’m scared.”

Ella squeezed her hand. “Me too. But this feels right. And I think I want it.”

Sydney nodded slowly, her breath trembling.

Then, in unspoken unity, Sydney and Ella began to undress.

Not seductively. Not performatively. Simply and respectfully.

The air in the room tightened with emotion as they folded their clothes and stood before Brooke, vulnerable and willing. Arianna watched them with shining eyes, her expression a mixture of pride and awe.

Brooke stepped forward, taking Sydney’s box first. Sydney opened it with shaking hands and revealed her collar. Brooke lifted it with both palms and said, “Do you choose this?”

Sydney looked at Ethan, then at Brooke. “Yes,” she whispered.

Brooke fastened the collar around her neck, then clipped the leash, letting it hang loosely at Sydney’s front. The small silver lock clicked shut with a soft finality that made Sydney inhale sharply.

Ella stepped forward next, already crying. “I want mine,” she said. “Please.”

Brooke opened Ella’s box for her, lifted the collar, and repeated the same question. “Do you choose this?”

“Yes,” Ella whispered fiercely. “I choose it.”

The lock clicked again, quiet but undeniable.

Just then, a knock sounded at the front door.

Soft. Polite. Completely unaware of the transformation inside the house.

Brooke stepped back, surveying the three girls kneeling or standing before her with their collars gleaming faintly in the dim light. She looked at Ethan, the only one still fully clothed, the only one holding no physical symbol of their new order.

“Let our guests in, Ethan,” she said.

He swallowed hard, overwhelmed by what he saw before him, yet irreversibly part of it now.

And he turned toward the door.


Epilogue — The House They Built

The semester ended the way a storm ends, not with quiet exactly, but with a sense that everything which could break had finally broken and everything which could heal had begun to heal in new and unfamiliar shapes. The house settled into a rhythm that felt organic rather than forced, a pattern none of them had planned, yet all of them recognized. Morning light drifted through the curtains in soft gold bands, touching the hardwood floor and the edges of blankets left out from the night before, and in those early hours, Arianna always woke first. She rose from her cushion at the foot of Ethan’s bed with a stillness that felt both ritualistic and personal, brushing her hair back as she knelt quietly beside Brooke, waiting for the moment Brooke’s eyes opened so she could greet the new day with the calm that had replaced the frantic tightness she once carried everywhere.

Sydney and Ella woke a little later, tangled together more often than not, their laughter the first sound that filled the kitchen each morning. They moved through the space without hesitation now, comfortable in their bodies, comfortable in their roles, comfortable in the unusual intimacy that had become the architecture of the house. They slipped easily into the tasks Brooke assigned the night before, sometimes teasing each other, sometimes working in quiet companionship, but always returning to Brooke or Ethan for direction in a way that no longer felt strange.

Brooke emerged last, usually barefoot and still sleepy, but carrying herself with the quiet certainty of someone who had grown into her authority through instinct rather than ambition. She never raised her voice, but the room always shifted slightly when she entered, and the girls oriented themselves around her with a naturalness that made Ethan pause almost every morning when he walked into the kitchen. He would see Arianna at Brooke’s side, see Ella leaning against the counter awaiting instruction, see Sydney swinging her leg over a chair while watching Brooke with half-mockery and half-admiration, and he would realize, with a warmth he never spoke aloud, that this was the house they had built together.

Ethan moved among them like a steady current, guiding rather than commanding. His authority felt different from Brooke’s. Hers was rooted in presence. His was rooted in clarity. She anchored the emotional landscape; he anchored everything else. The two of them made the house feel balanced, and the girls, in turn, seemed to know exactly whom to approach for which needs.

The days unfolded in this unspoken choreography, each girl serving an essential function in the strange constellation they had formed, and none of them questioned it anymore. The routine that had once felt precarious now felt like a well-worn path, smooth and familiar, carrying them from morning tasks to afternoon reprieves to evenings filled with conversation that stretched long into the night.

It was on one of those quiet nights, long after final exams had ended and the campus beyond their walls had emptied for summer, that Ethan found himself standing at the top of the staircase, pausing at the sound of soft laughter rising from the living room below. Brooke stood beside him, her arms folded loosely, her expression thoughtful as she watched Sydney show Ella how to braid Arianna’s hair in a new pattern. Arianna kneeled between them with a serenity that might have startled the version of herself she used to be, her eyes closed as the girls worked with gentle hands and soft chatter.

“You see it, don’t you?” Brooke said quietly.

Ethan nodded. “Yes.”

“It’s strange,” she murmured. “How natural it feels now.”

He leaned against the banister. “Sometimes I think I’m dreaming. That something like this shouldn’t exist. That it shouldn’t work as well as it does.”

Brooke tilted her head slightly. “But it does. Because we built it together.”

Ethan looked down at the girls again, feeling something shift in his chest. “They trust you,” he said softly. “All of them. Even more than they trust me sometimes.”

Brooke didn’t deny it. “They trust you differently,” she said. “They don’t want the same thing from you that they want from me.”

“And what do you want from all of this?” Ethan asked.

Brooke looked at him, her expression steady, her voice calm. “I want exactly this. I want a house where everyone knows their place and finds peace in it. I want the balance we have now, the structure we never planned but somehow created. And I want to see what happens next.”

Ethan breathed slowly, letting her words settle. “We’ve done something incredible here,” he said.

Brooke’s eyes followed the girls below. “We’re just getting started,” she said.

The lights in the living room glowed warm against the night, and Sydney’s laughter floated up the stairs, followed by Ella’s softer voice, followed by Arianna’s quiet hum of contentment as her hair was gathered and tied. Ethan stepped closer to Brooke, and she didn’t move away. The house felt alive beneath them, not with chaos or uncertainty, but with something deeper, something chosen, something new.

And as the night settled in around them, Ethan realized that the circle was complete, the structure was sound, and the home they had built together was just beginning to take shape.
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