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Prologue
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The Riverside University dorm was a beehive, hundreds of students, constant noise, a cocktail of cheap food and laundry detergent. Leo was used to chaos, but on his first evening in the new place, loneliness hit him harder than ever. The room greeted him with dim light and a silent roommate who looked like he had zero intention of ever speaking to him. That stare, always somewhere outside real time.

It felt vitally important to Leo to make friends with everyone, especially with the guy he'd be living with for the foreseeable future. Only one question kept circling in his head: How do you get a nerd like that to talk? Good morning... Leo walked back into the dorm deeply unsettled. Jenna's words had put him on edge.

Fine, whatever, she was a vegetarian, didn't eat meat, okay. But that line: "I hope you do, too." It came off as incredibly insulting, like she was trying to pressure him into something. For the record, Leo could eat anything. He knew damn well that if there were no meat around, he'd survive on vegetables, bread, pasta; he loved that stuff. But he loved meat too!

That didn't mean that if he wanted to hang out with Jenna, he had to go against his own beliefs! Let her make compromises; she was the one who loved saving the world. Leo flopped onto his bed and grabbed his phone.

Speaking of which, he now had three people in his contacts. Brandon turned out to be a weird guy, marching to the beat of his own drum. Loved sports, and apparently that was the only thing in his head. Nice enough, though. So far, at least.

Leo hadn't really talked to him much. He opened the chat with Damon. Empty. Damon hadn't written a single word either. Ever since Leo moved into the dorm, one thought hadn't left him: he wanted to befriend his roommate.

Even if all their communication boiled down to constant texting; that was fine. Leo just felt like he was starving for someone to talk to. Jenna helped a little, but mostly she just talked about herself, upcoming classes, the dorm, and a million things related to the university and her own persona, where she was practically the sun around which everything revolved. It was starting to get annoying. Still, Leo took the risk and messaged Damon.

His stomach was aching with hunger, so he couldn't think of anything better than inviting his roommate to dinner. He offered to cook, hoping to figure out what the guy actually liked. The reply came surprisingly fast, like Damon had been sitting there wondering whether to text first or not. Over messages, the guy was way more talkative. He laughed, then complimented Leo for taking exactly the right angle: food.

Apparently, Damon also loved good food. He mentioned preferring something meaty, and Leo breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God he wasn't surrounded by vegans. Then he realized he didn't have much money left, and the campus store was about to close.

* * *
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Leo wasn't gone long. He came back, cooked the meat he'd bought, and waited until after eight in the evening; Damon had mentioned he usually ate after eight. Leo brought the plates into their room.

The meat was hot, aromatic, spiced. He set one plate on the desk next to Damon, who was gaming, wished him a good meal, and went to his own desk without getting a response. For a while, dinner passed in complete silence, but then Damon closed his laptop and started eating. Leo heard the scrape of a fork against ceramic, followed by a low moan of pleasure.

"Leo, this is incredible!"

The guy, finally satisfied and a little embarrassed, thanked his roommate and kept eating, relieved. All in all, the evening turned out pretty well. He went to bed in high spirits, and finally full.

* * *
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In the morning, before Leo had even opened his eyes, he heard a loud, painfully familiar scream. Female. He got up, stretched, and before he could get dressed, two people burst into the room. Jenna; she was the one screaming, cursing loudly, and to Leo's surprise, Damon was with her. Except he was trying to block her way.

His arms were spread wide on both sides, and all Leo could see was a mop of red hair trying to duck under and get a look at his face.

"You!" she hissed. "I'll turn you into sausage myself! How could you? How did you even have the nerve!"

Leo was stunned by this wake-up call.

Damon kept trying to stop her, but she seized her moment, slipped under his arm, and stormed up to Leo.

"I'm not letting this go!" she spat venomously. "I'm reporting you to the dean! How could you possibly kill an innocent animal?!"

"You're the animal!!!" She was jabbing her finger into his chest until Damon grabbed her by the ribs and dragged her out of the room, leaving the now-awake student staring blankly at the slammed door. Leo finally exhaled, still hearing her angry shouts from the living room. His roommate caught some of the shrapnel too...

"Well... that was one hell of a morning."
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Leo was still standing there in his plaid pajama pants and white t-shirt, trying to figure out how to apologize to Jenna without getting himself reported. His train of thought was cut short when Damon walked in.

"So the pork was good though," Damon said with a smirk. "Not even gonna ask how that idea got into your head. Jenna's gone, by the way."

He dropped onto his bed and immediately buried himself in his phone.

"Thanks," Leo breathed out, still standing there in a daze. "But there's one thing I don't get... Does she seriously think I killed a pig?"

"You didn't?" Damon raised an eyebrow.

"Of course not! I bought the meat at the store. Why would she think I killed something?!"

"Apparently a piglet went missing from their farm, and someone said they saw you there late last night." Damon shrugged and went back to his phone.

Leo slowly came to his senses and realized he was still in his sleepwear. Not that anyone cared; he glanced at his roommate and confirmed Damon was still glued to his phone, paying him zero attention. Enough time had passed to shower, eat, and think things through.

And only now, sitting on his bed and staring at the dark silhouette behind the desk, did he realize: Damon had defended him. It didn't make sense. If anything, it only raised more questions. The main ones being: Why? And what for?

Thoughts swirled in Leo's head. He couldn't just let his roommate's gesture go unnoticed. He had to find a way to thank him. Walk up and say "thanks"? He'd already done that this morning.

Text him instead? That seemed like a decent idea. Leo waited until Damon left the room on some errand, texting someone when you're three feet apart felt weird. He pulled out his phone, opened the chat, and froze, not knowing what to write.

Leo: "Hey. Just wanted to say thanks for having my back this morning. That was unexpected."

Damon: "No problem. She shouldn't have acted like that."

Leo: "Yeah, but still. It means a lot that you took my side. I appreciate it."

Damon: "Don't mention it."

Leo: "Maybe we could go somewhere? I want to thank you properly."

Damon: "You don't have to."

Leo: "Come on! You helped me out. Let me at least do something in return."

Damon: "Well, if you really want to, you can play some console games with me. I'm always alone anyway. No one else is interested."

Leo: "Oh, cool! I'm not great at it, but I'd love to. When works for you?"

Damon: "How about tonight around seven? I'll be free by then."

Leo: "Perfect! See you then! And thanks again!"

Damon: "Yeah, sure."

And Leo spent the rest of the day eagerly waiting for evening, catching himself thinking that maybe Damon was really lonely in that dorm.

He didn't have many friends himself, just Jenna and his new roommate. "I wonder if Damon talks to anyone else," Leo thought. It made him sad to picture his roommate spending all his free time alone in front of a screen. "Sure, I don't have many friends either, but at least I'm trying to make some. Damon doesn't seem to be." The thought that Damon might have no one to hang out with weighed on him.

He decided he'd definitely try to become friends with him.

At exactly seven, Damon walked back into the room. As expected, stone-faced, unreadable. He'd brought popcorn and cheese puffs, his absolute favorites.

Leo felt something strange, like this had never happened to him before. Damon took the lead, laying out all the snacks on the table, setting down cans of soda. Leo watched patiently. Damon settled into his favorite chair, and Leo pulled his closer.

Then Damon started explaining the game. He handed Leo a controller and guided his fingers, showing him the buttons. Leo's fingers tingled at the contact. He listened carefully, nodding, trying to remember every detail.

When the tutorial was over, they started playing. Damon picked a two-player mode while Leo stared at the bright graphics on the screen. His first attempts were rough; his character kept dying at the hands of a more experienced opponent. But Leo learned fast, and soon he could hold his own with his head held high.

They played enthusiastically, exchanging occasional comments and banter. As the game went on, they got more into it, relaxing and losing themselves in the action. Leo kept up stubbornly, adapting to Damon's style, while Damon encouraged and helped him along. And only now did Leo truly notice his roommate. Turns out, the guy had emotions; he got angry when he lost, tensed up during tight spots, and was genuinely happy when he managed to beat an opponent.

Damon didn't look anything like that cold, distant guy anymore. Leo found himself staring, missing another friendly jab aimed his way. He'd completely forgotten about the game, watching his roommate instead. It was like seeing a different person, alive, genuine, and almost... cute?

"Hey, you zoning out?" Damon nudged his shoulder. "Come on, keep up, or I'm not gonna survive on my own. Teammates are bots!"

Leo snapped back to reality, surprised to realize he'd been staring at his roommate instead of playing.

"Oh, uh... sorry, I was just thinking," Leo mumbled.

"Then don't think, play!" Damon laughed. "Look, we're almost caught up!" He was frantically mashing buttons, pushing his character forward.

"Ugh! No way, that didn't work!" he hissed through his teeth as Leo pushed ahead into the thick of it, and smiled, watching his roommate so alive and emotional. It seemed like this game had shown him a completely different side of Damon.

"Come on! Come on..." His whole body tensed. "Yes!" Damon shouted. "Eat that, noobs!"

Still riding the high, he yelled into his headset mic before finishing the round. He exhaled, leaned back in his chair, and... was he smiling? "Great game! We should do this again sometime," he said.

He finished his soda and announced he was going to bed; he'd had enough for one day. Leo felt satisfied with the evening too. He'd not only thanked his roommate but also gotten closer to him, learned a bit more about who he really was. And apparently, they'd both enjoyed it.

Leo didn't stay up late either; he wished Damon goodnight and went to bed happy.

He fell asleep the moment his head hit the pillow. For a while, there was nothing but darkness and emptiness. Then images started surfacing, visions, fragments of something so deep it was hard to believe. Death itself flashed before him.

So many deaths. He'd died so many times he'd lost count. Bows and arrows, glinting blades... endless torment and unbearable pain, followed by relief and darkness. Then a new birth, only to repeat it all over again.

The visions caused almost physical suffering: cold sweat beaded on his forehead, his fingers unconsciously clawed into the blanket. A burning cold and a prickling heat locked his body, heavy and immovable, as if nailed to the bed. This hell inside his own head seemed endless, without a single ray of light or hope of escape. Leo writhed on the bed, his body convulsing in agony. Moans escaped through clenched teeth.

He was drenched in sweat, his fists clenching whatever they could grab. The sounds woke Damon. He groggily watched his roommate thrashing in the grip of a nightmare, not immediately understanding what was happening. But a terrible gasping breath followed by a strangled cry jolted him awake.

He stared at Leo in alarm; he looked like he was dying in agony. His body arched off the bed, his nails digging into his own chest through his clothes. His face was twisted in a mask of unbearable pain. Damon understood, something was very wrong.

He jumped out of bed, rushed to Leo, and tried to pull him out of the nightmare. Damon shook him by the shoulders, trying to reach him through the horror.

"Leo! Leo, wake up! It's a dream, wake up!" But Leo kept thrashing, frantically muttering:

"No... please, let go... don't... it hurts..." Damon felt his own heart clench at those words.

Leo was clearly going through something terrible. Damon stroked his sweat-damp hair, trying to calm him.

"Shh, it's okay... it's just a bad dream... I'm here with you, you hear me? Wake up, Leo!" But he kept moaning quietly, and Damon caught fragments of phrases:

"Blood... it's everywhere... can't breathe... he-elp..."

Damon's eyes widened in horror. What was his roommate seeing in those visions?! He had to snap him out of it. Leo kept writhing, his fingers digging into Damon's shirt, crumpling the fabric. He pulled him closer, making Damon collapse on top of him.

Damon wrapped his arms around his shoulders, stroking his back, trying to calm him.

"Shh, I'm here, I'm with you... it's okay... it's just a dream..."

But Leo was still crying, gasping through choked sobs. Damon
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