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  constant /ˈkänstənt/ • noun
	A quantity or parameter that does not change throughout the execution of a program; a fixed value in a varying equation.

	The control group against which all other variables are measured. The only element that remains true when the rest of the world is in flux.



entanglement /enˈtaNGɡəlmənt/ • noun
	(Physics) A phenomenon in which a pair of particles interact such that the quantum state of each particle cannot be described independently of the state of the other, even when separated by a large distance.

	The condition where two variables become inextricably linked; the proof that distance does not result in disconnection.



iterate /ˈitəˌrāt/ • verb
To perform a function repeatedly, where the output of one cycle becomes the input for the next. To build upon a previous version, flawed as it may be, to create something stronger.
singular /ˈsiNGɡyələr/ • adjective
	Denoting or referring to just one person or thing; separate; individual.

	(Mathematics) A matrix that cannot be inverted; a point where a function is not well-behaved.

	Exception to the rule. Not the state of being alone, but the state of being without equal.











  
  Chapter 1
Home Ice Advantage


Luke 
Five days into preseason and I was already exhausted. I shouldered my goalie bag and pushed through the propped-open doors of Stony Creek Hall, the August humidity clinging to my post-practice sweat. The lobby, which had been empty for the last week while I got settled, was now a war zone on a Thursday afternoon. Parents maneuvered flatbed carts like battering rams, and the air smelled like floor wax, cardboard, and the frantic stress of a thousand goodbyes.
I dodged a dad carrying a futon and headed for the elevator. Move-in day. The one day I’d been dreading since I picked up my key a week ago.
I’d spent the last week in a quiet rhythm: wake up, two-a-days at the rink, lift, eat, sleep. Room 317 had been my sanctuary. I was guaranteed a single, one of the last on campus. That was the deal Coach Harper had swung for the transfer. Get in, steady the crease, keep the grades serviceable, and prove I could be the starter when the season kicked off in October. And so far, I’d been living up to my end of the bargain in practice. Admittedly, it was just the first week, but the team was good. Their previous goalie graduated, and I’d been recruited from a lower-division college the previous spring.
The elevator lurched open. Two first-years squeezed in with me, one holding a tower of plastic storage bins, the other juggling a mini-fridge. They stared at the massive goalie pad sticking out of my duffel, then at the Frost Demons logo on my dry-fit shirt.
“You guys start already?” Mini-Fridge asked.
“Preseason,” I said, pressing the button for the third floor. “Been on the ice a week.”
“Nice.” He shifted the fridge, grimacing. “Heard the Demons needed a miracle in net this year.”
I lifted my eyebrows but let the comment slide. People talked; I stopped caring about unverified opinions two teams ago. The doors opened on three, and I nudged the bag out into a hallway of buzzing fluorescent light and mismatched carpeting.
I headed for 317, anticipating the silence waiting for me. The rest of my day included a shower, a protein shake, and zero human interaction. I reached for my key, ready to unlock my fortress of solitude—and stopped.
The door was unlocked.
Actually, it was cracked open an inch.
My grip tightened on my bag strap. I swear I locked it. Routine was the only thing keeping me sane, and locking the door was step one. I pushed it open with my shoulder, ready to tell whoever was confused about their room number to get out.
But the room wasn’t occupied; it had been colonized.
A guy my age stood by the far wall—average height, lean in that effortless way runners always looked, with brown hair that probably argued with a comb every morning. He wore a faded Harbor Commons T-shirt and shorts, and he was placing a stack of books onto a second desk that hadn’t been there this morning.
Behind him, the room had transformed. My bed was still on the left, but a second bed had been jammed against the right wall. Two dressers. Two desks. One… roommate.
I dropped by gear bag on the ground. The thud made him jump. “Who are you?” I asked. 
He turned, holding a mechanical pencil like a dart. His eyes scanned the goalie gear, then my face. “I’m guessing you’re Luke.” He looked at me, took a couple of steps toward me, and extended his hand, “Austen Lovell.”
I didn’t take it and watched as he lowered it looking at the scowl crossing my face. 
“Yeah, I was guaranteed a single, which is what I’ve had for the last week. By myself.” I gestured around the cramped space. “What is all this?”
“Furniture, mostly.” He was annoyingly calm compared to my rising panic. “Housing sent me over about an hour ago. Apparently, the ‘single’ on your housing contract was a clerical error.”
“A clerical error,” I repeated flatly.
“That’s what they called it when I showed up, and they didn’t have a room for me in the system.” He pointed to the new bed, which sat about three feet from mine. “I filed for a single too, if it makes you feel better. Neither of us won that lottery.”
“But they told me there’d be space.”
“And yet, here we are.” He looked at me with a scowl that matched my own. “Trust me, this isn’t my idea of a good time either.”
Heat crawled up my neck. I’d planned for late dorm noise, forced fire drills, the weird smell common rooms developed after midnight. Not this. This was the equivalent to a breakaway before the puck even dropped.
I moved my gear bag by the unclaimed dresser. “Housing must’ve screwed up. I’ll straighten it out.”
Austen hummed noncommittally. “If you get a miracle out of them, tell me how you did it. I’ll buy you dinner.”
The words were casual, but his shoulders stayed tight. He flopped down on his bed, picked up a notebook, and started scribbling away. He was leaving space, letting me set the tone. Fine. Tone would be composed. Controlled.
I pulled my phone, thumbed to the contact sheet they’d emailed earlier, and found the number for housing services. I stepped into the hallway for privacy, closing the door enough to muffle my conversation but not enough to feel like retreating.
Four rings. “Northern Ridge Housing, this is Trish.”
“Hi, this is Luke Carter. I checked into Stony Creek Hall, Room 317. I was assigned a single. And I got back from practice to find my room had been invaded along with new furniture.”
A keyboard clacked. “Hmm. One moment.”
I waited, eyes tracing the cinderblock wall, patches of tape peeled where old decorations had come off. Someone down the hall laughed too loud; a door slammed.
Trish came back. “Looks like the database still shows that room as designated for double occupancy because of fall semester overflow.”
“But I was guaranteed a single. My coach guaranteed me a single. I’m on the hockey roster.” I hated how that sounded—name-dropping the program—but eligibility had been the reason they’d rush-processed my housing application. Athletic department had pulled strings; that’s what Coach Harper told me.
“I understand,” Trish said pleasantly. “Unfortunately, we’re beyond full capacity. The new dorm construction is behind schedule, so we converted several singles.”
“Maybe a different dorm? There’s gotta be somewhere on campus.”
“Sorry. Right now, we’re rearranging some rooms for three occupants and even housing a few first-year students in a local hotel until we iron out campus housing.”
“So, what, I just—” I forced my shoulders down. Yelling at staff never helped. “Could you put me on a list? First open single, call me?”
“I’ll add your name to the list,” she said. “Earliest reassessment date is four to six weeks. Until then, university policy is shared space.”
We’d be starting the season by then. Four to six weeks might as well be forever.
“Okay,” I said because the alternative was nothing. “Thanks.”
I slid the phone into my pocket and rested my head against the wall for a count of three. Plan B. Adapt. That’s what goalies do when the play breaks down—square up, track the puck, trust the angle.
Back in the room, Austen hadn’t moved. Still sat cross-legged on his bed, holding the mechanical pencil and writing in his notebook. He looked up, expression neutral. “Any luck?”
“I was put on a list, four to six weeks minimum before housing can do anything about this.”
He nodded as if he’d anticipated this outcome. I exhaled through my nose and rubbed the crease between my eyebrows.
“Look,” he said, without staring up, “I’m not trying to invade your space. This happened fast.”
“Pretty sure it’s happening to both of us.” My tone wasn’t sarcastic, more observational. 
“I took the empty closet.” I glanced at his side. Sweatshirts ordered from dark to light, shoes lined under the bed. 
The one where I’d been storing my gear bag, which alone could eat half the floor. “I’ll stack my duffel on my desk, for now.” I picked it up and placed on the empty desk on my side of the room.
He tapped the pencil against the notebook twice. “Fair enough.”
A bang erupted from the wall—metallic pipes protesting like they did every evening around this time. Austen flinched.
“AC unit,” I said. “Maintenance hasn’t fixed it. Clanks around two a.m. So, if you’re a light sleeper—”
“Eight hours of partial differential equations tends to induce coma-level sleep.” He shrugged. “I’ll adapt.”
“Math major?” He nodded. I thought of the intro sequence I’d dodged by choosing business. “Sounds intense.”
“Let me guess. Business major?” A flicker of humor—almost a smile—crossed his mouth.
I didn’t love how easily he’d clocked me. “That obvious?”
“Hockey player, business degree. It’s a statistically reliable pairing.” He said it without malice, just observation. “You’re clearly not a first-year student, so I take it you transferred here to play hockey?”
“Yeah.” I shoved the folder deeper, pretend casual. “Needed the right system.”
He nodded like that translated. Maybe it did; I was told hockey in Cold Harbor was local currency.
“One more thing,” I said. “The guy next door likes to play EDM at midnight. Thump the wall twice. He’ll kill the bass. Still haven’t seen him, so have no idea why he moved into the hall early. He’s always gone before I am in the morning and comes home much later than I do at night.”
“Midnight EDM, two thumps.” He mimed knocking. “Noted.”
I checked my watch—fifteen past five. Tomorrow’s practice started at six sharp, meaning a 4:45 alarm if I wanted pre-ice stretch and coffee. A week ago this room had felt like a sanctuary. Now it felt like a penalty box built for two.
Austen stood, pocketed his phone. “I saw the fridge. Top shelf yours?”
“Yeah. Bottom’s free.” I’d already claimed my territory—protein shakes lined up beside the peas I used for icing.
“Got it.” He grabbed a jacket from the hook he’d commandeered. “I’ve got a study group at eight. I’m out most nights till eleven, if you want private time.”
“Study group? School hasn’t even started.”
He cocked his head. “You’ve been here for a week playing hockey and school hasn’t started.”
“Yeah, but that’s practice. We’re gearing up for the season.”
“And we’re gearing up for the school year.” He reached for the doorknob, then paused. “Luke?”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t mind sharing space. Just communicate, and we’ll be fine.”
“Copy that,” I said, hand lifting in a small salute.
He disappeared into the hallway, footsteps fading. The latch clicked, and the room felt different—smaller, somehow, even with him gone. I sat on the edge of the mattress and braced my elbows on my knees.
Four weeks. I can do anything for four weeks. I closed my eyes, picturing the crease—painted blue, edges sharp. You don’t control the team, the refs, the crowd, or the rink. You control the crease. This was the same. Control what’s closet-sized and let the rest be noise.
A single had been the plan. Dad always said a plan kept you from sliding. He had plenty of plans, once, until the knee ligament shredded and he slid anyway. I shook off the thought, reached for my phone, and pulled up tomorrow’s checklist: 4:45 alarm, medical clearance documentation, team physical at 5:30, dynamic stretch routine, on ice 6:00–8:15.
I set the alarm, resisted the urge to set three backups, then stood. Most of my stuff was already in place—had been for a week. The dresser drawers I’d organized on day one. The toiletries claiming half the narrow sink shelf. All of it now sharing airspace with someone else’s things.
The AC rattled again, pipes banging like someone dropping pucks down the wall. I’d gotten used to the sound over the past week. Wondered how long it would take Austen.
I shot a quick text to Ryan O’Connell—left-wing enforcer, one of the few guys who’d reached out after the transfer.
Me: Housing screwed me. Got a roommate now.
Ryan: Welcome to Cold Harbor luxury suites. Who’d they stick you with?
Me: Math major. Seems quiet.
Ryan: Could be worse. Could be Javier. He snores during video review.
Me: Good to know.
I tossed the phone onto the pillow and surveyed Austen’s side. His stuff was neat. Almost too neat. I mean, who arranges their sweatshirts arranged dark to light? I stared at his desk. Even his books were stacked by size. The precision should have been reassuring. Instead, it felt like someone had moved furniture in my head without asking.
Dinner. I should go eat. I grabbed my wallet, checked the knob out of habit—it still stuck sometimes, but I’d learned the trick—and stepped into the hallway.
The floor hummed with early-semester energy: doors open, people laughing, somebody blasting Mario Kart music. I’d at least avoided the move-in chaos by arriving a week early. I’d already found my footing. Devon, the RA, had given me the welcome packet and the sympathetic grin about the AC. Now, I was just another face in the crowd.
Outside, dusk had settled. Cold Harbor’s campus lights glowed soft gold, and across the lawn, the science complex flickered with late-night labs. Ridgeway Hall, the math and science building, stood off to the right—windows lit sporadically. I imagined Austen sitting in a room of friends doing math problems on a whiteboard. 
A gentle breeze took the sting off the summer evening. I jammed my hands into my shorts pockets and set off toward North Point Dining Hall.
Inside North Point, the grill line was short. I loaded a tray—chicken, rice, and whatever vegetable wasn’t dripping butter—and claimed a table near the windows. Students buzzed around me, laughter bouncing off cinderblock walls. Groups formed and re-formed, tables claimed, inside jokes flying. The kind of chemistry teams tried to manufacture in locker rooms.
I ate methodically, fueling more than tasting. Between bites, I opened my planner: class list, rink schedule, workouts. Every block accounted for. The plan. Except now it had an asterisk—room shared, privacy compromised, mental space unknown.
Halfway through dinner, a text popped from Coach Harper: Reminder—medical clearance forms due at 0530 tomorrow or you’re off the ice.
I replied: Form signed, see you at five.
Coach Harper wasn’t big on emojis. Good. Neither was I.
I finished eating, bused the tray, and ignored the surrounding chatter about upcoming ski trips and fall singles mixers. Back outside, the air felt sharper. I retraced steps to Stony Creek Hall.
The lobby was quieter now, lights dimmed. Third floor was quieter too, though EDM bass thumped faintly behind my neighbor’s door. I tapped twice, testing my own advice. The bass cut off mid-drop. At least that still worked.
Inside 317, the AC unit sputtered but hadn’t started its percussion solo. Austen’s bed was empty, desk lamp off. The clock on my phone read 7:43. Plenty of time before he came back.
I toed off shoes, left them by the door—same spot as always—and changed into sleep shorts and a T-shirt. Then, because routine mattered, I unrolled the yoga mat between the beds. Tighter squeeze now, but it still fit. Ten minutes of hip mobility drills, pausing for a second only when the floor creaked in the hallway and I thought my new roommate was coming home. But the door remained locked. Stretching ended with me on my back, lying on the yoga mat and doing goalie-specific visualizations my high school coach had taught me—crease, angles, shooter patterns. The exercises usually cleared my head. Tonight, they only underlined that I was practicing recovery breathing six feet from a stranger’s pillow.
I stood, rolled the mat tight, and slid it under the bed. Considered reviewing the team’s playbook again, but rejected the idea. Brain done. Instead, I turned off the overhead light, climbed under the covers, checked the alarm on my phone, and stared at the ceiling. The hairline crack spidering across cinderblock looked vaguely like a face—I’d named it Gary on night three. I blinked until it became patternless again.
Footsteps approached. Austen’s key scraped the lock at 10:56. I checked without meaning to. The door opened; he slipped inside, closed it softly.
“Hey,” he whispered, seeing me awake.
“Hey.” My voice came out rougher than intended. “How was your study group?”
“Good.” He hung his jacket on the hook—his hook now, I supposed. He went to his set of drawers and pulled out a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. The room was dark, but my eyes had already adjusted. I should have looked away. I didn’t.
He slid out of his shirt first. Lean shoulders, the kind of definition that came from movement rather than weights. A runner’s build, maybe, or someone who biked everywhere. His spine curved as he reached for the sweatpants, and I caught the shadow of muscle shifting across his back before he stepped out of his jeans.
I stared at the ceiling. Forced myself to count the cracks.
The rustle of fabric said he’d finished. I heard him grab something from the desk—toiletry bag, maybe—and the door opened again, light slicing across the floor.
“Bathroom,” he said, half-whispered.
I nodded, not trusting my voice.
The door clicked shut. I exhaled slowly, rubbing a hand over my face. What the hell was that? I’d seen guys change in locker rooms a thousand times. This was no different.
Except I hadn’t looked away.
A minute later, footsteps returned. The door opened, closed again softly. Darkness settled back over the room. Only the glow of my phone remained.
He pointed at the screen. “Alarm early?”
“Four forty-five.”
“Got it.” He fished wireless earbuds from the desk drawer. “I’ll keep quiet.”
He didn’t need to; his presence barely registered sound. Mattress springs sighed as he lay down, and for a minute only the hum of the AC filled the room. Then—bang—metal pipes clanged like an unwelcome drum solo.
Austen chuckled under his breath. “Showtime, I assume?”
“You’ll sleep through it by Wednesday.” I flipped onto my side, facing the wall. “Took me till Thursday.”
“Noted.” Rustle of sheets. “Goodnight, Luke.”
My brain cataloged practice drills: T pushes, butterfly recoveries, rebound smothers. Anything but the fact that my room had become our room, my silence had become shared silence, my sanctuary now came with a witness. The AC settled into a steady hum. Austen’s breathing evened out, quiet and rhythmic.
Four weeks, I reminded myself. Control what’s yours.
I closed my eyes. The mattress felt the same, but everything else had shifted. Somewhere between pipe hiss and dorm quiet, sleep dragged me under.

      [image: ]Alarm. 4:45. Phone vibrated against the nightstand—barely a nightstand; more like a plank screwed to the wall. I slapped the screen, silencing the buzz before it could wake Austen, then swung my legs over the edge. The AC ticked in post-performance cooldown, otherwise silent.
I dressed in low light—compression gear, hoodie, track pants—breathing through each motion. “Tomorrow’s routine starts with today’s discipline.” Dad’s voice, years old, still coaching. I tied my laces, shoulders rolling loose. I grabbed my gear bag and tried to be quiet, but the heavy plastic pieces clanged against each other.
A rustle behind me. I looked over to see Austen rolling onto his side. I slipped out of the room as quietly as possible, angling my body to block the hallway’s light from pouring into the room. I inhaled the cold dorm air mixed with stale pizza. One day in and my perfect fall plan had cracks, but the ice waited.
I jogged down the stairwell, bag over my shoulder, and stepped into the predawn dark.






  
  Chapter 2
Ground Rules


Austen 
I woke to the drone-rattle of the AC and the absence of Luke’s alarm. 6:42 a.m. Monday. First day of classes. I had seventy-eight minutes before Complex Variables. Luke had slipped out hours ago—4:45, if the pattern held. Three days of cohabitation, and I’d learned his schedule without trying: early alarm, soft footsteps, door click, silence. By the time I surfaced, the only proof he existed was the dent in his pillow and the faint smell of peppermint soap lingering in the air.
Ships passing. Fine by me. Four weeks would fly if we kept this up.
I rolled out of bed, toes landing on the narrow rug I’d measured to avoid the cracked linoleum seam. A quick shower and two pushes of the French press, three measured scoops, kettle to boil and my morning routine seemed to steady the room.
Luke’s side had settled into a state I’d classify as “organized chaos”—water bottle on the floor, stickhandling ball under the desk, notebook open to a drill diagram I could only interpret as circles and angry arrows. We’d exchanged maybe forty words since Friday. Pleasantries. Logistics. The verbal equivalent of nodding across a crowded hallway.
I kept my gaze on the coffee bloom instead. Numbers made sense; curves on a sheet of ice did not.
At 7:08, mug in hand, I locked the door behind me and headed for Ridgeway.

      [image: ]Ridgeway Hall smelled like whiteboard cleaner and over-brewed tea. I slid into the second row of Dr. Renner’s lecture a minute before the bell. Proofs flowed, Hagoromo Fulltouch chalk flew across the board, my pen keeping tempo.
An hour later I claimed a carrel on the top floor. The desk light flickered until I smacked the switch—three times for consistency—then settled into homework. Because Dr. Renner had assigned a stack of problems for us to complete by the next class period. Outside the window, a warm drizzle drifted sideways across the quad, slicking the early autumn leaves. Somewhere under that gray sky, Luke was blocking pucks and pretending the humidity didn’t matter.
My phone buzzed.
Maya: lunch? 12:15, Blue Mug.
I typed with one hand, the other scribbling a boundary condition.
Me: Can do. Need ten quiet minutes first.
Maya: define quiet.
Me: Quiet = no hockey gear, no AC drone, no people levitating a mini-fridge down the hallway.
Maya: so…library steps?
Me: Deal.
I finished the problem set, checked it thrice, and jogged downstairs.

      [image: ]Maya waited on the wide stone steps, baseball cap pulled low, glasses perched on her head. She handed me a to-go cup before I said a word.
“Iced white chocolate mocha,” she declared. “Because you look like you slept in Ridgeway Hall and it’s eighty degrees out.”
“You know me, took a nap and dreamed in LaTeX,” I admitted.
She grimaced sympathy. “So, roommate?”
I exhaled, taking the cold cup. “Exists. Tall, hockey, polite. Also takes up space that should be mine.”
“Luke Carter.” She dug in her pocket for lip balm. “Saw the team’s Insta earlier. They were filming goalie drills at dawn. He’s kinda hunky. If you like someone who is…” She dug out her phone and opened the school’s Instagram account and started reading, “’Six-foot-two, 220 pounds of solid muscle from what I can tell. Short brown hair and brown eyes,” she said as she zoomed in on his face.
“Is that his athletic profile or are you looking at his dating app?”
“Oh, is he on Grindr?” she asked
“I wouldn’t know,” I said rolling my eyes. “And I doubt he’s gay. And even if he was, I doubt he’d go for someone like me. We’re very different. Anyway, changing topics, housing promised Luke four weeks, then they can move people around and—fingers crossed—get us our singles back.”
“You file for a move?”
“No. I let the jock do it.” I nudged a pebble off the step with my sneaker. “Transfer paperwork comes up, scholarship office notices, and I’m the cost-intensive kid complaining about freebies.”
“Scholarship is housing-inclusive. You’re entitled.”
“Entitled is a loaded word when you don’t pay full freight.”
She squinted at me. “Translation: you’d rather recalibrate than risk notice.”
I lifted a shoulder. Confirmation enough.
We walked toward Blue Mug, shoes scuffing on the pavement. Maya matched my pace, deliberate and steady.
“You like him?” she asked.
“I’ve collected approximately twenty minutes of data. He labels fridge shelves.”
“That’s bordering on soulmate territory for you.”
I elbowed her, gentle. “Funny.”
We ducked inside the café’s air-conditioned blur of espresso and indie guitar. Lines moved fast; campus noon rush. I grabbed a turkey wrap, Maya a lentil soup. No seats open, so we claimed a standing counter by the window.
She blew on her spoon. “So, what’s the actual problem with him as a roomie? Space? Noise? Or that he’s an unknown variable?”
“Unknown variable,” I echoed. “My room was fixed; now it’s fuzzy logic.”
“From what I remember of calculus, variables can become constants,” she said, eyes grinning over the rim of her cup.
I broke the wrap in half, less hungry than restless. “Constants take time. Also, he smells like hockey pads.”
“He showers eventually. Or should I explain to him the necessity of soap and water?”
“Sure thing, Dr. Chen.” A laugh escaped before I could stop it. Relief tasted like oregano and too much student-loan caution. I swallowed. “I’ll adapt.”
“From your mouth to Sun Wukong’s ears.”
“Really, the monkey king? From what I remember, he’s a trickster god.”
“More mischievous than trickster. I think he’s just misunderstood. Like someone else I know,” she opened her eyes widely, creased her brow, and tilted her head in my direction.
“I’m not misunderstood. I’m perfectly understood by those who possess more logic than a testosterone-fueled meathead.”
“Have you actually talked to him? Beyond ‘your shelf, my shelf, goodnight’?”
“We’ve exchanged enough information for cohabitation purposes.”
“Austen.” She set down her spoon. “That’s not talking. That’s a terms-of-service agreement.”
“I wasn’t aware roommates required emotional bandwidth.”
“They don’t. But you’re already cataloging his sleep schedule and shower habits.” She raised an eyebrow. “That’s more attention than you gave your last three lab partners combined.”
“Survival metrics. Entirely practical.”
“Mmm hmm.” The sound carried an entire thesis of skepticism. “Just promise me you’ll say more than ten words to him before the semester ends.”
“I’ll consider twelve if he stops leaving his stickhandling ball in the middle of the floor.”
She saluted with the soup spoon. “Text me updates. Especially if he offers a private stickhandling lesson.”

      [image: ]I beat Luke back to the room.
The chill hit first—someone had set the window unit at arctic blast. I spun the dial down to low, then faced the room. His gear bag was open on top of his desk, gloves drying over a vent. A faint rubber-sweat mix hung in the air, familiar from every gym corridor on campus.
I stepped around the stickhandling ball in the middle of the floor, “accidentally” toe-poking it until it rolled under his bed.
Then, I turned to my desk.
It was too cluttered. The messiness was making my skin itch. I rearranged immediately: office supplies on the left, laptop centered, calculators on the right,—aligned parallel to the edge—and all of my writing utensils nicely stored in a metal pencil holder—writing tips pointed down.
The act slowed my heart to its usual cadence.
It was an old reflex, a hangover from the system. When you grow up sleeping in bedrooms that belong to other people’s kids, or in group homes where privacy is a theoretical concept, you learn to keep your perimeter tight. If your things are scattered, they’re vulnerable. If they are aligned, cataloged, and locked down, they are yours.
I ran a finger along the edge of the stapler. Perfect alignment.
For tonight, at least, I controlled this variable.
Then came the heavy artillery. I pulled a massive hardbound book from my bag and dropped it onto the wood surface with a thud that made the bedsprings vibrate. Advanced Topology. Dr. Aris Thorne had warned us that her thesis requirements would make grown men weep. I intended to be the exception.
The door latch clicked. Luke walked in, hair damp from a shower. I refused to look at his naked torso, but I stole a glimpse, anyway.
“Hey,” he said.
I raised a hand. “You survived practice and your first day of class.”
“Barely. Harper skated us after scrimmage. The ice felt soft with this humidity.” He toed off sneakers, noticing the glove on the vent. “Sorry about the smell. Needs to dry or it rots.”
“It’s fine.” I nudged my chair under the desk. “Vent’s communal property.”
He grinned as if that was a joke, though I’d meant it literally. “I’ll crack the window a minute. Let some real air in.”
The sash squealed open the whole six inches we were able to open the windows. Warm, damp air slashed in; the glove fluttered. Luke braced a textbook against the sill to keep it from slamming shut.
I pressed save on my code file, realized I’d done no work since entering. “Got class in twenty. Mind if I change?”
“Do your thing.” He grabbed a protein shake from the fridge and drank half without breathing. Then he glanced at my polo shirt and dress pants—slate gray, low on style, high on function. “You presenting?”
“TA session. They expect us to dress professionally.” I smoothed the collar.
“Looks sharp.” He said it casually, like stating the hallway color. Compliment or observation? Hard to tell. Either way it unsettled.
I buried my nose in my textbook, gripping the edges like a steering wheel. Behind me, the wardrobe door creaked. The soft whump of a damp towel hitting the floor followed.
I didn’t turn around. I stared at a complex derivative, willing the numbers to make sense, but my brain was entirely focused on the acoustic data behind me: denim sliding over skin, the click of a belt buckle, the snap of a fresh T-shirt being shaken out. Finally, I heard the creaking sound of his box springs as he sat back on his bed. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.
Cardiovascular beats pulsed from his earbuds, faint but insistent. Luke bounced a rubber ball off the wall—tap, catch, tap—keeping rhythm with the track. My eye twitched at the disruption, or maybe just the proximity, but he stopped after three and pocketed the ball.
“Too loud?” he asked.
“Rhythmic. Unexpected. Reminds me of a metronome.” I gathered my stuff and stood to head back out. 
He nodded, then zipped the ball into a small cloth pouch and set it inside his skate. Contained.
“Headed to lecture?” he asked.
“Calc II. The professor has a pop-quiz today to see what the students remember from last semester. I’ll be grading quizzes.” I slung my backpack. “You?”
“Film study.” He was massaging his foot. He saw me looking and added, “My toes are still numb from the ice bath.” He made a face. “If they fall off, you get the bigger closet.”
“Generous trade.” I opened the door.
As I left, he called, “Austen—thanks for being chill.”
I paused in the threshold. Chill. I gave a short nod and let the hallway swallow me.

      [image: ]TA duty ended at five sharp. Thankfully, most of the students remembered at least a fraction of what they’d been taught in the previous semester. A few, well, they had forgotten simple addition over the summer. I detoured by Blue Mug and ordered two iced coffees—one extra large. I didn’t examine the purchase until I was halfway back to Stony Creek, cups sweating through cardboard sleeves.
Our door stood ajar. Voices drifted: Luke’s low rumble and another, lighter—female?
I nudged the door wider.
Luke sat cross-legged on his bed, laptop open to game footage. The visitor stood beside him, ponytail flipping as she turned toward me. Blonde, North Ridge letterman jacket.
“Hey,” she said brightly. “You must be Austen.”
“Depends. Who’s asking?”
“Devon’s girlfriend,” Luke clarified. “Kayla. She’s borrowing my psych notes.”
I held up the cups. “Coffee run. That one’s yours if you want.”
Luke’s brows climbed. “Serious? Lifesaver.” He hopped up, took the large, and sipped. “Perfect.”
“Personally, I’m caffeine-cutting,” Kayla said. She tucked a USB into her pocket. “Thanks, Luke.”
She exited with an easy wave.
Luke set the coffee on his desk, dragging in the rich scent. “I owe you.”
“My friend Maya said I needed to be nicer to you. Call it my version of a grand gesture.”
He laughed, surprised. “Fair.” He closed the laptop. “You good with company popping in? I should’ve texted.”
“It’s your room too.” I flipped my notebook open, uncapped a pen. “But if you give notice, I’ll steer clear. I can always hang out in Ridgeway Hall or the library… if you need privacy.”
“Deal.” He stretched, shoulders cracked. “But privacy? I seriously doubt I’ll need privacy. I don’t have time for that in my life. I’m meeting the guys for dinner at six. You hanging out in the room?”
“Probably.” I gestured at the stack of graded quizzes. “Still need to log these into Canvas for the professor.”
“Cool. I’ll grab my stuff.” He grabbed his wallet and phone before throwing on a baseball cap. Then he hesitated at the door. “You need anything from the dining hall? Cookies? Those weird energy bars?”
“Blueberry oat if they’re stocked.”
He gave a mock salute and disappeared.
The room fell quiet enough for my pulse to surface. I pressed two fingers to my wrist, counting. Even. Good.
I sorted quizzes. Midway through the pile, I paused at a shaky derivative, red-penciled a B minus, then wrote, check sign on chain rule. My handwriting shrank toward the margin, habit from years of making comments fit where space allowed.
The chain rule always felt like foster care forms—carry what matters forward, drop the rest. I recapped the pen.
A floorboard creaked. I looked up. Empty room, of course. I pulled my planner from the desk shelf.
If I wasn’t getting a new room, we needed a few boundaries:
	Quiet hours: 11 p.m.–7 a.m.

	Window cracked only when necessary.

	Advance notice of guests.

	AC objective temperature 70°F.



I underlined each twice. Order against entropy.
Pens tapped downstairs; someone shouted “shotgun” followed by laughter. I shook off the noise and refocused.
At 7:03, Luke returned, carrying a to-go box.
He nudged the door with his hip. “Got your bar.”
I accepted the package. “Thanks.”
Then he spotted the list taped above my desk.
He read silently. “Rules?”
“Guidelines.” My ears warmed. “Negotiable, but clear.”
“Looks reasonable.” He pointed. “Advance notice of guests—minimum lead time?”
“Text five minutes before arrival?”
He scrolled through his phone. A chime sounded on mine. Notification: Luke: ‘Kayla @ 4:40 was minus five.’ Followed by a laughing emoji.
I snorted. “Future events only.”
He grinned, took a swig of his diluted sports drink, and flopped into the desk chair backward, knees draped over the armrests. “What are you working on?”
“Eigenvalue proofs.”
“Sounds lethal.”
“To non-math majors, yes.” I opened the bar wrapper. “How was practice today?”
“Javier landed three top-corner shots on my glove side in six minutes. My ego’s limping.” He massaged his left shoulder, winced. “Icepack calling.”
He rummaged in the freezer and pulled out his bag of peas. He pressed the pack against his shoulder, hissing. “You ever stare at numbers so long they rearrange themselves?”
“Daily.”
He whistled low. “We’re not so different, then. I track shooters, you track numbers.”
I held his gaze a second longer than intended. Something in the way he said “we” nudged that carefully parked unknown variable closer. I broke eye contact, pretending the wrapper demanded immediate recycling.
He shifted the pack, easing a sigh. “Tomorrow’s practice ends at nine. After that, I’m free until weights at four. If you need uninterrupted crunch time, claim it.”
“I might.”
“Consider it booked.” He rose, rotated his arm. He gave a quick salute and crossed to his bed, stretching calves against the frame. Every move economical. I recognized the instinct.
The AC compressor shuddered on, right on schedule. Luke snapped his fingers in rhythm—a plastic-on-metal rattle—and mumbled the melody of some song. I capped my pen.
“Let the record show,” I said, “the AC makes better percussion than your rubber ball.”
He laughed, bright and unguarded, and for three seconds the noise didn’t feel invasive.

      [image: ]By ten, silence reclaimed the room.
Luke lay flat on his stomach, sports medicine book propped against pillows, highlighter uncapped. I finished the last grade entry, closed my laptop, and stretched until vertebrae popped.
“Lights?” he offered.
“Give me one minute.” I printed the guidelines in smaller font, laminated with packing tape, and smoothed them on the mini-fridge door: roommate constitution, version 1.0.
Luke watched, amused. “Should I sign?”
“Optional.”
He reached for the dry-erase marker, scrawled L. Carter 09/09, then drew a tiny goalie glove next to his name.
The gesture shouldn’t have mattered, but the validation settled something in my chest. I flipped off the desk lamp.
Darkness, except the streetlight halo bleeding through blinds. I climbed into bed, listening to Luke shuffle pages.
“Austen?” he whispered.
“Yeah?”
“Window’s closed, but if the room ever smells bad, say something.”
“I will.”
“Night.”
“Night,” I echoed.
I rolled onto my side, facing the wall. The AC droned, dissolving into white noise.






  
  Chapter 3
Screening the Goalie


Luke 
Two weeks into the semester, and I already felt like I was barely keeping my head above water. Still no word on the single, but that was the least of my worries. Between hockey and financial accounting, I regretted life choices.
Ryan didn’t knock. He pounded on the door of 317 with a rhythm that sounded like the drum intro to a Metallica song.
“Carter! Lovell! Suit up. We’re rolling in ten.”
I looked up from my desk, where I was pretending to organize my syllabus binders for the third time. “Rolling where?”
“The Barn,” Ryan announced, pushing the door open. He was dressed for a Saturday night in a flannel shirt that cost more than my textbooks and jeans that fit a little too well. “Rookie initiation party. Well, ‘initiation’ is a strong word. It’s mostly cheap keg beer and Javier trying to DJ.”
I tightened my grip on the binder. “We have a six a.m. skate tomorrow.”
“Which is why you’ll be drinking club soda and leaving by midnight. But you have to show, Monk. It’s optics. Team bonding.” He pointed at Austen, who was frozen halfway to the mini-fridge, holding a carton of oat milk like a shield. “And you’re coming too, Math.”
Austen blinked, looking at Ryan like he was a variable that refused to solve. “I am statistically unlikely to attend a hockey party.”
“Maya’s already there,” Ryan countered, grinning. “She texted me. Said to bring the ‘hermit crab’ or she’s telling everyone you listen to polka when you code.”
Austen’s jaw went tight. “It’s not polka. It’s symphonic metal. There’s a vast difference.”
“Whatever. Ten minutes. Wear something that can survive spilled lager.”
Ryan slapped the doorframe and vanished down the hall, humming something that was not symphonic metal.
The silence that followed was heavy. I looked at Austen; he looked at his laptop screen like he was considering climbing inside it.
“You don’t have to go,” I said. “Ryan’s bark is worse than his bite. Usually.”
“Maya doesn’t bluff,” Austen replied, closing the laptop with grim finality. He walked to his closet. “And if I stay here, the EDM guy next door will vibrate my fillings loose. A different bass line might be an improvement.”
He pulled out a navy hoodie—clean, simple, zero team logos. He held it up, inspecting it.
“You?” he asked.
I sighed, tossing the binder onto my bed. “Ryan’s right. Optics. If the new guy doesn’t show up to the first mixer, the locker room assumes he thinks he’s too good for them.”
“Or that you value sleep hygiene,” Austen muttered, pulling the hoodie on.
“Hockey culture doesn’t believe in hygiene of any kind,” I said, grabbing my keys. “Let’s get this over with.”

      [image: ]The Barn was exactly what it sounded like—a dilapidated off-campus rental in the middle of nowhere that housed five seniors and, at the moment, half the student body of Northern Ridge.
The bass hit my sternum before we cleared the mudroom. The air inside was a tropical storm of body heat, Axe body spray, and the copper tang of cheap beer.
Control, I told myself. Read the room like a zone entry.
“Stick close,” I yelled to Austen over the noise.
He didn’t answer. A group of volleyball players cut through our lane, separating us. By the time I shouldered through the gap, Austen was gone—swept toward the kitchen by the current of bodies.
“Carter!” Javier Morales loomed out of the fog, shoving a red Solo cup at my chest. “Hydrate or die.”
“I’m driving,” I shouted back, taking the cup but not drinking. I sniffed it. Vodka tonic. Not water.
“Boring!” Javier slapped my good shoulder—hard. I flinched, teeth gritting, but forced a smile. “Relax, newbie. Goalie corner is out back.”
I navigated the living room, dodging elbows and spills. My brain tracked threats automatically: drink sloshing at three o’clock, flailing dancer at nine. Exhausting. I wasn’t wired for chaos I couldn’t block.
The “Goalie Corner” was a sagging couch on the back porch, but it was currently occupied by the starters from the women’s team. I said hello. I did a lap, scanning for Ryan or an exit. You see, I’m a people-person when we’re one-on-one or in a small group, but enormous masses of swarming bodies, not my thing.
Then I saw him.
Austen was pinned against the sliding glass door in the dining room. A massive defensive lineman from the football team—I think his name was Tank—had one hand on the wall above Austen’s head, leaning in, drunk and explaining something with wet, spraying enthusiasm.
Austen stood stiff as a goalpost, arms crossed tight against his chest, eyes fixed on a point near the ceiling. He looked like he was calculating the structural load of the drywall to keep from screaming.
I edged closer, gauging whether he needed rescue or was holding his own.
“—and the thing about raw yolks,” Tank was shouting, “is the bioavailability. You cook the egg, you kill the enzymes. It’s science, bro.”
“It’s salmonella,” Austen corrected, voice tight but audible. “The thermal denaturation of proteins is necessary for safe consumption.”
Tank blinked, swaying. “De-nature-what? No, man. It’s about the primal fuel source. Rocky did it.”
“Rocky is a fictional character,” Austen said. “And he likely suffered from significant gastrointestinal distress off-camera.”
Tank laughed, slapping the wall. Plaster dust drifted down onto Austen’s shoulder. “You’re funny! I like you. You should try it. Tomorrow morning. Six eggs. Raw.”
Austen looked like he was about to vomit. “I will not be doing that.”
Tank leaned closer. “Come on, bro. Don’t be soft.”
“Hey,” I said, pitching my voice low but hard.
The lineman blinked, turning sluggishly. “Who’re you?”
“Luke. Hockey.” I nodded at Austen. “And I need my roommate. Burst pipe in the dorm. Emergency.”
A terrible lie. The lineman frowned, processing speed slowed by cheap tequila. “Pipe?”
“Everywhere,” I said. “Water damage. RAs are freaking out.” I grabbed Austen’s sleeve. “Let’s go.”
Austen didn’t hesitate. He phased through the space I created, ducking under the lineman’s arm. We didn’t stop moving until we hit the back door, shoved it open, and spilled out onto the rotting wooden deck.
The cool night air hit like relief. Quiet here—just the muffled thump of bass and wind in the trees.
Austen leaned against the railing, exhaling a long, shaky breath. He pulled his sleeves down over his hands.
“Burst pipe?” he asked, voice flat.
“I panicked. First disaster I could think of.” I dumped the vodka tonic into an overgrown flowerbed.
“That guy was explaining the nutritional benefits of raw egg yolks for twenty minutes. I was plotting a way to jump through the glass.”
“Defenestration is a valid exit strategy.”
Austen looked at me, surprised. “You know the word defenestration?”
“I do crosswords on the bus,” I said. “Goalies have a lot of downtime.”
He almost smiled. Small, a twitch of the lips, but in the dim light of the porch bulb, it looked like a victory.
“Thanks,” he said, “for saving me back there.”
“Blocker side was open,” I said. “Easy read.”
“I have no idea what you just said,” Austen admitted. He turned to face the yard, shadows cutting across his face. “I hate this. The variables are too random. The noise-to-signal ratio is zero.”
“Yeah, I have no idea what you just said.” I chuckled, leaning back against the siding. “I guess we both have things to learn from each other. Me, I spend my whole life trying to control angles.”
I squared my shoulders, demonstrating. “It’s about depth. You step out, you cut the line of sight. You make the net disappear behind you so the shooter has nothing to aim at.”
I dropped my hands.
“But here? I can’t square up to this. This place is ricochets everywhere.”
We stood there for a minute, shoulder to shoulder in the cooling air. The first time since I’d moved in that the silence between us didn’t feel like a standoff. It felt like a bunker.
The sliding door rattled. Ryan stuck his head out, spotting us.
“There you are! We’re doing a keg stand competition. Carter, you’re up against the freshman d-man.”
My stomach turned. Not the alcohol—the performance. The eyes.
I looked at Austen. He was shrinking into his hoodie, bracing for impact.
“Actually,” I said, loud enough for Ryan to hear, “Lovell’s not feeling great. Something with the… pipe situation.”
Austen caught on instantly. He put a hand to his stomach and offered a grimace that was truly Oscar-worthy. “Bad eggs,” he whispered.
Ryan looked between us, disappointed but not suspicious. “Weak sauce, Math. Fine. Carter, get him home. But you owe me a round next week.”
“Deal,” I lied.
Ryan ducked back inside. I looked at Austen.
“Bad eggs?” I asked.
“Callbacks are the foundation of good improv,” he deadpanned.
“Come on.” I nodded toward the side gate, bypassing the house entirely.

      [image: ]We walked to the car in silence, dry leaves crunching under our boots. When we got inside the truck, the engine groaned to life, blasting stale air before the climate control kicked in.
Austen buckled his seatbelt with a decisive snap, staring straight ahead. “I never located Maya.”
“Your friend?” I asked, checking the mirrors.
“Yep. I was supposed to rendezvous with her.” He rubbed his temples.
“If she’s inside that house, she’s probably fine,” I offered, shifting into reverse. “Or at least too distracted to notice we left. That crowd seemed… occupied.”
“Probability high,” Austen agreed, though he didn’t look convinced. He leaned his head back against the seat, eyes closing.
I merged onto the dark road. The silence felt heavy again, but not in a bad way. It felt like the air leaving a balloon.
I reached for the radio dial, instinct taking over.
“Luke?”
“Yeah?”
“Please don’t turn on the radio.”
I paused, hand hovering over the volume knob. “Why? You hate Top 40?”
“I hate unpredictability,” he murmured, eyes still shut tight behind his glasses. “DJs talk too much. The songs change tempo without warning. I need a constant. I need the sine wave to flatten out.”
“So… silence?”
“Silence is predictable.”
I withdrew my hand. “For a guy who lectures me about symphonic metal, you’re surprisingly sensitive to noise.”
“Metal has structure,” he said, cracking one eye open to look at me. “It’s mathematical. It follows a progression. Complexity doesn’t equal chaos, Luke. Radio is chaos.”
“Fair point.” I kept my hand on the gearshift, letting the engine idle at the stoplight. “Quiet hours start now?”
“Quiet hours start now.”
I pulled out onto the main road, keeping the radio off. The only sound was the hum of tires on asphalt and the fan pushing warmth into the cab.
It wasn’t the dorm. It wasn’t a single room. But for the first time in a week, the roommate situation felt manageable.
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