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Chapter one

The Name Mix-Up





Jules pressed his laptop bag tight against his chest, fingers digging into the worn strap as the bus lurched to a stop in front of Fairview University. His stomach twisted, a sick, persistent ache that had nothing to do with the endless hours on the road. This was the threshold, the moment he’d been dreading and craving in equal measure. He wasn’t just the silent kid who fixed broken laptops anymore. He was supposed to become someone else here, someone who belonged. If he could just make it to his dorm without vomiting, maybe he’d prove to himself that he could survive this place. Maybe he’d finally be more than a ghost in the background. 

He stepped down into the thick August heat, the air clinging to his skin, his t-shirt already damp and sticking to his back. Sweat gathered at his temples, sliding down as he fumbled with the crumpled housing papers, eyes scanning the building name again and again. Prescott Hall, Room 219. That was supposed to be home now. A place to hide, to code, to lose himself in the safety of screens and numbers. Maybe, if he was lucky, a place where someone might see him for more than the awkward kid who spoke in ones and zeroes.

“Fuck,” he muttered as a group of laughing juniors bumped past him, almost knocking his papers from his hand. Jules readjusted his glasses and took a deep breath. “You belong here,” he whispered to himself, the mantra his mom had made him repeat before he left home.

The campus swarmed with students and parents hauling mini-fridges, plastic totes, and ridiculous quantities of string lights. A peppy orientation leader with a megaphone directed traffic while music blasted from somewhere across the quad. Jules ducked his head and weaved through the crowd, his lanky frame an advantage as he slipped past a family arguing over the ideal placement of a flat-screen TV.

His internal map wavered when he rounded what should have been the science building but turned out to be the gym. Jules paused, chewing his lower lip.

“You lost?” A girl with purple hair and multiple facial piercings called from where she lounged on the steps.

“Housing office?” he managed.

She pointed left. “Behind the administration building. Follow the desperate-looking freshmen.”

Jules nodded, grateful and exposed, scurrying away with the weight of her gaze burning between his shoulder blades. He wondered if she’d caught the flash of his Star Wars keychain, if she’d already filed him away as the awkward virgin who didn’t know how to exist in a world that moved too fast and too loud.

She wouldn’t be wrong.

Ten minutes and two wrong turns later, Jules finally pushed through the doors of the housing office. The small waiting area was packed with stressed parents and shell-shocked freshmen. A harried administrator with thinning hair and coffee spots on his shirt called, “Next!” as Jules approached the counter.

“Jules Younger,” he said, sliding his paperwork across the scratched laminate surface. “I’m checking in for Prescott Hall.”

The administrator frowned at the computer screen, then at Jules, then back at the screen. He tapped a few keys, squinted, and let out a heavy sigh.

“There’s been a mistake,” he said, not meeting Jules’s eyes. “Your name was... well, Jules is sometimes a female name, and someone in processing just assumed...”

Jules’s heart dropped into his stomach. “Assumed what?”

“You‘ve been assigned to 1420 Maple Street. It’s an off-campus housing unit for...” The administrator cleared his throat. “For female students. Four sophomore girls, to be specific.”

The room tilted sideways. Jules grabbed the edge of the counter to steady himself. “That’s—that’s impossible. I can’t live with four girls. There has to be another option.”

“Look, kid,” the administrator said, rubbing his temples, “we’re at 103% capacity in male housing right now. Every dorm, even the converted lounges, is full. We‘ve got students sleeping in study rooms.”

Jules felt his face burning as he imagined walking into a house full of four strange girls with all his belongings. “But—but I’m a guy,” he stammered, immediately wanting to kick himself for stating the obvious.

“Yes, I can see that now.” The administrator sighed again. “Registration closes at five. Come back Monday, and we’ll see if anyone’s dropped out by then. Sometimes freshmen panic and go home the first weekend.”

“But where am I supposed to sleep until Monday?” Jules’s voice rose an octave. A few heads turned in the waiting area.

The administrator printed a map and circled an address with a red pen. “1420 Maple. At least meet them before you panic. They might be understanding. And hey, some guys would kill for this mix-up.” He winked, and Jules felt sick.

“Is that supposed to be funny?”

“Sorry, kid. That was unprofessional.” The administrator slid the map over the counter. “Take this up with Student Affairs on Monday. My hands are tied right now.”

Jules staggered out of the office, mind spinning. Four girls. Four strangers who thought they’d be getting someone else, someone who belonged. Instead, they’d get him. The awkward, anxious boy who could barely order coffee without rehearsing every word, who never knew how to fit into any room.

He dropped onto a bench, the weight of his backpack digging into his shoulders, pressing him down. He tried to imagine a motel room, but the numbers in his bank account made his chest tighten. The dorms were already paid for, every cent accounted for by his scholarship. Maybe he could hide in the computer lab, try to disappear among the humming machines, but security would find him eventually. Or maybe he’d just stay here, invisible on this bench, until someone forced him to move.

He pulled out his phone, thumb trembling over his mom’s name. She was six hours away, probably exhausted from the extra shift she’d picked up just to pay for his textbooks. He couldn’t drag her into this. He couldn’t let her see him fail before he’d even started.

Fuck. He muttered it under his breath, again and again, scrolling through a blank list of options that didn’t exist.

A small, desperate voice inside him whispered that maybe the girls would be kind. Maybe they’d let him sleep on the couch, just until Monday. Maybe they’d even—

No. He killed that thought before it could fully form. This wasn’t some porno scenario. This was his actual life, and he was about to make the worst first impression possible on four women who had every right to slam the door in his face.

Jules forced himself to stand, legs weak and unsteady. He could at least look at the house, see what waited for him. Maybe there’d be a corner somewhere he could disappear into. Maybe the universe would finally show him some mercy, but he doubted it.

He almost laughed at the thought. As if his anxiety would ever turn into anything but silence.

He drew in a shaky breath that did nothing to calm the tremor in his chest. He hitched his backpack up and started walking, each step dragging him closer to the humiliation waiting for him on Maple Street.


      ***Jules stood frozen on the sidewalk, staring at 1420 Maple Street like it was a haunted house waiting to swallow him whole. The modest two-story with its faded blue paint and overgrown garden looked harmless enough, but his heart hammered against his ribs as if he were facing a firing squad. Four girls. Four complete strangers who weren’t expecting him. He tugged at his collar, suddenly aware of how his t-shirt clung to his sweaty back. This was a mistake. This whole college thing was a mistake. He should just turn around, call his mom, and admit defeat before classes even started.

A wind chime tinkled from the small porch, its gentle sound mocking the chaos in his head. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the lawn, where someone had attempted to grow tomatoes in mismatched pots. A string of fairy lights draped around the porch railing seemed to wink at him. Definitely a girls’ house.

Jules shifted his backpack and gulped. Maybe he could find a 24-hour diner instead. He could nurse a coffee until dawn, then shower in the gym before classes on Monday. Or maybe the campus library had some hidden corner where security wouldn’t find him. His eyes drifted to a bench at the bus stop across the street. Not comfortable, but—

“Hey! You lost or something?”

The voice startled Jules out of his planning. A girl with long black hair leaned out of an upstairs window, her curious eyes fixed on him. Shit. Too late to run.

“I, uh—“ he stammered, but she disappeared from the window before he could form a sentence.

Well, fuck. Now he had to ring the doorbell. His feet felt cemented to the sidewalk as he contemplated the humiliation that awaited him. These girls were going to think he was either a creep or a complete loser. Possibly both. His hand trembled as he finally forced himself up the three steps to the porch.

The doorbell played a cheerful tune when he pressed it, some pop song he vaguely recognized. Jules counted his heartbeats, and considered bolting again. He could hear movement inside, voices, the sound of bare feet on wooden floors.

The door swung open, and Jules nearly choked on his own breath. Four pairs of eyes stared back at him with varying degrees of surprise.

“Hi there!” The blonde one greeted him first, her bright smile revealing perfect teeth. She wore athletic shorts that showed off toned legs and a university soccer t-shirt with the sleeves cut off. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and there was something so immediately friendly about her blue eyes that Jules felt a tiny fraction of his panic subside. “Can we help you?”

“Um,” Jules began brilliantly.

“Well helloooo,” interrupted the girl he’d seen at the window. She leaned against the doorframe, her eyes sweeping over him with unabashed interest that made his face burn hot. She was gorgeous in a way that made his mouth dry, curves in all the right places under a tight crop top that revealed a strip of smooth stomach, full lips curved in a mischievous smile. “Are you selling something? Because whatever it is, I’m buying.” She winked, and Jules nearly forgot how to breathe.

“Liona, seriously?” A redhead with crossed arms stepped forward, her green eyes narrowing with suspicion. She wore jeans and a simple green t-shirt that matched her eyes, and the freckles across her nose scrunched as she frowned. “This is probably some frat prank. They always send pledges to do weird shit the first week.”

“I’m not—“ Jules tried again.

“The universe works in mysterious ways,” said the fourth girl dreamily. She had long, wavy brown hair pulled into messy braids and wore overalls splattered with paint. Her smile was gentle as she raised a hand in greeting, revealing fingers stained with blue and yellow. “Maybe he’s here because we’re supposed to meet him.”

“I’m Jules,” he finally blurted out. “Jules Younger.”

The blonde’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait, Jules? As in... our new roommate Jules?”

“There’s been a mix-up,” he explained, the words tumbling out. “At the housing office. They thought, because of my name, they thought I was a girl. And now all the dorms are full, and they told me to come here, and I know this is super weird and I don’t expect you to let me stay or anything, but I just thought I should explain why some random guy was showing up at your door with all his stuff, and I’m really sorry about this whole thing.” He finally paused to breathe.

The four girls stared at him, then at each other.

“They assigned a dude to our house?” The redhead looked incredulous.

“A cute dude,” Liona corrected, her eyes still traveling over him in a way that made him feel simultaneously flattered and terrified.

“A homeless dude,” Anna said, her Southern accent becoming more pronounced. “Bless your heart, you must be so embarrassed right now.”

“I’ll just go,” Jules said quickly. “I didn’t mean to bother you. I’ll figure something else out.”

“Wait,” Anna placed a hand on his arm, and he froze at the contact. “You don’t have anywhere to go?”

Jules stared at his shoes. “The housing guy said to check back Monday. I was thinking maybe the library or—“

“Or a bench?” Angie asked, tilting her head. When Jules looked up in surprise, she shrugged. “Your eyes were totally looking at that bench across the street when I saw you from my window. That‘s harsh vibes, dude.”

“You can’t sleep on a bench,” Anna declared, as if the matter was settled.

Caroline uncrossed her arms with a heavy sigh. “This is ridiculous. This is a girls’ house. He can‘t stay here.”

“Why not?” Liona grinned. “I think it’s an upgrade. We were expecting another girl, but instead we get this adorable, stammering boy toy.” She reached out and pinched Jules’s cheek before he could react. “Look at him blush! It’s delicious.”

“Liona!” Caroline hissed. “Stop making it weird!”

“Everything’s already weird,” Angie observed, seemingly unfazed. “Life is weird. College is weird. Why not add a cute guy to our weird?”

Jules wanted to sink through the floor. His face burned so hot he was surprised his glasses hadn’t fogged up. “I really don’t want to impose—“

“What’s your major?” Anna interrupted, her expression thoughtful.

“Cybersecurity,” he answered automatically.

“Ooh!” Liona clapped her hands. “That means he’s good with computers! Caroline’s laptop has been doing that weird freezing thing.”

Caroline‘s expression softened slightly. “It has been annoying...”

“See? The universe provides,” Angie said sagely.

The four girls looked at each other, a silent conversation passing between them. Then, to Jules’s utter shock, they all burst into laughter.

“Holy shit,” Liona gasped between giggles. “This is the most ridiculous thing ever!”

“Your face!” Anna wheezed, pointing at Jules. “You look like you’re about to pass out!”

Even Caroline was smiling now. “I can’t believe housing fucked up this badly.”

“I’m so sorry,” Jules said again, uncertain whether to laugh with them or continue apologizing.

“Oh honey,” Anna said, wiping a tear from her eye. “Don’t apologize. This is the most interesting thing to happen all week.”

Jules clung to his backpack strap, knuckles white, as their laughter faded into soft, lingering giggles. He stood adrift, uncertain, the heat in his face slowly ebbing. For the first time since he’d stepped off the bus, something fragile and unfamiliar flickered in his chest. Maybe this wasn’t the end. Maybe he wouldn’t have to spend the night shivering on a bench, invisible and unwanted. Maybe, just maybe, he could let himself hope.


      ***Anna’s voice cut through the awkward silence. “Should we vote?” Her blue eyes moved from face to face, searching for consensus. Jules stood in the doorway, his body tense, shifting his weight as if he could make himself smaller. The four girls surrounded him, forming a loose semicircle, their attention pinning him in place. He felt exposed, like some rare animal dragged from its burrow and put on display. The air was thick with their curiosity, and he could almost feel their eyes cataloguing every detail of him, the way his hands fidgeted, the nervous set of his jaw, the way he tried not to meet anyone’s gaze.

“I think he should stay,” Anna continued when no one immediately responded. She tucked a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear, her Southern accent warming her words. “At least until housing sorts this mess out on Monday. We can’t just send him off to sleep on some bench like a stray puppy. What kind of welcome to Fairview would that be?” She turned to Jules with a smile that made his stomach flip. “Besides, I bet you’re good at reaching things on high shelves, aren’t you?”

Jules nodded dumbly, unable to formulate a coherent response. Was this really happening?

“I second that motion,” Liona chimed in, her dark eyes sparkling with mischief. “I mean, how often does the universe literally deliver a cute boy to our doorstep? Plus, think about it. Having a guy around could be useful. Heavy lifting, spider killing, tech support...” She winked at him. “We’d be stupid to turn down such a valuable resource.”

Jules felt heat creep up his neck. Was she flirting with him, or just teasing? Probably teasing. Girls like her didn’t flirt with guys like him.

Caroline sighed deeply, pushing her red waves back from her face. “Fine. If we’re really doing this, we need ground rules.” She fixed Jules with a stern look that made him stand straighter. “Bathroom schedule is non-negotiable. Girls get priority in the mornings. You knock before entering any room, every time. And the common areas are PG-13 zones, meaning if I walk into the living room, I don’t want to see you in your underwear. Got it?”

“Y-yes, absolutely,” Jules stammered. “I promise I won‘t be any trouble. I’m actually really neat and quiet and—“

“Dude, relax,” Angie interrupted, her smile dreamy as she twirled one of her paint-stained braids. “Everything happens for a reason, you know? Maybe you’re supposed to be here. Maybe this is exactly where the universe wants you to be right now.” She reached out and patted his arm. “Your energy feels right. I say we let the flow take us where it will.”

The four girls looked at each other, a silent communication passing between them that Jules couldn’t decipher. Then Anna clapped her hands.

“It’s settled then! Welcome to Casa Chaos, Jules. At least temporarily.” She stepped aside, gesturing him into the house. “Come on in and we‘ll figure out where to put you.”

Jules hesitated, the weight of his duffel bag suddenly heavy in his hand. He stood on the threshold, uncertain if he was stepping into salvation or the start of some slow, public humiliation. The uncertainty twisted in his gut, but the memory of the cold bench outside was enough to push him forward.

The scent hit him first as he stepped into the house, vanilla candles, some kind of fruity shampoo, and fresh-baked cookies. It was nothing like the stale beer and gym sock smell he’d been expecting from college housing. The living room was small but cozy, with a worn couch covered in colorful throw pillows, fairy lights strung along the walls, and a coffee table littered with magazines, nail polish bottles, and what looked like script pages.

And there, draped casually over the arm of a chair, was a lacy purple bra.

Jules froze, his eyes darting away as if he’d seen something forbidden. He’d never been in a space so undeniably feminine before. His sister’s room growing up had been as plain and tech-focused as his own. This was like stepping into a foreign country where he didn’t speak the language.

“Sorry about the mess,” Anna said, scooping up the bra and stuffing it behind a pillow. “We weren’t exactly expecting company.”

“Especially company with a penis,” Liona added with a smirk, making Jules choke on air.

Caroline rolled her eyes. “Jesus, Liona. Can you not traumatize him in the first five minutes?”

“What? It’s just biology. He has a penis, we have vaginas. No sense dancing around it if he’s going to live here.”

Jules wished desperately for a sinkhole to open beneath his feet. His face burned so hot he could probably fry an egg on his forehead. The casual way she’d said “penis” and “vaginas” made his brain short-circuit. He didn’t even let himself think the word “vagina” most days, let alone hear it spoken aloud by a gorgeous woman referring to herself.

“Ignore her,” Caroline told him, noticing his discomfort. “Liona thinks she’s hosting a sex-ed podcast half the time.”

“I’m just saying we should be open and honest!” Liona protested, flopping onto the couch with a bounce that drew Jules’s eyes briefly to her chest before he forced his gaze to the floor. “It’s healthier that way.”

“Let’s figure out where Jules is sleeping,” Anna interjected, clearly trying to steer the conversation back to practical matters. “We have that tiny room off the kitchen...”

“The one with all my canvases?” Angie asked, frowning. “That’s my creative space, man. The energy in there is perfect for painting.”

“What about the storage closet upstairs?” Caroline suggested. “It’s small, but it has a window.”

“Full of my costumes for the theater department,” Liona said. “Unless Jules wants to sleep surrounded by my sexy nurse outfit and cheerleader uniforms.” She waggled her eyebrows at him, and Jules wondered if it was possible to actually die from embarrassment.

“I can sleep anywhere,” he managed to say. “Even the couch is fine. I don’t want to displace anyone’s stuff.”

“What about the sunroom?” Anna suggested. “It’s tiny, but it has that daybed we found at the thrift store.”

“Ooh, good call,” Liona agreed. “And it’s downstairs, away from our bedrooms, which should make Caroline’s paranoid ass feel better.”

“I’m not paranoid, I’m practical,” Caroline huffed. “For all we know, he could be a serial killer.”

Jules’s eyes widened. “I‘m not—I would never—“

“Relax, ginger snap is just teasing,” Liona said, throwing a pillow at Caroline. “If you were a serial killer, you’d have better shoes.”

Jules glanced down at his worn sneakers, unsure whether to be insulted or relieved.

“The sunroom it is,” Anna declared. She took Jules’s arm gently and guided him through the living room, past a small kitchen that smelled like chocolate chip cookies, and toward a glass-enclosed space at the back of the house. “It’s not much, but it gets nice light, and the daybed is actually pretty comfortable.”

The sunroom was little more than a glorified porch that had been enclosed with windows, barely fitting the narrow daybed and a small side table. But it was clean, private, and—most importantly—not a bench.

“This is perfect,” Jules said sincerely. “Thank you. All of you. I really appreciate this.”

“No problem, cutie,” Liona called from the living room. “Just remember you owe us now. I have a whole list of ways you can repay us.”

“Liona!” three voices chided in unison.

Jules stood in the sunroom, bags at his feet, as the girls began to debate the logistics of adding him to the chore wheel and bathroom schedule. The afternoon sun warmed the glass around him, casting golden light across the worn wooden floors. He felt like he’d stumbled through some alternate universe portal. This morning, he’d been a regular freshman on his way to a normal college experience. Now he was standing in a house with four beautiful, confusing, terrifying women who, for reasons he couldn’t fathom, had decided to take him in.

His mom had always told him college would be full of unexpected experiences. She’d just failed to mention they might start before he even made it to his first class.

In the living room, Liona was dramatically acting out how she’d explain their new roommate to their friends. Anna was laughing, her ponytail bouncing as she shook her head. Caroline was already drafting a bathroom schedule on her phone, her earlier suspicion softening into grudging acceptance. And Angie was sketching something on a notepad, occasionally looking up to study Jules with artist’s eyes that made him feel simultaneously seen and exposed.

Jules drew in a slow breath, the scent of cookies thick in his lungs, and set his laptop bag on the daybed with deliberate care. He didn’t know what would happen next. He only knew that tonight, he wouldn’t be sleeping outside. Maybe this wasn’t the end of his college dreams. Maybe it was the beginning of something he couldn’t even name yet.

It might even be the beginning of something else entirely.








  
  

Chapter two

Strange New Normal





Jules surveyed the tiny sunroom with a mix of gratitude and panic swirling in his gut. The narrow daybed pressed against one wall, the small side table crammed beside it, and the remaining floor space barely allowed him to turn around without bumping into something. He set his laptop bag down with the careful precision of someone trying not to break expensive china, then placed his duffel bag beside it, wondering how the hell he'd ended up in a house full of girls on his first day of college. 

"Temporary," he whispered to himself, the word becoming a mantra as he unzipped his duffel bag. "Just until Monday. You can survive anything for two days."

His hands trembled slightly as he removed his neatly folded clothes, three t-shirts, two pairs of jeans, a week's worth of underwear and socks, and one button-down shirt his mom had insisted he pack "just in case." The entirety of his wardrobe fit into the bottom drawer of a small plastic storage unit tucked under the daybed. The pathetic little pile made him acutely aware of how little he owned, how small his presence was in the world. Maybe that was good in this situation.

From somewhere upstairs came the sound of laughter, followed by music starting up. Feminine voices called back and forth, words indistinguishable but tones clear, excitement, teasing, the comfortable back-and-forth of people who knew each other well. Jules froze, listening, suddenly hyperaware that he was an intruder in this established ecosystem.

"Don't take up space," he muttered to himself as he slid his duffel bag under the daybed. "Don't leave a trace." The mantra of his high school years returned with practiced ease. He'd perfected the art of existing without being noticed, slipping through crowded hallways, finding empty library corners, becoming background noise in classrooms. That skill would serve him well here.

He placed his laptop on the small desk that barely fit in the corner of the sunroom, then arranged his textbooks in a perfect stack beside it. Introduction to Cryptography, Network Security Fundamentals, Programming Logic and Design. These, at least, made sense to him. Code didn't judge. Computers didn't care if you were awkward or stammered or didn't know what to do with your hands when a beautiful girl looked at you.

A door slammed upstairs, followed by rapid footsteps on the stairs. Jules tensed, his shoulders hunching automatically as if preparing for impact. The strange house creaked and shifted around him, full of unfamiliar sounds. Water rushed through pipes in the walls. A toilet flushed. Someone turned on a shower. The sudden awareness of intimate daily routines happening around him made his face heat up.

"They're just people living their lives," he reminded himself, but it didn't help. These weren't just people. They were girls. Women. Four of them, with their mysterious products and clothing and conversations he wasn't supposed to hear. And he was sleeping in their house.

Jules pulled out his phone charger and plugged it in beside his laptop, creating a small tech corner that felt like the only familiar thing in this alien landscape. Computers and code, these were the things he understood. If he could just focus on setting up his workspace properly, maybe he could pretend he wasn't completely out of his element.

He glanced at his reflection in the darkened window and grimaced. His hair was a disaster from the bus ride and all the stress sweating, sticking up in weird tufts around his ears. His t-shirt had a small stain near the hem that he hadn't noticed before. Great. First impressions already ruined, and now he looked like a slob on top of everything else.

The sound of bare feet padding down the hallway made him straighten up quickly, nearly knocking his head on a low-hanging plant in a macrame holder that he hadn't noticed before. He turned just as knuckles rapped gently on the wooden doorframe.

Anna stood there, her blonde ponytail slightly looser than before, wearing a faded university t-shirt that had been cut into a crop top, revealing a sliver of toned stomach. Her warm smile did strange things to his stomach, sending his heart into an uneven rhythm.

"Getting settled in okay?" she asked, her Southern accent wrapping around the words like honey. She leaned against the doorframe with casual grace, arms crossed loosely across her chest.

"Yes! Fine! Great!" Jules answered, his voice coming out too loud and too eager. He cleared his throat and tried again. "I mean, yeah, it's perfect. Thanks again for letting me stay. I really appreciate it."

"No problem at all, sugar," Anna said, that smile never faltering. "We ordered some pizza for dinner. Nothing fancy, just cheese and pepperoni, but you're welcome to join us. Unless you've got other plans?"

The genuine kindness in her voice made something twist in Jules's chest. He'd prepared himself for tolerance at best, open hostility at worst. He hadn't expected actual welcoming warmth.

"No other plans," he admitted, then winced at how pathetic that sounded. "I mean, pizza sounds great. Thanks. Should I, um, chip in for it?"

Anna waved her hand dismissively. "Don't worry about it this time. Consider it a welcome to Fairview University gift." She glanced around his sparse setup. "You travel light, huh?"

Jules felt his cheeks warm. "Yeah, I didn't bring much. Just the essentials."

"Smart," she nodded approvingly. "Most freshmen show up with their entire bedrooms and then realize the dorms are tiny." She pushed off from the doorframe and gestured with her head toward the kitchen. "Come on, food's getting cold and Liona will eat all the good pieces if we don't hurry."

"I'll be right there," Jules promised, frantically trying to remember if he'd packed deodorant and wishing he had time to change his stained shirt.

Anna gave him another warm smile before heading back toward the kitchen, her bare feet silent on the wooden floors. Jules took a deep breath and ran his hands through his hair in a futile attempt to tame it. His stomach gurgled. He hadn't eaten since the granola bar on the bus that morning, but it was also tied in knots at the prospect of sitting at a table with four girls who'd never planned on having him in their house.

"Just be normal," he whispered to himself, a command that had never once worked in his entire life. "Don't stare, don't say anything weird, and for god's sake, don't spill anything."

With one last glance at his reflection, Jules squared his shoulders and headed toward the kitchen, drawn by the smell of pizza and the sound of female laughter that somehow made him feel both terrified and oddly hopeful at the same time.


      ***Jules stepped into the kitchen alcove and immediately forgot how to walk normally. Four pairs of eyes turned to him, the conversation pausing just long enough to make his skin prickle with awareness. The small folding table was crammed with open pizza boxes, soda cans, and red Solo cups, leaving barely enough room for their plates. He hovered at the edge, shifting his weight from foot to foot, wondering if there was even space for him in this tight-knit circle.

"There he is!" Liona announced, as if he were a late celebrity guest. "We were just betting on whether you'd actually come out or hide in your room all night."

"I said you'd join us," Anna added quickly, shooting Liona a look. She pulled out the empty chair between herself and Angie. "Here, I saved you a spot."

Jules slid into the chair, hyperaware of how his knees bumped the underside of the table. The folding chair creaked beneath him, and he had a sudden paranoid vision of it collapsing and him sprawling across the floor in front of everyone.

"Thanks for inviting me," he said, his voice coming out quieter than intended.

"Dig in before it gets cold," Anna instructed, passing him a paper plate with motherly efficiency. "We've got cheese, pepperoni, and that weird pineapple abomination Angie always insists on ordering."

"It's not an abomination, it's a flavor journey," Angie corrected dreamily, her fingers stained with what Jules now realized was blue paint, not pen ink. She offered him the box. "Want to expand your consciousness?"

"Uh, I'm good with pepperoni, thanks," Jules replied, carefully selecting a slice and setting it on his plate with surgical precision, terrified of making a mess.

"So, cybersecurity," Anna said, seamlessly shifting into conversation mode. "That sounds fascinating. What made you choose that major?"

Jules relaxed slightly at the familiar question, one he'd rehearsed answers to many times. "I've always been into computers, and I like the puzzle aspect of security. Finding vulnerabilities before the bad guys do, you know?"

"Ooh, so you're like a good guy hacker?" Liona leaned forward, her low-cut tank top revealing enough cleavage that Jules had to force his eyes to stay locked on her face. "Can you break into people's Instagrams? Hack the school to change grades? Access the FBI database?"

"That's... not really what cybersecurity is about," Jules said, a small smile tugging at his lips despite his nervousness. "It's more about protecting systems than breaking into them."

"Boring," Liona declared with a dramatic sigh, reaching for another slice of pizza. As she stretched across the table, her breasts pressed against the edge, and Jules suddenly found the pattern on his paper plate intensely interesting. "But I bet you're good with your hands, right? All that typing and handling... hardware?"

The innuendo in her voice was unmistakable. Jules felt heat rush to his face as he took a large bite of pizza to avoid responding, then immediately regretted it when the too-hot cheese burned the roof of his mouth.

"Ignore her," Caroline said, speaking directly to Jules for the first time since he'd sat down. Her green eyes studied him from behind a curtain of red hair. "Liona thinks everyone is either a potential hookup or an audience for her one-woman show."

"Why choose?" Liona grinned, unaffected. "I contain multitudes."

"You contain bullshit," Caroline replied dryly, but there was no real heat in her words. She turned back to Jules. "The housing department has always been a clusterfuck, but assigning a guy to our house is a new level of incompetence, even for them."

Jules swallowed his bite of pizza, leaving a smear of sauce on his chin that he quickly wiped away. "Yeah, I was pretty shocked when they told me. I really appreciate you all letting me crash here until Monday."

"The universe guided you to us," Angie said with absolute certainty. She pushed the last slice of pineapple pizza toward him with paint-smudged fingers. "This is yours if you want it. I can feel that you need it more than me."

"Oh, um, thanks," Jules said, not wanting to refuse her offer even though he'd rather eat his shoe than pineapple pizza. He gingerly accepted the slice.

"So what classes are you taking?" Anna asked, redirecting the conversation again. Her blue eyes were genuinely interested, making Jules feel both seen and exposed.

"Introduction to Cryptography, Network Security Fundamentals, and Programming Logic," he answered, gaining confidence as he talked about his schedule. "Plus the usual freshman requirements. English comp and a history elective."

"Cryptography sounds badass," Liona commented. "Like secret codes and spy shit?" She leaned forward again, giving Jules another unintentional view of her cleavage. A drop of pizza grease fell on his shirt, adding a second stain to the one he'd already been self-conscious about.

"Shit, sorry," he muttered, dabbing at it with a napkin and only managing to spread the stain further.

"Battle scars," Liona winked. "Proves you're one of us now. We all wear our pizza with pride in this house."

Jules glanced up to see if she was mocking him, but her smile seemed genuine. Something in his chest loosened slightly.

"Speaking of being one of us," Anna transitioned smoothly, "we should probably go over house rules and stuff." She ticked points off on her fingers. "We each clean up after ourselves in common areas. Recycling goes in the blue bin by the back door."

"Bathroom schedule is sacred," Caroline interjected firmly. "Girls get priority between six and eight AM. We've got a whiteboard on the door where you sign up for shower times."

"And if you use the last of the toilet paper, replace it," Liona added. "Or face my wrath."

"Do you have any allergies?" Angie asked dreamily. "Physical or spiritual?"

"Um, physical? No. Spiritual... I don't think so?" Jules answered, confused by the question.

"Cool," Angie nodded as if he'd said something profound. "I burn sage sometimes and wanted to make sure it wouldn't mess with your energy."

"Oh, and no walking around naked in common areas," Caroline added with a pointed look at Liona.

"That was one time!" Liona protested. "And it was three in the morning!"

"Still scarred," Caroline muttered.

Jules nodded vigorously at everything they said, mentally cataloging each rule. "I'll be really careful about all of that. And I'm super quiet, I promise. You won't even know I'm here."

"Don't worry so much," Anna said, her hand briefly touching his arm in a gesture that felt shockingly intimate. "We're pretty easy to live with. Right, girls?"

The responses varied: Liona's enthusiastic "Hell yeah!", Caroline's noncommittal shrug, and Angie's peaceful smile.

As the conversation flowed around him, Jules found himself relaxing fractionally. The pizza was good, the company surprisingly welcoming, and the panic that had been his constant companion since stepping off the bus was gradually receding. He still felt out of place, but maybe, just maybe, he could survive these next few days without completely humiliating himself.

Then Liona asked if he'd ever seen a girl's boobs in real life before, and Caroline threw a wadded-up napkin at her head while Anna choked on her soda. Jules's face blazed as Liona cackled, and he realized that survival might be more complicated than he'd thought.


      ***Jules figured he could sneak back to the kitchen for another slice of pizza without bothering anyone. The girls had migrated to their rooms after dinner, the sounds of music and conversation filtering through the house. His stomach still growled, and that last piece of pepperoni was calling his name. He padded down the hallway in his socks, half-eaten crust in hand, completely unprepared for what waited in the living room.

He rounded the corner mid-bite and froze, his brain short-circuiting like an overloaded power strip.

Liona stood in the middle of the room, completely naked, one leg raised as she prepared to step into a pair of shorts. She'd constructed a makeshift barrier of couch cushions around herself, but from his angle, Jules had an unobstructed view of everything, her full breasts with dark nipples, the curve of her hips, the strip of neatly trimmed dark hair between her legs. 

His mouth opened, but no sound came out. The pizza slice dangled from his fingers, forgotten.

Liona looked up, their eyes locked, and for an excruciating moment, time suspended itself. Her dark eyes widened, her leg still poised in mid-air, the shorts hanging limply from her fingers. Jules saw the exact moment recognition flashed across her face.

"Oh fuck!" Liona yelped.

The spell broke. Jules dropped his pizza, which landed sauce-side down on the hardwood floor with a sad splat. He spun around so fast he almost fell over, his back now to her as words tumbled out of his mouth in a panicked stream.

"Oh my god I'm so sorry I didn't know you were I didn't see anything I mean I did but I didn't mean to I'll just go back to my room forever now holy shit I'm sorry!" The words rushed out without pauses or punctuation, his voice rising in pitch with each syllable.

Behind him, there was a moment of silence, and then, to his utter confusion, Liona burst out laughing. Not an awkward chuckle or an angry bark, but full-throated, genuine laughter that bubbled up and spilled over like a shaken soda can.

"Your FACE!" she wheezed between guffaws. "Oh my god, I wish I had a picture of your fucking face!"

Jules remained frozen, his back rigid, unsure if he was allowed to move or speak or breathe. He heard rustling fabric, then footsteps.

"You can turn around now, I'm decent," Liona said, still giggling. "Well, covered at least. I'm never decent."

Jules turned slowly, ready to bolt at the first sign of anger. Liona had wrapped herself in a fluffy throw blanket, holding it closed with one hand while wiping tears of laughter from her eyes with the other. The shorts she'd been about to put on were now dangling from her finger.

"Our new roomie just got the full welcome package!" she called out loudly, her voice echoing through the house. "Emphasis on package!"

The response was immediate. Jules heard rapid footsteps from multiple directions as the other three girls converged on the living room like a SWAT team responding to a call.

Anna arrived first, her eyes wide with concern. "What happened? Is everything okay?" Her gaze darted between Jules's tomato-red face and Liona's blanket-wrapped form before understanding dawned. "Oh no..."

Caroline appeared next, taking in the scene with one sweeping glance. "Seriously, Liona? We talked about the naked thing like an hour ago." Despite her exasperated tone, Jules caught the twitch at the corner of her mouth.

Angie wandered in last, a paintbrush still in her hand, leaving a trail of yellow drips on the floor. "Whoa, heavy vibes in here. Did someone's aura get violated?"

"Jules walked in while I was changing," Liona explained cheerfully, adjusting her blanket. "Got a full frontal education in female anatomy."

"I didn't mean to!" Jules blurted out, wishing he could dissolve through the floorboards. "I was just getting pizza, and she was—I mean, I didn't know—"

"Breathe, sugar," Anna advised, though her cheeks were pink. "It was an accident."

"In his defense, I thought everyone was upstairs," Liona shrugged. "And these couch cushions made a pretty shit changing screen."

Caroline bent down to pick up the fallen pizza slice with two fingers, her nose wrinkled. "Well, that's one way to christen the floor." She looked at Jules, who was studying his socks with intense interest. "It's fine. Living with four girls, it probably won't be the last awkward moment."

"Well, at least now we're even," Liona declared with a mischievous grin. She tightened the blanket around herself and stepped closer to Jules, who instinctively backed up until his shoulders hit the wall. "You've seen my tits, so when do we get to see what you're packing?"

"Liona!" Anna gasped.

"What? I'm just saying, fair is fair," Liona laughed. "I bet he's got a nice cock under those jeans. Computer guys always have hidden talents."

Jules made a strangled noise, his face burning so hot he was surprised his glasses didn't fog. Every drop of blood in his body seemed to rush either to his face or straight to his dick, which was responding to Liona's words despite his mortification.

"You're going to give him a heart attack," Caroline said, but she was fighting a smile now. "Look at him, he's about to spontaneously combust."

"I think his energy is actually shifting colors," Angie observed, tilting her head as if she could literally see his aura. "It's like a sunset happening all over his face."

Jules opened his mouth to defend himself but only managed a weak, "I... uh..."

And then, to his surprise, all four girls burst into laughter at once. Not cruel or mocking laughter, but the kind shared among friends after a ridiculous situation. Even Caroline was chuckling now, shaking her head.

"Welcome to the house, Jules," Anna said, patting his shoulder sympathetically. "Now you've had your official initiation."

"Sorry about your pizza," Angie added, pointing to the sad smear on the floor with her paintbrush.

"And sorry about your virgin eyes," Liona winked. "Though they're not so virgin anymore, are they?"

"I'm going to go die in my room now," Jules mumbled, but found a reluctant smile tugging at his lips despite his embarrassment.

"Clean up that pizza first," Caroline called after him as he retreated. "House rule number seventeen: you drop it, you mop it."

Jules nodded frantically and hurried to the kitchen for paper towels, his heart still pounding against his ribs. Behind him, he could hear the girls dissolving into another round of giggles. As he cleaned up the fallen pizza, he realized that while he was still utterly mortified, there was something else mixed with the embarrassment, a strange feeling of inclusion. They were laughing, but somehow he was part of the joke rather than the target of it.

He'd seen Liona naked, fumbled through the most awkward apology of his life, and somehow hadn't been kicked out onto the street. Maybe this bizarre housing mix-up wasn't going to be the complete disaster he'd feared after all.

Then he remembered Liona's comment about "what he was packing," and the blush returned full force. He definitely wasn't getting any sleep tonight.


      ***Jules lay flat on his back on the narrow daybed, staring up at the unfamiliar ceiling. Moonlight filtered through the curtainless windows, casting strange shadows across the sunroom's glass walls. His brain refused to shut down, replaying every excruciating moment of the day on loop like some kind of "Jules's Most Embarrassing Hits" compilation video. He'd been at Fairview University for less than twelve hours, and he'd already been homeless, taken in by four women, and seen one of them completely naked. Not exactly the typical freshman experience covered in the orientation packet.

The old house creaked and groaned around him, a symphony of unfamiliar noises that kept him on edge. Floorboards protested overhead as someone, probably Angie, based on the dreamy humming that accompanied the footsteps, walked from one room to another. Water rushed through pipes in the walls when someone flushed a toilet upstairs. The refrigerator in the kitchen kicked on with a low hum that vibrated through the floor beneath his bed.

He could hear the girls' voices through the thin walls, too distant to make out words but close enough to catch the rhythm of their conversations. Liona's animated tone rising and falling dramatically, Caroline's shorter, drier responses, Anna's warm laughter, and Angie's spaced-out contributions. The sounds of shared living surrounded him, making him acutely aware that he was the stranger in their midst.

Jules ran a hand through his hair, still damp from the world's fastest shower. He'd practically sprinted through his bathroom routine after dinner, terrified of taking up more than his allotted time or, god forbid, encountering any of the girls in the hallway. The memory of the housing administrator's smug face flashed through his mind. "Some guys would kill for this mix-up." Yeah, sure. Guys who weren't socially awkward disasters might appreciate it. Guys who knew how to talk to beautiful women without stammering or staring at their feet.

The dinner replayed in his head, his pathetic attempts at conversation, the way he'd nodded like a bobblehead at every house rule, how he'd nearly choked when Liona leaned forward and he caught a glimpse of her cleavage. They probably thought he was a complete idiot. Or worse, a creep.

And then the living room incident. Jules squeezed his eyes shut, but that only made the mental image more vivid. Liona, completely naked, one leg raised to step into her shorts. The perfect curve of her breasts, the smooth expanse of her stomach, the shaved pussy between her legs. His eyes had absorbed every detail in that split-second before his brain caught up and sent the abort signal. He groaned and rolled over, burying his face in the pillow. He was never going to be able to look her in the eye again without remembering what she looked like naked.

But then he remembered something else, the way they'd all laughed afterward. Not cruel, mocking laughter, but the kind shared among friends after something ridiculous happens. The way Anna had patted his shoulder and called it his "official initiation." The way even Caroline, who clearly had the strongest boundaries about the whole situation, had smiled in the end.

Jules rolled onto his side, facing the window. His laptop glowed faintly on the small desk, the power light blinking in steady green pulses. Outside, a car passed on the street, its headlights briefly illuminating the room before sliding away, leaving it darker than before. The air smelled different from what he was used to, a mix of scented candles, some kind of floral fabric softener on the sheets, and the faint tropical scent of whatever product one of the girls had used in the shower before him.

It struck him suddenly that this was the first time he'd ever really lived with anyone besides his mom and sister. Even if it was just for a few days, he was sharing a home with four strangers who cooked and showered and laughed and argued under the same roof. Four women with their own lives and dreams and quirks who had, for reasons he still couldn't quite comprehend, decided to let him stay.

An unfamiliar warmth spread through his chest, countering the anxiety that had been his constant companion all day. They could have said no. They could have left him to sleep on that bench. They could have treated him like an unwanted intruder. Instead, they'd given him a room, invited him to share their dinner, and laughed with him when things got awkward.

Another creak from upstairs, followed by the soft thud of a door closing. Someone turned on a shower. He could hear the water running through the pipes. The muffled bass of music pulsed from what he guessed was Liona's room, barely audible but present nonetheless. All these little domestic sounds that would have been background noise to anyone else felt significant to Jules, like he was learning the language of the house.

He remembered Anna's genuine interest in his major, Caroline's grudging acceptance, Angie's dreamy offer of the last pizza slice. And Liona with her unfiltered comments and mischievous eyes, teasing him about "what he was packing" like they were already friends instead of awkward strangers thrown together by a housing department error.

His phone buzzed on the side table, a text from his mom asking how his first day had gone. Jules stared at it, wondering how he could possibly summarize this day. "Made it to campus. Housing mix-up put me in a house with four sophomore girls. Saw one naked. Eating pizza for dinner." Yeah, that would give her a heart attack.

Instead, he typed: "All good. Dorm situation sorted. Meeting new people. Classes start Monday." Not exactly a lie, but definitely an edited version of the truth.

From somewhere down the hall came the sound of Liona's distinctive laugh, loud, uninhibited, and slightly wicked. The sound made Jules smile despite himself. Whatever comment had prompted that laugh, he was pretty sure he didn't want to know. Or maybe he did, which was even more confusing.

Jules pulled the borrowed blanket up to his chin, breathing in the unfamiliar floral scent. His eyelids grew heavy as the day's stress finally began to catch up with him. The panic that had gripped him since stepping off the bus had faded to a manageable hum of anxiety, tempered by something unexpected, a tiny spark of excitement about what tomorrow might bring.

For the first time since arriving at Fairview, he didn't feel like a complete outsider. He was still the accidental fifth roommate, still the awkward guy in a house full of women, still the freshman trying to find his footing. But maybe, just maybe, he could belong here, even if just for a weekend.

As sleep finally claimed him, Jules's last conscious thought was that college was already nothing like he'd expected. And strangely enough, he was okay with that.








  
  

Chapter three

Anna’s Fall





Anna’s lungs burned as she sprinted across the soccer field, her ponytail whipping behind her like a blonde flag of determination. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the practice field as she cut sharply to the right, cleats tearing into the grass with practiced precision. This was her element, legs pumping, heart pounding, sweat tracing cool paths down her spine beneath her practice jersey. She’d been on this field since freshman year, but today something felt different. Every muscle in her body screamed for rest, but Anna gritted her teeth and pushed harder. No way in hell was she showing weakness. Not with Coach Reynolds watching her every move like a hawk studying its prey. 

“Jenkins, pick up the pace! Smith, stay wide! Crawford, what the fuck was that pass?” Coach Reynolds barked orders from the sideline, her clipboard clutched in a white-knuckled grip.

Anna spun around a defender, her toned legs carrying her with the fluid grace that had earned her the scholarship in the first place. The ball felt like an extension of her foot as she dribbled past another teammate.

“That’s it, Mackenzie! Keep your body between the ball and the defender!” Anna called out, her Southern accent rolling warm and thick over the field. “You got this, sugar! Use those hips to shield!”

The freshman nodded frantically, adjusting her position. Anna smiled briefly before refocusing. Four more drills, then she could collapse in a sweaty heap in the locker room. Her calves tightened in protest as she accelerated again, but she ignored the warning signals her body sent. There was no room for weakness, not with regionals coming up in three weeks.

“Alright ladies, bring it in!” Coach Reynolds shouted, blowing her whistle with enough force to make several players wince. “That was pathetic! My dead grandmother moves faster than half of you today.”

The team huddled around their coach, breathing hard. Anna wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, leaving a streak of dirt across her sun-kissed skin. Her practice jersey clung to her back, darker blue with sweat.

“We have exactly nineteen days until the match against Richmond,” Coach continued, her voice dropping to a dangerous calm. “Nineteen days to get our shit together, or we can kiss nationals goodbye.” Her eyes scanned the circle, landing on each player in turn. “So we‘re going to run the high-pressure drill again. Full speed, full contact.”

A collective groan rippled through the team.

“Did I stutter?” Coach snapped. “Five minutes, water break, then positions. Smith, you’re leading the first wave.”

Anna nodded sharply, something fierce and proud glowing in her chest at being selected. She was the team captain, the backbone, the one they all looked to when things got tough. As the huddle broke, she made her way to the water station, legs already feeling like jelly. She’d been up until 2 AM finishing a paper for her Sports Psychology class, and her body was letting her know exactly how it felt about that decision.

“You okay, Smith?” Tanya, their goalkeeper, fell into step beside her. “You’re looking a little rough around the edges.”

“Just peachy,” Anna replied, forcing a grin. “Nothing a little more torture won’t fix.”

She gulped down water, the cold liquid a blessed relief against her parched throat. In the distance, Coach was setting up the drill, repositioning cones with quick, irritated movements. Anna rolled her shoulders, trying to loosen the tension gathering there. She could do this. She had to do this.

Five minutes passed in the blink of an eye. Anna took her position at the center of the field, heart hammering against her ribs. She’d run this drill a hundred times before, a high-intensity exercise designed to simulate game pressure with defenders coming from all angles. It was Coach’s favorite punishment and training tool rolled into one sadistic package.

The whistle blew.

Anna exploded into motion, her cleats digging into the soft turf as she drove the ball forward. Two defenders closed in, but she spun away, keeping possession with practiced ease. Her legs felt simultaneously heavy as concrete and light as air, that strange paradox of exhaustion and adrenaline that she’d grown to love over years of playing.

“Push it, Smith!” Coach shouted from the sideline. “Faster!”

Anna’s ponytail bounced against her neck as she accelerated, sweat flying from the tips of her hair. She cut left, then right, losing another defender. The goal was just ahead, Tanya’s intense focus visible even from this distance.

“That’s it, darlin’!” Anna called to Madison, who had positioned herself perfectly for the pass. “Get ready!”

She prepared to pass, planting her right foot firmly to leverage the left for a powerful cross. That‘s when it happened. The motion she’d performed thousands of times suddenly went wrong. Her cleats caught in the turf at precisely the wrong angle. Her knee twisted in a direction knees were never meant to go.

The pop came first, not the gentle pop of a knuckle crack but a wet, meaty sound that carried across the suddenly silent field. The pain followed a millisecond later, a white-hot lightning bolt that shot from her knee up to her hip and down to her toes simultaneously.

Anna heard someone scream. It took her brain several seconds to realize the sound had come from her own throat. The world tilted sideways as she crumpled to the ground, the ball rolling forgotten across the field. She clutched at her knee, fingers finding nothing visibly wrong but feeling everything catastrophically broken inside.

“Smith! Don‘t move!” Coach’s voice seemed to come from miles away.

Faces appeared above her, teammates crowding around with expressions of horror and concern. Anna tried to smile, to say she was fine, but another wave of pain crashed through her, stealing her breath and leaving her gasping.

“Get back! Give her space!” That was Coach, pushing through the circle of players. “Johnson, get the trainer! Now!”

Anna squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the world, the pain, the horrible realization dawning in her mind. In her four years of soccer, she’d seen enough injuries to know when one was bad. And this—this was bad.

“I’m okay,” she lied through gritted teeth. “Just give me a second.”

Coach Reynolds knelt beside her, her usually harsh features softened with concern. “Don’t try to move, Smith. Trainer’s coming.”

But Anna was already attempting to sit up, stubborn determination overriding common sense. She’d never stayed down on the field. Not once. Not even when she’d taken a cleat to the face sophomore year and needed seven stitches. She wasn’t about to start now.

“I can walk it off,” she insisted, even as tears pricked the corners of her eyes.

She managed to get halfway to her feet, balancing on her good leg with a teammate‘s support. For one triumphant second, she thought she might actually pull it off, might be able to limp to the sidelines and pretend this was just a minor setback.

Then she tried to put weight on her injured leg.

The pain exploded anew, so intense that black spots danced across her vision. Her leg buckled beneath her, and she went down hard, a cry tearing from her throat.

The athletic trainer arrived, pushing through the crowd with his med kit. “What happened?”

“Knee,” Coach said tersely. “Non-contact. Heard a pop.”

The trainer’s expression turned grim as he knelt beside Anna. She knew that look. It was the look trainers got when they were already thinking about MRIs and specialists and rehabilitation timelines.

“On a scale of one to ten, Smith, how’s the pain?” he asked, carefully palpating around her knee.

“Four,” she lied.

He gave her a look that clearly said he wasn’t buying it. “Let’s try for honesty.”

Anna closed her eyes, feeling the first tear escape and track down her dirt-smeared cheek. “Eight,” she whispered. “Maybe nine.”

The rest of the team stood in a silent circle, watching as the trainer continued his examination. Anna could feel the weight of their stares, concern, pity, and something worse: the relief that it wasn’t them. The trainer‘s hands were gentle but every touch sent fresh waves of agony through her leg. 

“We need to get you to the medical center,” he finally said. “I‘m thinking possible ACL tear, but we won’t know for sure until we get imaging.”

ACL. The three letters every athlete dreaded. Anna felt the world narrow around her, the bright afternoon sun suddenly too harsh, the concerned voices of her teammates too loud. This couldn’t be happening. Not to her. Not with regionals so close. Not with scouts coming to watch.

“Can I walk?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

The trainer shook his head. “We’ll bring the cart around.”

As they waited, Anna lay back on the grass, staring up at the endless blue sky. Her knee throbbed in time with her heartbeat, each pulse a reminder of how quickly dreams could shatter. Everything she’d worked for, the captain’s position, the scholarship, the professional aspirations, suddenly hung in the balance, all because of one wrong step on an ordinary Tuesday afternoon.

The world continued to spin around her, teammates being shooed back to practice, the trainer calling ahead to the medical center, Coach pacing anxiously nearby. But Anna remained still, the gravity of what had just happened slowly sinking in. She would need help. She would need time. And more than anything, she would need someone to lean on through whatever came next.

The golf cart arrived with a quiet electric hum, and gentle hands helped her onto it. As they drove away from the practice field, Anna couldn’t bring herself to look back at her teammates continuing the drill without her. Instead, she pulled out her phone with trembling fingers.


      ***Jules stretched his legs out on the living room couch, savoring the rare quiet of the house. Three weeks into his unexpected living situation, and this was the first time he’d had the place completely to himself. Liona was at theater rehearsal, Caroline had a writing workshop, Angie was doing something involving a hemp field trip, and Anna was at soccer practice. The silence felt almost surreal after weeks of constant feminine energy swirling around him. He adjusted his laptop on his thighs, diving back into the cryptography assignment that was due tomorrow. The code on his screen was a welcome refuge of logic and patterns, a world where he knew exactly what he was doing, unlike the confusing, wonderful chaos of living with four women who still sometimes made his brain short-circuit when they wandered through the kitchen in nothing but oversized t-shirts and underwear.

His temporary housing situation had somehow stretched into a semi-permanent arrangement after the administration admitted they had no room for him in the men’s dorms. The girls had voted to let him stay, and Jules still woke up some mornings wondering if he was living in some alternate reality where shy computer nerds ended up surrounded by beautiful, baffling women who treated him like... well, not exactly a brother, but something comfortable and familiar.

Jules typed a string of code, frowning at the encryption pattern he was trying to break. If he could just figure out the key sequence, the rest would—

The buzz of his phone against the coffee table shattered his concentration. Jules glanced at it, expecting a message from his mom or maybe a class notification. Instead, Anna’s name flashed on the screen. He swiped it open, a small smile already forming. She probably wanted him to preheat the oven for whatever Southern comfort food she was planning to—

Jules’ heart stuttered in his chest as he read the message: “Jules, I’m hurt bad. At athletic center. Can’t walk. Need help.”

His fingers suddenly felt numb, fumbling with the phone as he read the message again. The warm, easy feeling of moments before vanished, replaced by a cold rush of adrenaline. Anna was hurt. Anna needed him.

He’d never moved so quickly in his life. The laptop slid from his legs onto the couch as he jumped up, nearly knocking over the coffee table. His mind raced through scenarios. How bad was it? What happened? Should he call someone? A cab? No, that would take too long.

Jules grabbed his jacket from the hook by the door, jamming his feet into his sneakers without bothering to tie them properly. Keys. Where were his fucking keys? He patted his pockets frantically before spotting them on the kitchen counter. As he snatched them up, he fired off a quick text with trembling fingers: “On my way. Don’t move.”

Then he was out the door, letting it slam behind him as he broke into a run. The cool autumn air hit his face like a wake-up slap, clearing the initial panic from his mind enough to think strategically. The athletic center was on the far side of campus, past the science building and library. If he cut across the quad instead of following the pathways, he could shave at least three minutes off the time.

Jules sprinted down the sidewalk. His breath came in short, urgent bursts as he dodged a group of students who didn’t bother to move out of his way. In his mind, he kept seeing Anna’s face, her bright smile when she brought him coffee in the mornings, her furrowed brow when she concentrated on homework at the kitchen table, her eyes rolling good-naturedly at Liona’s outrageous comments.

Anna, who had been the first to welcome him when he showed up on their doorstep. Anna, who slipped notes of encouragement in his textbooks. Anna, who somehow always knew when he’d had a bad day and would appear beside him with a cookie and that soft Southern “Honey, you look like you need this.”

The quad opened up before him, and Jules cut across the grass, ignoring the posted “Keep Off” signs. His lungs burned now, the cool air scraping his throat raw with each desperate breath. His untied shoelaces whipped against his ankles, threatening to trip him, but he couldn‘t spare the seconds to stop and fix them.

A frisbee sailed past his head, nearly clipping his ear. “Watch it, dude!” someone called, but Jules didn‘t slow down. He was already calculating his next turn. Left at the library, then straight past the student union. His calves screamed in protest as he pushed himself harder than he ever had in his life. Jules wasn’t athletic, wasn’t built for this kind of exertion, but right now none of that mattered. Anna needed him.

He collided with a student rounding the corner of the library, sending the guy’s coffee flying. “Sorry!” Jules gasped without stopping, ignoring the angry curse that followed him. A stitch formed in his side, a hot poker of pain with every step, but he gritted his teeth and kept going. The athletic center was just ahead now, its modern glass facade reflecting the late afternoon sun.








