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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. 

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