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Chapter 1: The Lease and the Lie (Mira)
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The apartment smelled like fresh paint and bad decisions.

I stood in the doorway with my keys pressed into my palm hard enough to leave teeth marks, staring at the living room as if it might politely rearrange itself into something less intimidating. Light poured through the south-facing window, catching dust in slow motion. The couch that came with the unit looked like a compromise someone regretted. The kitchen was a straight line of counters that ended in a small betrayal: one drawer that did not close all the way.

It was still better than my last place. Which had been quieter, cheaper, and full of the echo of my ex’s laugh.

“Okay,” I whispered to nobody. “We can do this.”

Behind me, the stairwell door clanged open and footsteps climbed fast, two at a time. I turned as my soon-to-be roommate appeared, breathing like he’d sprinted all the way from the curb.

Jonas Hargrove. Tall. Dark hair that refused to behave. One shoulder hauled up under a duffel bag. A cardboard box in each hand. Sweat on his throat like punctuation.

He stopped when he saw me, and for a fraction of a second his expression did something subtle, like surprise was fighting with recognition. Then it smoothed into polite neutrality.

“Mira?” he asked.

My stomach tightened. “Jonas.”

“Right,” he said, shifting the boxes. “This is... it.”

“This is,” I confirmed, because my brain had apparently gone on break.

He stepped into the apartment, the scent of outside air and laundry detergent entering with him. I watched him look around. His gaze caught on the window, the couch, the too-small kitchen, the narrow hallway with two doors facing each other.

His eyes flicked back to me.

“Two bedrooms,” he said. “One bathroom.”

“Yes.”

“Thin walls.”

“Probably.”

He gave a small nod, like he was taking inventory of potential disasters.

We had met only once. A week ago, in the office kitchen, when I’d been digging through the communal cabinet for the one mug that didn’t smell like old coffee and someone behind me had said, “You can’t drink from that one.”

I’d turned and found him holding the mug I was reaching for between two fingers like it was radioactive.

“It’s cursed,” he’d explained.

“It’s a mug,” I’d said.

“It’s a mug that has witnessed corporate betrayal,” he’d said, very serious, and then he’d smiled just a little.

At the time, I’d been too tired to laugh properly. I’d smiled back anyway. Something inside me had loosened, like a knot hadn’t realized it could.

Later, when I posted in the company chat asking if anyone knew of a place to rent quickly because my living situation had “changed,” someone had tagged Jonas.

He needs a roommate too.

Jonas is clean.

Jonas doesn’t talk much, but he pays on time.

Jonas is... safe.

Safe. That word had looked so good on the screen that I’d messaged him immediately.

Now he stood in my living room, and safe suddenly looked like a man with forearms tight from carrying boxes and eyes that didn’t linger too long.

“I took the room on the left,” I said quickly, because silence felt like a fall.

Jonas nodded. “I’ll take the right.”

We stood there, facing each other across the living room like we were about to negotiate a hostage situation.

He cleared his throat. “We should... set rules.”

It was so practical that my shoulders dropped with relief. “Yes. Rules. Good.”

Jonas put his boxes down carefully, as if the cardboard contained fragile things. “Just basic. So we don’t hate each other in three weeks.”

“Sure.”

He looked at the hallway again, then back to me. “Rule one. No going into each other’s rooms.”

That made sense. Clean. Simple. Contained. “Agreed.”

“Rule two,” he continued, “no bringing dates home.”

I blinked. “That’s... specific.”

He shrugged a little, as if embarrassed by his own life. “I’ve done the roommate thing. It gets complicated. I don’t want to hear... strangers brushing their teeth in my sink.”

I couldn’t help it. A laugh came out. Short. Real. “Fair.”

“Rule three,” he said, and his tone shifted. Not heavier, exactly. Just more careful.

He met my gaze.

“No falling in love.”

For a second my body forgot how to inhale.

Then I made a sound that might have been a laugh if it didn’t crack halfway. “That’s not a rule.”

“It is,” he said, very evenly.

I stared at him. “How would we even... enforce that?”

“We don’t,” he said. “We just agree. Out loud. So neither of us can pretend we didn’t know what we were doing if it happens.”

My mouth was dry. I should have rolled my eyes. I should have joked. I should have made it light.

Instead I heard myself say, “Sure.”

Jonas’s jaw flexed once, like he’d expected pushback and didn’t know what to do with my quick compliance.

“Agreed?” he asked anyway.

“Agreed,” I said.

There it was. Three rules. A contract scribbled in air.

No rooms.

No dates.

No falling in love.

I told myself it was ridiculous. I told myself it was dramatic. I told myself it was unnecessary.

And then I told my first lie.

Because as Jonas bent to pick his boxes back up, I realized I already knew why he’d made Rule Three.

It wasn’t a general principle.

It wasn’t a philosophical stance.

It was a warning.

For him.

And for me.

And I was already in trouble.
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Chapter 2: The First Door (Jonas)

[image: ]


I should not have suggested Rule Three.

I knew that the moment the words left my mouth, hovering in the air between us like smoke that couldn’t be stuffed back into my lungs.

No falling in love.

I’d said it like I was talking about taking out the trash on Tuesdays.

Mira had stared at me the way people stare at an open elevator shaft: calculating whether the fall is survivable.

And then she’d agreed too quickly.

That was the first thing that scared me.

Not her agreement. Her speed.

It meant she understood why I’d said it. Which meant she had the same reason.

Or worse: she had her own.

I carried my boxes down the hallway and into my room, setting them down near the bed. The room was simple. Beige walls. A window that looked out onto the alley. Enough space for a desk and a plant if you had optimism.

I didn’t.

I closed the door and leaned my forehead against it for a second.

Okay, Hargrove. Congratulations. You’ve moved in with the one person at work you are least equipped to live with.

I had known Mira for exactly nine minutes in the office kitchen. In those nine minutes I’d watched her hands tremble slightly when she poured coffee, like her body was tired of pretending it wasn’t stressed. I’d watched her smile anyway. I’d watched her eyes flick up to mine and then away, as if she didn’t trust eye contact to stay kind.

The kind of woman who did not need a roommate.

The kind of woman who needed a quiet place to recover.

And I’d offered her my spare room because I was running out of time and running out of places to go.

Now we were here, with thin walls and rules that would fail the moment life got messy.

I opened my box of kitchen items and started unpacking, because unpacking was better than thinking. Plates. Cutlery. A cheap kettle. A jar of instant coffee I didn’t even like but bought anyway because habits were easier than wants.

From the living room, I heard Mira moving. Her footsteps were soft, measured, like she was trying not to be heard.

A good roommate.

A dangerous one.

The bathroom door opened and shut. Water ran. A drawer squeaked. The fridge hummed. The apartment started to develop its own rhythm, the way shared spaces do: a new combined organism.

I told myself we could do this.

I told myself I could be normal.

Then I heard her door open.

Rule one: no going into each other’s rooms.

We hadn’t even made it an hour and already the rule was tempting, just because the sound of her moving behind that door felt like a secret I’d been handed and told not to touch.

Ridiculous.

I finished stacking the plates in the cabinet, then walked back into the living
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