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Chapter 1 - Move-In Mayhem
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The first thing Alex noticed about campus was the noise.

Not just loud—layered. Laughter overlapping with shouted directions, the rumble of rolling suitcases, music leaking from open car windows, someone yelling about a missing pillow, someone else already crying. It felt like stepping into a living thing, something with too many voices and too much energy, pulsing in every direction at once.

Alex tightened their grip on the duffel bag slung over their shoulder and paused just past the entrance archway, half-blocking a stream of incoming students.

“Sorry—sorry,” they muttered, stepping aside quickly.

This was it.

Fresh start. New life. Reinvent yourself.

At least, that’s what everyone had said.

Alex adjusted their hoodie, suddenly aware of everything at once—the way their hair wouldn’t sit right, the fact that they were sweating even though it wasn’t that hot, the uncomfortable awareness of being completely, utterly unknown here.

No one knew them.

That was supposed to be freeing.

So why did it feel like standing on the edge of something too big?

“Move-in for Ridge Hall?” a voice called out nearby.

Alex blinked and looked up. A student volunteer in a bright neon shirt was waving a clipboard like a flag.

“Yeah—uh, yes,” Alex said, shifting the duffel bag again as they approached.

“Cool, cool. Name?”

“Alex Rivera.”

The volunteer scanned the list, nodded, and pointed down a path lined with trees and chaos. “You’re in Building C, third floor. Elevators are—technically working. Good luck.”

“Technically?” Alex repeated weakly.

But the volunteer had already turned to shout directions at someone else.

Alex exhaled slowly.

Okay. Great start.
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By the time Alex reached Ridge Hall, they were already exhausted.

Cars were double-parked everywhere. Parents carried boxes like it was some kind of competitive sport. Someone was arguing loudly about where to put a mini-fridge. A girl nearby was directing traffic like she had personally been appointed queen of logistics.

Inside, it was worse.

The hallway buzzed with movement—doors open, people everywhere, bursts of laughter and fragments of introductions echoing off the walls. The air smelled faintly like cardboard, cleaning supplies, and nerves.

Alex checked their phone again.

Room 3C-17.

“Okay,” they whispered to themselves. “You can do this.”

They climbed the stairs—because the elevator line looked like a social experiment gone wrong—and made their way down the hallway, counting doors as they went.

13... 15...

	


The door was already open.

Alex hesitated just outside, heart thudding harder than it should.

Inside, someone was already there.

Of course they were.

Their roommate.

Alex took a breath and stepped in.

“Hi—!”

The greeting came fast and bright and loud, like a firework going off too close.

Alex flinched slightly before managing, “Hi.”

The person standing in the middle of the room grinned widely, one hand on their hip, the other holding what looked like a string of fairy lights tangled beyond repair.

“You must be Alex. I’m Jamie.”

They said it like they’d already decided they were going to be friends.

Jamie was... a lot.

Bright eyes, messy hair that looked intentionally chaotic, oversized graphic tee, confidence radiating off them like heat. There was no hesitation, no awkward pause—just immediate presence.

Alex shifted their weight. “Yeah. Alex.”

“Perfect,” Jamie said, nodding decisively. “You get the left side. I already claimed the right because the outlet situation over there is superior and I have priorities.”

Alex blinked. “Oh. Okay.”

“Hope that’s cool.”

“Yeah. Totally.”

Jamie beamed, as if Alex had just passed some kind of test. “Great. We’re going to get along so well. I can feel it.”

Alex wasn’t sure what to say to that.

So they settled for a small, uncertain smile and started setting their bag down on the unclaimed bed.

The room itself was... smaller than expected. Two beds, two desks, barely enough space to exist without bumping into something. One window letting in too-bright sunlight.

Jamie’s side was already half-decorated—posters, photos, an explosion of personality.

Alex’s side was blank.

They swallowed.

“Where’re you from?” Jamie asked, already moving again, untangling lights with aggressive optimism.

“Um. Not far. Couple hours.”

“Nice, nice. Big family? Small family? Secret third option?”

“Uh... medium?”

Jamie laughed. “Medium family. Love that. Balanced chaos.”

Alex let out a small breath, tension easing just a fraction.

Jamie was... easy. Loud, yes, but easy.

“So,” Jamie continued, glancing over. “Important question. Are you, like, a morning person or a night goblin?”

“A what?”

“A night goblin. You know. Thrives at 2AM. Makes questionable life choices. Probably eats cereal at inappropriate hours.”

Alex hesitated. “...maybe?”

“Excellent,” Jamie said. “I’m a full-time night goblin. This is going to work out beautifully.”

Before Alex could respond, a voice shouted from the hallway.

“Jamie! Did you steal my extension cord again?!”

Jamie froze.

Then slowly turned toward the door.

“No,” they called back, completely unconvincing.

A second later, someone appeared in the doorway—a tall guy with messy hair and the expression of someone already tired of everything.

“Jamie.”

“What?”

“That is literally my extension cord.”

“It’s our extension cord,” Jamie corrected.

“It was in my box.”

“And now it’s in our room. Growth.”

The guy sighed deeply, then noticed Alex.

“Oh. New person. Hi.”

“Hi,” Alex said.

“I’m Luca,” he added, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “Welcome to the chaos.”

Alex glanced at Jamie.

Jamie grinned. “See? I told you.”

Luca shook his head but smiled slightly. “You’ll get used to them. Or you won’t. Either way, it’s entertaining.”

“I’m very charming,” Jamie said.

“You’re a problem,” Luca replied.

“Same thing.”

Alex let out a small, surprised laugh.

It slipped out before they could stop it.

Both Jamie and Luca looked at them.

For a split second, Alex froze.

But then Jamie’s grin softened—just a little.

“See?” Jamie said. “We’re already bonding.”

Alex shook their head, smiling despite themselves. “I just got here.”

“Exactly. And you’re already laughing. That’s a strong start.”

Luca leaned against the doorframe. “Give it a few hours. Then you’ll either love us or regret everything.”

“Encouraging,” Alex muttered.

“Hey,” Jamie said, pointing dramatically. “We are delightful.”

“Debatable.”

“Rude.”

Alex watched them bicker, something warm flickering quietly in their chest.

It was strange.

Five minutes ago, everything had felt too big, too loud, too overwhelming.

Now...

It was still chaotic.

But it felt... different.

Less like noise.

More like... something happening.

Something they might actually be part of.

Jamie suddenly turned back to Alex. “Oh! Important follow-up question.”

Alex blinked. “There’s more?”

“There’s always more. Do you have snacks?”

“...yes?”

Jamie gasped. “You’re officially my favorite person.”

“Don’t say that in front of me,” Luca said.

“You had your chance,” Jamie replied.

Alex laughed again, this time a little easier.

Maybe this wasn’t going to be perfect.

Actually—there was no way it would be.

It was loud. Messy. Unpredictable.

And Alex still had no idea who they were supposed to be here.

But as Jamie plugged in the stolen extension cord and Luca continued to complain about it, and the hallway outside buzzed with life and voices and beginnings—

Alex felt something shift.

Not certainty.

Not confidence.

But possibility.

And maybe, for now—

That was enough.
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Chapter 2 - The Floor Meeting Disaster 
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The first knock on their door came barely an hour after Alex had finished unpacking half a suitcase and giving up on the rest.

Not a polite knock, either. More like a rhythmic pounding followed by a voice shouting through the door.

“Floor meeting in five! If you don’t come, Noah will emotionally spiral!”

Jamie’s head snapped up from where they were lying upside down on their bed, scrolling through their phone.

“Is that a threat or an invitation?” they called back.

“Both!” the voice replied, already moving on to the next door.

Jamie sat up in one fluid motion. “We have to go.”

“Do we?” Alex asked, glancing at their still-unmade bed.

“Yes. Mandatory social exposure. Also, free information. Possibly snacks.”

“There are snacks?” Alex perked up slightly.

“Probably not,” Jamie admitted. “But hope is important.”
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The hallway was even louder than before, somehow.

Doors slammed, people spilled out in clusters, conversations overlapping into a chaotic hum. Alex stayed half a step behind Jamie, letting them lead the way toward the common lounge at the end of the floor.

Inside, it was already packed.

Couches, chairs, the floor—every available space filled with freshmen who all looked some variation of overwhelmed, excited, or trying very hard to look like they weren’t either of those things.

At the front of the room stood someone who looked like they had not signed up for this level of chaos.

“Hi,” he said, voice a little too quiet at first.

No one stopped talking.

He cleared his throat and tried again, louder this time. “Hi. Uh—everyone? If we could just—”

Still nothing.

Jamie leaned toward Alex and whispered, “That’s our RA. Ten bucks says he cries by midterms.”

Alex huffed a quiet laugh, eyes still fixed on the guy at the front.

He tried again. “Okay, um—hey! Hi! I’m Noah, your RA, and if we could just get started—”

“Are there snacks?” someone yelled from the back.

Noah blinked. “No, I—this isn’t—there are no snacks.”

A collective groan rippled through the room.

Jamie gasped dramatically. “Betrayal.”

Alex pressed their lips together, trying not to smile.

Noah ran a hand through his hair, clearly regrouping. “Right. Okay. So this is just a quick meeting to go over some important—”

“Is alcohol allowed?” another voice cut in.

“No,” Noah said immediately.

“What about technically no but realistically yes?” someone else added.

“No,” Noah repeated, slightly less confidently.

Luca, who had appeared at some point and was now lounging across the arm of a couch like he owned it, raised a hand lazily.

“What about love?” he asked.

There was a pause.

Noah stared at him. “What?”

“Is love allowed on this floor?”

A few people snickered.

Jamie clutched Alex’s arm. “I love him.”

Alex wasn’t sure if they meant Luca or the chaos.

“Love is... not regulated by housing policy,” Noah said carefully.

“Good,” Luca replied. “Because I’m already in love with at least three people here.”

A girl nearby laughed. “You don’t even know our names.”

“Details,” Luca said smoothly.

Alex felt something twist in their chest—not quite jealousy, not quite amusement. Just... awareness.

Luca had that kind of presence. Easy, effortless. Like the room bent slightly around him.

Meanwhile, Alex hovered at the edge of the crowd, half-seated on the arm of a chair, unsure where to put their hands, their gaze, themselves.

Invisible.

Comfortably invisible.

Uncomfortably invisible.

“Okay,” Noah said, trying again, voice a little more strained. “Let’s focus. Quiet hours start at ten, please don’t set anything on fire, and—”

“Too late,” Jamie said loudly.

The room went quiet for a split second.

Noah froze. “What?”

Jamie grinned. “Kidding. Probably.”

“Jamie,” Alex whispered.

“What? I’m contributing.”

Noah exhaled slowly, like he was counting to ten in his head. “Great. Fantastic. Love the energy. Please don’t set anything on fire.”

“Emotionally or physically?” Jamie asked.

“Both,” Noah said.

A few people laughed.

Something shifted then—just slightly. The room was still chaotic, still loud, but now there was a shared rhythm to it. A sense that everyone was in on the same strange, awkward experience.

Alex looked around.

There was a girl sitting cross-legged on the floor, doodling in a notebook while half-listening. A guy leaning against the wall, nodding like he understood everything even though he clearly didn’t. Someone whispering too loudly to their neighbor.

And in the middle of it
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