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  For the ones who never said it out loud.

For the quiet survivors, the ones who smile through the ache,

the ones who thought they had to carry it alone.

For every soul that’s cracked but still standing,

every heart searching for peace,

every voice learning to believe it deserves to be heard—

this is for you.

And to the One who saw us in our shadows and stayed,

who writes mercy into the mess,

who makes broken things whole again—

Jesus, this story is Yours.
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  Content Disclaimer



This book contains sensitive themes that may be distressing to some readers. While fictional, the story engages with real-world issues related to trauma, mental health, emotional abuse, and spiritual exploration. It is intended to bring awareness, foster empathy, and offer a message of hope and healing.

Throughout the narrative, readers may encounter emotionally intense scenes and subject matter, including but not limited to:


	Mental health struggles

	Emotional, Physical, and Psychological Trauma

	Questions of identity, faith, and personal healing

	Depictions of strong emotional breakdowns and recovery




This story is written with care and intentionality, with the goal of providing insight, not harm. Reader discretion is advised.

Recommended for mature teen and adult audiences. If you or someone you know is experiencing emotional distress or trauma, please consider seeking support from a trusted individual or licensed professional. You are not alone. There is help, and there is hope.
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  INTRO: Amerei
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Amerei never meant to stand out. But somehow, without trying, she became part of something unforgettable.

Her first year at university was a whirlwind of awkward hellos, midnight snacks, and unexpected friendships. She came in quietly, more of an observer than a participant, but life had other plans.

She ended up rooming with Mita, who wore sarcasm like armor and had more layers than a psychology textbook, but somehow, they clicked. Then came Odessa, sharp-tongued, stunning, and wildly confident. Leaving Andromeda, all precision and ambition, and could probably organize the stars if given the time. 

They weren’t supposed to work as a friend group. But they did.

It wasn’t all perfect. The semester turned upside down when Reed, one of their first friends, got caught in a freak accident that left everyone shaken. Amerei stayed close, helping where she could, being the quiet, supportive kind; that was her thing. She didn’t speak loudly, but when she was there, you felt it.

And somewhere between the chaos and coffee-fueled cramming sessions, she met Merrick Hughes.

Tall, composed, way too good looking for someone who knew how to fix a spreadsheet and charm an entire student council room. He wasn’t just smart; he was calm, steady, and kind. The kind of person who didn’t just notice people… he remembered them.

He noticed her.

He remembered her.

And maybe that was the most unexpected thing of all.

Amerei didn’t plan to fall for someone. But then again, she hadn’t planned for most of the things that made her first year unforgettable.








  
  
  Chapter 1: Not the Loud Type
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Amerei

Amerei still remembered the way the air smelled that day: freshly cut grass, fast food, and too much excitement packed into their side of campus. 

Her first day at university had been… loud. 

Not in volume, although yes, people were shouting and moving like caffeine-fueled ants, but she was talking about loudness in feeling. Everything felt like a lot. The buildings were big, the crowd was bigger, and her suitcase wheel kept squeaking like it was protesting as much as she was. 

She wasn’t used to crowds. Or chaos. Or too many introductions. 

So naturally, when she was in her dorm, packing up her room and met the cool, sarcastic girl with the layered personality and unreadable eyes, Mita she panicked and made a joke about having tea parties with herself. 

Not her best moment. 

But Mita had laughed. 

And that had been the first quiet crack in the wall she kept around herself. 

Then came the others: Odessa with her high heels and sharper wit; Andromeda, who looked like she didn’t breathe unless it was scheduled in her planner; and Reed, who showed up one day with messy hair and sunshine in his voice. 

Somehow, they all stuck. 

Amerei hadn’t expected to find friends, especially so soon in the semester, because when she planted her feet on the soil of this institution for the first time, she came with the mindset to survive, not thrive. Thriving was for the people who had it all together, and Amerei wouldn’t even dare to mention the characteristic and herself in an autobiography. Her plan to endure until graduation was to keep her head down, get good grades, and maybe, just maybe, learn how to be a little braver, but that wasn’t high on the list of accomplishments. 

But by the end of that first week, she’d learned three things: 


	College showers here had better water pressure than she expected. 

	Mita was the kind of friend who saw through your silences. 

	And Merrick Hughes existed. 

	(Which was… unfair, honestly. But she was not complaining.) 




Looking back now, it was easy to laugh at how tightly she clung to her “introvert plan.” No parties. No drama. No falling for anyone with cheekbones that could slice through paper. 

Yeah. 

That aged well. 








  
  
  Chapter 2: Something Like Full Circle
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Amerei

Second year didn’t feel as scary as the first. 

Not anymore. 

Amerei tugged her cardigan over her shoulders and glanced at herself in the mirror. Soft sage green, oversized just enough to feel like comfort. Paired with wide leg jeans and her usual low-rise sneakers. Hair half up, half down, her hair had grown a lot since her first year, when she had gotten a fresh chop. To her, at the time, her hair was supposed to symbolize a fresh start at college. With some simple gold studs in her ears, it was just her, no try hard energy, no pretending to be louder than she was. 

She’d spent a year figuring out how to live in her skin in this new environment. Though it still didn’t fit perfectly, it was better. 

“You almost ready?” Mita’s voice called from her room across the way, the door widely open, showing where she was digging for her boots like they were hiding on purpose. 

“Yup,” Amerei said, grabbing her cross-body bag and slipping her phone inside. 

Mita stepped out a second later, pulling on a denim jacket over a fitted black top, her favorite heeled ankle boots giving her a few extra inches of height. Her high-waisted jeans that brought the entire outfit together. Her hair was tied back loosely, with a few strands falling out. 

“You look cute,” Amerei said, grinning. 

Mita gave a mock twirl. “I try. Ready to go vibe with the coma king?” 

They both winced at the dark joke, but it was Mita’s way of coping, and Amerei got that. 

Reed had been in a coma for nine months now. Nine months of visits, Mita’s prayers, hopeful updates, and too many days that felt exactly the same. They all came when they could, but life happened. Summer had stretched long and lovely. Amerei had spent it mostly with Merrick, late-night drives, quiet brunches, mornings spent reading on park benches. 

He’d graduated in May, but the student council had asked him back to help run the annual welcome events.

Mr. Perfect Boyfriend: Textbook 101. Still hers. 

And today, the group had agreed to visit Reed together for the first time since summer break. 







They met up just outside the front entrance of the hospital. 

Odessa was already there, leaning against the stone wall, tapping through her phone with one hand and holding an iced coffee in the other. She wore wide-leg tailored pants in burnt orange, a cropped blazer over a silky tank top, and sleek heels. Her sunglasses sat on top of her head like a crown. 

Next to her stood Andromeda, a med student but looking like a walking ad for “function meets fashion.” She wore black cigarette pants, a neatly pressed button-down tucked in, and white sneakers so clean they looked brand-new; they most likely were. Her hair was in a tight bun, and a planner peeked from the tote on her arm. 

“Look who finally showed up,” Odessa teased as Mita and Amerei walked over. 

“We like to make an entrance,” Mita shot back, giving her a playful bump with her shoulder. 

“Of what? Fashionably forgettable,” Odessa said, sipping her coffee. 

Andromeda rolled her eyes. “Can we go in before you two start a passive-aggressive showdown?” 

They checked in, took the elevator up to the third floor, and walked quietly down the corridor. The moment always hit different at the door to Reed’s room. 

Inside, the familiar beeping and sterile white walls greeted them. Reed laid there just as he had all those months: peaceful, still, a little too quiet for someone who used to talk with his hands and laugh like the world was light. 

They each grab a space to settle down on: Odessa grabbed for a chair, crossing her legs, and leaned against the back of it. Andromeda grabs one as well, sitting upright with her hands folded in her lap, while Mita flopped sideways into a recliner near the window, leaving Amerei to pull her chair close to the side of Reed’s bed. 

“Hey, Reed,” she whispered gently, her fingers brushing gently over his wrist, before taking his hands in hers. “We’re back.” 

There was a long pause, the kind that used to feel heavy, but now was the expected reply from him. 

Then Odessa broke it. 

“So,” she chimed, glancing around. “Should we catch him up? Or should we talk trash and assume he’s secretly listening?” 

“Doctor says he can probably hear us,” Mita added. “And if he is, I suspect he  would be silently judging.” 

And just like that, the vibe shifted. 

They started filling Reed in on what classes they were taking, how Odessa was already networking like she was about to host a TED Talk, how Andromeda almost made a TA cry during a lab critique, and how Mita had joined the music society “by accident” and was now somehow treasurer of the club. 

“And me?” Amerei said. “Still the same. And  Merrick and I are still a thing.” 

Mita grinned. “Still the hottest couple on campus. Technically off-campus now, but still.” 

Odessa raised an eyebrow. “You’re literally dating a spreadsheet with cheekbones.” 

“Don’t be jealous just because your type is ‘emotionally unavailable guy with a guitar.’” Amerei teased.

Andromeda snorted, actually snorted, which made all of them burst out laughing. 

After the laughter settled, Mita leaned forward, a soft expression on her face. “Remember the freshman welcome event? When we were all painfully new and pretending we weren’t scared?” 

“Oh my gosh,” Odessa groaned. “The treasure hunt.” 

Andromeda smiled, barely. “You and Dessa were on the same as Reed, right? ” 

“Yep,” Mita replied popping her ‘p’. “Our dream team. Until we got lost in the library for like, an hour.” 

Amerei grinned. “We were in the other group. Me, Andromeda and Zyran, that one guy who acted like everything bored him.” 

“He did have great sarcasm,” Odessa remarked. “Terrible sense of direction, though.” 

“And then Rune showed up,” Amerei added. “Gave his poetic speech about how the real prize was the journey.” 

Andromeda rolled her eyes. “Which was code for: I forgot where I hid the next clue.” 

“But he wasn’t wrong,” Mita muttered softly. “It really was the journey.” 

They all went quiet for a beat, letting that sink in. 

Mita glanced at Reed’s face; it was still pale but had a bit more colour in his cheeks since she last saw him. “You should’ve seen yourself, dude. You were in full ‘let’s go’ mode. Solving clues like Sherlock Holmes.” 

“We should play the ‘What Would Reed Say’ game,” Odessa said suddenly. “It’s only fair we let him roast us through our imaginations.” 

They were confused at her suggestion, so Odessa explained it to them.

They laughed again at the stupidity but the humor in it, nodding and a few ‘sures’ they agreed. 

“What would Reed say about Mita being treasurer now?” Andromeda asked. 

Mita answered instantly. “He’d say, ‘God help us all.’” 

“What would Reed say about Andromeda finally being in a group project and not taking over everything?” Odessa added, sitting up in her chair

Andromeda smirked. “He’d say, ‘Are you okay? Blink twice if you’re being blackmailed.’” 

They kept going like that, teasing, laughing, remembering. 

And even though Reed didn’t respond, even though his breathing stayed slow and steady, there was something about the way the room shifted after they settled in. Like he was awake, and really there with them, soaking in all the drama. 

Amerei leaned her head against the side of his bed, smiling to herself. 

They had come a long way. 

And the journey wasn’t over yet. 







Later That Afternoon 

Amerei’s phone buzzed quietly in her lap. 

Merrick:  Dinner date? Got something planned. Say yes.




She smiled as her heart did that soft flip it always did when his name popped up. 

Mita, who’d been quietly scrolling on her own phone in the recliner beside her, raised a brow as Amerei moved onto the recliner bench beside her. “Is that textbook 101?” Mita prompted.

Amerei nodded, showing her the message.

Mita read it, then smirked. “Look at him. Mr. Spontaneous.” 

Odessa came over, leaning her head against Amerei’s to get a peek at the message, “Dinner date, huh? You’re not gonna say no, are you?” 

“I wasn’t going to,” Amerei laughed, already typing a response. 

Amerei: Yes.  




“But I feel bad leaving you guys early. Is it okay if I dip out in a bit?” she asked, glancing between them. “I know we just got back to campus, but Merrick’s got something planned and—” 

“Girl, we already said yes, go,” Odessa waved her off. “I think we’re about to wrap up, and we’re probably going to crash the moment we get back anyway.” 

Andromeda nodded. “We’ve been here all day. This was good. Reed would want us to still live our lives.” 

“Exactly,” Mita added, nudging her. They ended up staying for a few more hours, talking softly, watching the sun melt into the sky through the hospital window. Reed never stirred. But they didn’t expect him to; they knew being there, for him, around him was enough. 

When it was time to head out, they all lingered at the back entrance of the hospital. 




“Tell Merrick he’s not allowed to set the boyfriend bar so high; some of us can’t find Prince Philip,” Odessa retorted, giving Amerei a mock glare. 

“Have fun, love,” Andromeda added, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “And text us when you arrive and when you get back.” 

“Yeah,” Odessa said, pulling her blazer tighter around her. “Go fall deeper in love or whatever.” 

They hugged and split off; they split into two, going their own way down the hospital entrance. Amerei stayed near the exit like Merrick asked, watching the sky shift to a soft, amber dusk, while the others went to the parking lot to their car to head back to campus.

Ten minutes later, she heard it before she saw it; the smooth, low rumbling of an engine of a machine she knew belonged to him. 

A black Mercedes-Benz S-Class rolled up to the curb: sleek, polished, and quiet like wealth didn’t need to announce itself. The windows were tinted, but the moment it stopped, the passenger door popped open like it knew who it was waiting for. 

She laughed under her breath. “Of course, he would,” she murmured  

Merrick stepped out from the driver’s side, in a crisp button-down and rolled-up sleeves, his dark hair just slightly messy like he hadn’t meant to be that good-looking. But of course, he was. 

“You’re late,” she commented as she slid into the car with him closing it behind her. 

He rounded back to the driver’s seat, grinning as he slipped in. “Fashionably. You would’ve missed this beautiful sunset otherwise.” 




She turned in her seat to look at him. “Excuses,” she taunted before continuing, “How was your day?” 

“Long,” he said, pulling away from the curb. “Meetings, freshman chaos, two event schedule changes, and one minor existential crisis when the banner order came in with the wrong logo.” 

She laughed. “That’s what happens in the student council life.” 

“You?” he asked, glancing at her before returning his focus on the road

“We spent the whole day with Reed,” she said, voice softer now. “It was… nice. We talked to him. Played a game where we guessed what he’d say to roast us. It was actually felt… great to do that, it made it feel like he was a part of the conversation.” 

Merrick glanced at her,  reaching over the console to squeeze her hand. “I’m glad.” 

She looked out the window as they turned onto a quieter road. “So… what’s this date plan of yours?” 

“You’ll see.” 




An Hour Later 

They were no longer in the middle of the city. 

Merrick had driven out to the edge of town, where a quiet greenhouse café sat tucked behind a row of trees. It wasn’t flashy, but it was hidden. Intimate. Glass walls that stretched from floor to ceiling, and even the roof was glass, permitting them a view of the night sky clearly, fairy lights that ran along the top of the wall and the bottom of the roof all around the establishment, with hanging plants that gave the whole place a whimsical kind of privacy. Only a few other tables were filled, soft instrumental music playing under the hum of conversation. 

He had reserved the back corner, secluded, with a view of the small indoor koi pond and candlelight on the table that flickered like it was dancing just for them. 

Merrick pulled Amerei’s seat, allowing her to sit down, and robotically did so, too stunned by how calm the place felt and the atmosphere to pay attention. “This is beautiful,” she breathed

“I thought you’d like something… quiet and different,” he said,  before taking his seat across from her. 

“And totally not over the top,” she teased, even as her heart softened again. 

“Okay, maybe a little over the top,” he quipped, a mischievous grin slid across his lips.

They laughed, shared pasta and flatbread, and tiny desserts on matching plates. They started to talk about their lives, how things can change so quickly and feel so different since the last school year.

He listened as she told him about her new classes, how Mita might be on her way to taking over the student Music club, and how Odessa was still thriving on her ability to walk into any room like she owned it. 

He told her about the council’s plans for the freshman mixer, how someone accidentally ordered glow-in-the-dark flyers for a formal event, and how a new freshman asked him if he was single within five minutes of walking into his office. 

She raised a brow, amused. “And what did you say?” 

He leaned closer, eyes warm. “Told her I’m very, very taken.” 




That made Amerei giggle.




By the end of the night, her shoes were off under the table and she was laughing more than talking. They stayed until the lights dimmed and the soft clinking of plates of workers slowly closing for the day became background noise. 




When they finally walked out into the warm night air, Merrick slipped his hand into hers. 

“You always know what I need,” Amerei said, looking up at him 

He smiled down at her. “That’s kind of my job.” 

“No,” she affirmed,  shaking her head. “It’s not. But you still do it anyway.” 

He pressed a kiss to her temple, then whispered just low enough for only her to hear: 

“I love you, Amerei. and I want you to have everything you want for.” 

She smiled, resting her head against his arm as they walked to the car. 

“I know. I love you too.” 
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Andromeda didn’t come to university to play games. She came to win. 

Top of her class. Planner color-coded down to the hour. She had her future mapped out with surgical precision and no intention of letting distractions reroute her. 

At least, that was the plan. 

People had opinions about her. Too intense. Too focused. Too much. She didn’t mind. In fact, she liked it. There was comfort in control, in knowing who you were and where you were going. 

But somewhere between the flashcard marathons and lab reports, the perfect rhythm started to slip. 

She ended up orbiting a group she never expected to care about. Mita, the unexpectedly digital marketing major with eyes that saw more than she let on. Odessa, a walking hurricane of beauty and confidence. And then… Amerei. The roommate of Mita, soft-spoken, tea-drinking, and book-loving. Andromeda had dismissed her at first. But quiet people had layers, and Amerei, oddly enough, was the one she felt safest around. 

It wasn’t that Andromeda didn’t want connection. She just didn’t trust it. People came and went. 

Plans stayed. 

Still, somewhere along the way, the late-night talks, the shared silences, the eye rolls exchanged in class… it started to mean something. 

She hadn’t planned for that either. But maybe not everything in life could be charted. 

Perhaps the parts that mattered most were the ones that didn’t fit the plan. 
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Andromeda 

Her first year was one long, uninterrupted breath held tight between lectures, labs, and exam dates she could still recite from memory. 

There were no “lazy Saturdays” or “late-night dorm chats” on her schedule. Just whiteboard formulas, half-finished flashcards, and enough caffeine to keep a city running. If her professors asked for excellence, she gave them near-perfection. That’s who she was. 

But even perfectionists get tired. Right?

She just didn’t say it out loud. 

If she did have free time, it was usually spent with her friends, half-because she loved them, half-because she needed to remember she was a person outside of med school. Odessa’s dramatics, Mita’s dry wit, Amerei’s quiet loyalty… those were the things that grounded her, reminded her she wasn’t just a walking GPA. 




Mita came to the forefront of her thoughts just then. 

At some point during that first year after Reed’s accident and then again in the second semester after her trip with her boyfriend, Rune, Andromeda had watched her dim. 

No warning. No meltdown. Just little things that someone who wasn’t close to her wouldn’t pick up on: Less sarcasm. More silence in conversation. Eyes that used to sparkle now had a subtle distance in them.

Andromeda wasn’t the emotional expert in their group; Odessa had that title locked in, but even she could tell something wasn’t right. 

She worried, but she gave Mita space. People like Mita didn’t take well to being hovered over. And Andromeda didn’t know the right words to offer anyway. 

Now, second year had rolled around, and Mita was back. 

Laughing again. Glowing, even. It was weird, but not in a bad way. Just unexpected, like a puzzle piece you thought was lost turning up under the couch. 

Andromeda didn’t ask what changed. She was just glad her friend was okay. 

As for her? 

Second year med school was… not lighter. Not yet. 

But maybe, hopefully, this year could be different. Even just a little. She still planned her weeks in color-coded blocks. Still kept a master to-do list on her wall. Still carried a highlighter in her back pocket like it was part of her anatomy. 

But she also had a playlist of songs she liked that had nothing to do with studying. 

And a favorite coffee order that had too much sugar. 

And, occasionally, leave space in her planner that said “free” and meant it. 




As she walked through campus, the early September breeze threaded through her loose braid as she made her way towards the science building. A part of her hoped this year wouldn’t just be about surviving the schedule. 




For all that, she hopes it could be about finding what life looked like in the in-between. 
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Andromeda 

They stayed longer than planned at the hospital. 

None of them said it out loud, but none of them really wanted to leave. Not when the room felt so full. Not when laughter floated between memories like a lifeline. Not when Reed, even in his silence, still felt like part of the conversation. 

When they finally peeled themselves away, after sending Amerei on her date, they headed out. 

They stood in the parking lot for a few minutes after parting with her at the entrance, stretching, yawning, lingering. 

The sun was on its way down, casting everything in the kind of golden haze that made even the chipped pavement look beautiful. 

Andromeda leaned against her car, watching the others with a small smile. 

“Feels weird to say this,” Odessa said, twirling her car keys, “but that was actually kind of… fun?” 

“Reed would’ve roasted you just for saying that,” Mita retorted, grinning. 

“Which makes it all the more,” Odessa replied with a smirk, leaning against her car. 

Everyone was silent for a moment, all of them looking at the sunset, taking in the scene and the reason why everyone was here, recollecting their reality. 

“We’re really back, huh?” Mita lamented, tucking a few strands of hair behind her ear as the wind picked up.

“Don’t remind me,” Andromeda muttered, though her voice was light. 

They all laughed, that soft, familiar sound of girls coming home to each other. 




After their impromptu non-verbal humanistic therapy, Odessa slid into her sleek Cadillac Celestiq and pulled away with a wave, heading back to her off-campus apartment. Andromeda and Mita piled into Andromeda’s car, a new, tidy Chevrolet Suburban SUV that ran like a dream and had personality, which was exactly how she liked it. 

The drive back to campus was filled with light chatter: guesses about Amerei’s date, Odessa’s new internship, Mita’s offhand comments about needing to do laundry or else recycle outfits from last year. 

Andromeda didn’t talk much, but she didn’t need to. She just liked listening, and Mita loved talking. Letting the voices fill the space, she relaxed in the comfort of her friend’s presence as she drove them back to campus. 

She dropped Mita off at the dorm building entrance, letting her think she was going to park before heading up to her room, but she watched Mita disappear inside the elevator, as the building’s first floor was mainly glass, allowing a clear view of the floor, before turning back onto the road. 

She should’ve gone straight to her own dorm. Her bed was waiting. Her planner was waiting. 

But she wasn’t ready. 

She took a left instead of a right and drove toward the edge of town, past quiet neighborhoods and corner stores she never visited, until she reached the small park that overlooked the lac de souvenirs. 

It was still full of people, families with ice cream, couples on benches, and joggers looping the path, but it was peaceful. The kind of place that made silence feel safe. 

Andromeda pulled into a space beneath a tree, turned off the engine, and reclined her seat. 

The sunset was folding into the sky in pinks and golds and the kind of soft orange that made her wish she believed in poetry. She locked the doors, let her head rest against the cushion of the headrest, and just… breathed. 

No schedule. No flashcards. No expectations. 

Just a moment of no responsibilities. 

She didn’t mean to fall asleep. 

But the quiet was warm, the evening air just cool enough, and for once, her mind wasn’t racing with equations or outcomes. 

So she closed her eyes. Just for a second. 

And let herself rest. 
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Andromeda 

Lying down, sleeping, in a room lit only by the moon, between the warmth of comfortable sheets, which were a stark contrast to the air outside that whooshed against the glass of her window, Meda laid in a fetal position trying to contain every ounce of warmth she could. The heater was broken and needed repair about 4 hours ago, but neither mother nor father could find someone to fix it before tomorrow morning.

It was quiet except for the wind outside, but for some reason, the atmosphere was not peaceful. 

This was the kind of quiet that presses down like a warning. 

There was a shirt. A faded blue shirt with a tree printed on the center. Almost invisible in the dark of the night. But her eyes were sharp back then. 

Sharp like a wolf leading a pack, surviving in the dark. 

She couldn’t move; she tried, but to no avail. This was a weird nightmare

However, what was more important was that something, no, someone, was holding her down, pressing down on her, using their weight as an advantage against her. 

Without warning, wet breath smeared across her neck. 

Something hard pressed against her leg, unmistakably real. 

Her arms were pinned above her head, wrists aching beneath the harsh, tight grip. 

“Stop… please.” The words came out tiny. Fragile. 

A whisper, a prayer for help from something she didn’t know exactly what yet, but she knew she needed it. 

“Please—” 

A hand clamped over her mouth just as her scream tried to break free. 

The dream didn’t last long. 

But the memory did. 

Outside her dream in her car, in the very real world, Andromeda twisted sharply in her seat. Her body jerked, her breath caught in her throat, her lungs trying to grasp for air as much as they could. Her face was wet with tears as if they were trying to stain the memories onto her skin, regardless of the fact that her thoughts were already soiled by the memories.

“Stop,” she whispered, the word caught somewhere between the dream and the present. “Please…” 

Not able to bear it any longer, she woke up. 

Gasping. Shaking in cold sweat. Her chest rising as though she’d just surfaced from deep waters. 

She stared out through the windshield. The moon was now high in the sky. Silver light spread over the park like frost. The voices of loud chatter with the gentle fold of laughter and footsteps of passersby all sound amplified in the dark of night as the city was now at bed. She reminded herself that she was in her car, the doors were locked, and if she kept the memory of the man in the faded blue shirt distant, muffled, she would be safe in her own skin. 

Safe. 

She blinked. 

This was her car. Her seat. The place she’d parked earlier, trying to avoid the pressure of returning to her perfectly curated dorm room. She was okay. 

She. Was. Okay. 

But the tears didn’t care. 

They came again, fast, falling in hot, silent streams down her cheeks, and for a moment, she let them. Dropping her head in her hands, she folded into herself and wept. 

It was not just for the dream. 

But for the fact that it still followed her. 

She hadn’t dreamed of that in months. 




Perhaps the summer trip back home had stirred it up. Maybe it was seeing Reed today, so still, so helpless, that triggered something buried. 

Or maybe trauma didn’t need a reason. It just… remembered. 




After continuous effort to get her breathing somewhat normal, she wiped her face with the sleeve of her jacket and pushed the start button. Her headlights flicked on, slicing through the evening. 

She pulled away from the park in silence. 

By the time she reached the dorm, everything felt cold again. Tidy. Controlled. 

Just how she needed it to be. 

Her room was empty. By design. 

She didn’t want a roommate. In fact, she insisted on that.

She couldn’t risk someone hearing her cry out in the night. 

Wouldn’t want there to be hushed gossip about the girl who thinks she is better than everyone else, tosses and screams in her sleep. 

Couldn’t let anyone see the cracks beneath her carefully constructed poise. 

So she lived alone. Slept alone. 

Carried herself with elegance, wore grace like armor. 

It wasn’t a lie. 

It was just… only part of the truth. 

Here, away from home, away from the past. She could be someone else. 

Someone who didn’t wake up drenched in memory. 

Someone who had a plan, a future, and a name professors respected. 

But on nights like this, she remembered. 

And remembering hurt. 
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Amerei 

The date ended the way all perfect evenings should, slowly and sweetly, like the last page of a favorite book. 

Merrick pulled up in front of her dorm, headlights casting soft shadows across the building’s front steps. Inside the car, everything felt still. Like the night had stretched itself out for just the two of them. 

“Thanks for tonight, I needed this,” Amerei said softly, leaning against her seat with a smile she didn’t even try to hide, reminiscing on the night’s previous events. 

“Thank you for saying yes,” Merrick replied, reaching across the console to brush his fingers gently along her wrist. “With the days I’ve had leading up to today, I definitely needed to recharge, and you always have this way of making everything feel better.” He paused, bringing his hands up to cradle her face. She responded to his touch, leaning into it. “So I might have been the one who needed this more than you; in fact, I might even say I craved this.” He finished, never breaking eye contact.

Amerei inclined her head; he followed suit, leaning in to her, as she was eager to have him close but was sad that it was the mark of the end of their night.

The kiss was not rushed, as they both wanted to linger longer but didn’t want to impose on the other. The embrace was not heavy either; it wasn’t demanding that they continue any further. The kiss was an intentional expression of their gratitude for each other. 

She smiled into it, fingers lightly brushing the collar of his shirt before pulling back. 

“I should go,” she said, though her body didn’t quite agree yet. 

“Go on, before I convince you to break dorm rules,” he teased, opening her door for her. 

She stepped out, pausing to look back one last time. “Don’t stay up too late planning world domination with the student council.” 

“No promises,” he said, giving her a lazy grin before pulling away. 

She watched his taillights disappear before turning toward the building, feeling warm from the inside out. 




Inside the dorm, the living room lights were low. Mita sat cross-legged on the couch, blanket wrapped around her shoulders, half-focused on some show playing low on the TV. 

“You’re back,” she said without looking away from the screen. “Did he feed you or just look at you lovingly all night?” Amerei didn’t miss the hint of a smile behind her roommate’s sarcastic comment.

Amerei grinned, kicking off her shoes. “Both. He’s multi-talented.” 

Mita chuckled. “Of course he is.” 

“I’m gonna shower,” Amerei said, already grabbing her towel. 

“Cool. I’ll still be here when you get out.” 




After her shower, Amerei came back in fresh pajamas, hair towel-dried, and sat beside Mita with a contented sigh before she began. 

“Okay, so… there were fairy lights. Actual fairy lights.” 

“No way.” 

“And a koi pond.” 

“Amerei. Stop. You’re making me raise my standards.” 

They spent the rest of the night talking and reliving Amerei’s date before they headed to bed. 













The next morning, the campus was already alive by the time Amerei stepped out of her building. 

Her first class of the semester: Financial Analytics. 

Which basically meant brain fog with a hint of panic. 

Everyone moved like they were late. Freshmen stared at maps on their phones, clutching iced coffees and bumping into upperclassmen who were too sleep-deprived to care. 

‘Like, guys, it’s the first day of school.’ 

Amerei moved with quiet confidence now, compared to her first year. She knew where she was going. Mostly. 

Some new students stopped her, of all people, for directions. She helped when she could, but honestly, to say the campus was huge was an understatement, and she mostly knew her little corner of it: the dorm, classes, the library, and Merrick’s old haunts. 

That was it. 

She walked into class and found a seat near the back. Familiar faces greeted her with nods and polite smiles. She smiled back, not wanting to be rude. These were her classmates, sure, people she partnered with for group projects previously. They’d text, meet, and finish the work. 

Then she’d delete their number. 

It wasn’t personal. It just… wasn’t necessary to fill her phone with the contacts of people she will never communicate with outside class, especially if their majors were different. Plus, it was a waste of phone storage. 

She had her friends. Real ones. The kind you didn’t need icebreakers for. 

Still, she was kind. Always respectful. She could have small talk about the weather, midterms, whatever. She wasn’t cold, just reserved. 

And now, a sophomore, she was getting used to her own rhythm. 

This was not new. Not overwhelming. Just moving forward in her life. 










It was the weekend when she rolled out of bed early to get ready for the day’s event, slipping on the clean, navy blue shirt that read VOLUNTEER in bold white letters across the front and back. Her hair was in a ponytail, soft strands tucked behind her ears. She added a pair of jeans and her most reliable sneakers, nothing flashy. 

Merrick had already texted her that he was at the quad setting up with the team. He was probably stressing out, overmanaging, and triple-checking everything. That’s how he was whenever he was in full-on event mode. 

She smiled just thinking about it. He was so adorable when he got stressed

And maybe that’s why she volunteered, just for setup, though. To help her overly dedicated, low-key, adorable boyfriend keep his sanity. 

Besides, she and the girls had plans that night. 

And nothing, not even being a volunteer, was going to mess with that. 
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Amerei 

After hours of helping set up booths, sorting flyers, and dodging last-minute panic from student council members, Amerei finally stepped back and took in the scene. 

The welcome event was in full swing. 

Departments had their info tables decked out with banners and balloons. The arts club booth already had students sketching portraits, the med tent was passing out branded hand sanitizer to passersby, and the refreshment station was stacked with enough mini water bottles and cookies to feed a stadium. It was a job well done.




She turned and caught sight of Merrick across the quad, clipboard in hand, still troubleshooting, and was probably three steps ahead of everyone else, looking like he was running a small country. 

She walked up to him, brushing her knuckles softly against his arm, catching his attention

“Everything looks amazing. You did great,” she said, trying to reassure him.

He looked at her with that tired, proud smile that always made her heart catch in her throat.

“Couldn’t have done it without you,” he said, switching his clipboard to his other hand to allow space for him to pull Amerei to his side before placing a kiss atop her head, sighing into her hairline.

“Yes, you could’ve,” she teased, looking up at him before removing a strand of hair sticking to his forehead. “But I’m glad I was here to help anyway.” 

She enveloped him in a hug as she whispered, “I’m heading out now. Girls’ night.” 

Understanding her perfectly, he nodded, placing another kiss on her temple before being beckoned by the maintenance team. “Have fun. Text when you’re home.”  

“Always and I will,” she shouted as she retreated in the direction of her dorm.




Back at the dorm, she changed into something cuter: high-waisted denim shorts, a soft plum tank top, and her favorite necklace. Her hair was pulled into a cute side braid, allowing strands to frame her face. Normally, Mita would be off at her Christian club on Friday nights, but all clubs had booths at the event today, so there were no meetings today. 

Mita was in ripped jeans, an oversized button-up shirt tucked at the front, and chunky sneakers. Her hair was pulled into a high ponytail, gold hoops glinting under the light as they waited outside for Andromeda to drive around and pick them up. 

“She’s five minutes late,” Mita said, scrolling on her phone. 

“She’s always five minutes late,” Amerei replied, sipping the iced tea she had just gotten from the cafeteria. 

As if on cue, her sleek suburban pulled around to the entrance of the building. 

“There she is,” Amerei smiled, already heading toward it ahead of Mita. 

Andromeda rolled down the window, looking effortlessly put together. Black slacks that match well with her tucked-in satin blouse with hair in a low dual twist, accessorized with minimalist earrings, as though she could go from bowling alley to business dinner without missing a beat. 

“Get in, losers,” she said with a rare smirk. 




They met Odessa at the bowling alley, already waiting by the check-in counter, dressed to not blend in. A dark emerald body-con dress under an oversized denim jacket, statement earrings, and boots that clicked when she walked. 

“You look like you’re about to host a pop-up shop,” Mita said, looking Odessa up and down.

“I always dress for the life I want, not the life I have,” Odessa replied, flipping her hair as if she wished to emphasize her point. 

They signed up for two lanes, Amerei and Mita versus Andromeda and Odessa. It was mostly chaos. Mita had no form but somehow kept getting strikes. Odessa bowled like it was a competition, and Andromeda treated each throw like a physics experiment. Amerei mostly giggled between sips of soda and tried her best not to let herself or the ball fall over the line. 

Between frames, they joked about what kind of chaos the student council had planned for this year’s freshmen icebreaker. The treasure hunt from last year had been iconic. 

“I still can’t believe Rune gave that weird speech about the prize being the journey,” Amerei said. 

“As Mita said before,” Andromeda added, “he wasn’t wrong.” They went back and forth on the subject before calling it quits.

After bowling, they hit a late-night movie. They had no specific preference tonight; they just wanted something dumb and funny, perfect for the end of a long week and the start of another long one and many more to come. No overthinking. Just laughter and popcorn and leaning on each other in that soft way friends do when the night starts to wear them down. 




Back parking lot of the movie theaters. They all piled into Andromeda’s car as no one was ready to say goodbye just yet. 

They sat in the parking lot, music low, windows slightly cracked as the midnight air wrapped around them. 

They played 21 Questions, told embarrassing stories, made up a ridiculous fairytale involving a cursed espresso machine and a professor with a secret identity. Odessa documented the night on video, snapping candids, capturing the joy in real time. 

None of them said it, but they all felt it: 

Next week, life would get serious all over again. 

Deadlines. Labs. Group projects. 

And no one would have time to just be. 

So tonight? 

They gave themselves permission to laugh too loud and stay out too late. 




When they finally drove back to campus, Andromeda dropped off Amerei and Mita at the dorm entrance, told them to go on ahead, and went to park the car. 

They walked up quietly, shoes in hand, up the stairs of the entrance. Both were exhausted with the kind of tiredness that came from a day that was full and satisfying. 

When they entered their dorm room, Amerei headed toward the kitchen, then her room, but paused when she passed Mita’s door. 

It was open, just a sliver. 

And inside, she heard Mita’s voice. 

Soft. Passionate. Pouring out in a way Amerei hadn’t heard since before summer break. 

She’d heard it before, back at the beginning of their first year, when they were still figuring each other out. Then it faded. Mita had grown quiet, distant. 

But now? 

Now her voice carried peace. Power. Like she wasn’t just saying words, but knew she was being heard. 

Amerei didn’t understand it. Didn’t need to. She wasn’t sure what she believed, or if she even believed in anything ‘supernatural.’

But hearing Mita’s prayer… 

Somehow calmed something in her. 

She left her own door open and climbed into bed, letting the distant murmur of praise float through the air like a lullaby. 

She wasn’t sure when sleep came. 

Only that when it did, it came softly. 

And for the first time in a while, 

She slept well. 
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Andromeda Pov

I was exhausted but not tired. 

Which sounds contradictory, I know. But if you live like this long enough, it starts making perfect sense.

It’s the kind of exhaustion that refuses to grant the pleasure of slumber. The kind that settles into your bones while your mind keeps moving anyway.

Loud.

Relentless. 

I took my pills—two small tablets from the bottle I once promised myself I wouldn’t need again.

Antidepressants.

Anti-anxiety medication.

My chemical armor.

I’d stopped taking them for a while because I really was doing better.

But going home always ruins that progress.… It always stirs things up. 




It drags old memories back to the surface too quickly and too sharply, until suddenly I’m drowning in things I thought I’d already survived.

And now here I was again, back on medication, trying to figure out where the line existed

between functioning and merely surviving.




Sleep never came, so I studied instead.

That was always my fallback.

When in doubt: read, memorize, solve.

If I built enough new neural pathways, maybe eventually they’d overpower the ones still

screaming from the past.




My weeks blurred together after that.

Classes.

Labs.

Tests.

Study.

Repeat.

People love saying things like “take it one day at a time” or “make every day count.”

But when nightmares start feeling more vivid than your actual life, those phrases stop meaning much.

Life stops feeling like something you experience.

It becomes something you survive endure.




It happened again during one of my labs.

A male classmate leaned closer to whisper something near my ear.

Too close.

Too warm.

And suddenly I wasn’t in the lab anymore.

I was back there.

Back in that moonlit room.

Pinned down.

The faded blue shirt blurred in the darkness.

The burn against my thigh from rough fabric scraping my skin.

I remembered thinking something stupid in the middle of it all:

My legs are too small to matter.

I was too young.

But apparently still old enough to damage.

Convenient enough to become a victim.

And honestly?

Who would’ve believed me anyway?

I was the girl constantly climbing hills and throwing myself down grassy slopes with my cousins while my parents handled business calls indoors. 

Always scraped up. 

Always rough-and-tumble. 

No one questions bruises when you’re already expected to fall. 




Even now, seeing someone with that same build—a tall frame, broad shoulders, faded blue

shirt—makes my body lock up before my brain can catch up.




It feels like being twelve again.

Afraid of shadows in broad daylight.

Today was worse than usual.

On my way across the quad, I walked straight into a student demonstration.

Too much noise.

Too many voices.

Too much stimulation pressing against my skull all at once.




Students crowded together holding signs about violence awareness, women’s rights, and

autonomy while angry voices echoed beneath the afternoon heat.

Someone nearby mentioned the movement had been started by her.




The girl who ran when it happened. 

Mita told me that part.




Said Reed stepped in to protect her from an obviously abusive boyfriend, got stabbed for it, and she panicked and fled while he bled out on the floor. 

Maybe she was terrified.

Maybe the blood sent her into shock.

Maybe she’s blood-phobic or whatever. 

I don’t know and I don’t care about her excuses.




But if someone risks their life for you, bleeds out for you… For crying out loud, acknowledge it. You could at least say thank you. You could visit him at the hospital if nothing else. 




I don’t hate that girl for being afraid. 

But I also don’t like her. 

Because she let someone else carry the weight of her choices and never looked back. 

I know it sounds bitter,

but…hey, life is bitter. 

As I said, I don’t hate her… 

Not really.  




She’s just another girl with a family more interested in optics than honesty. 

Her parents, massive donors to the school, poured money into Reed’s hospital bills. Covered the costs. In other words, “bought concern,” and as usual, the press ate it up. 

But according to Reed’s family, they never visited. Never showed their faces at the hospital.

Not once. 

Not even a card or an apology. 




All that “concern” was for the public. So they could be the kind of parents who looked like they cared.

But they are actually people who played the role of responsible benefactors while their daughter ran from the boy who bled for her and a boy who made that someone bleed in the first place. 




It hits too close to home, honestly. 

My parents aren’t mega-donors to this school, but they are very affluent. 

Image-first people. 

Old money, new rules.

Reputation-first money. 

My siblings? All successful. High-paying jobs, name-brand lives. We were the perfect family on paper. 

The funny thing is, we don’t live on paper, now do we? 

In reality, we, my family, live in silence. Perfection polished to distraction. 




But as I said, it’s not that I hate the girl.

Maybe she really was another victim trying to survive inside her own counterfeit happily-ever-after. 

And maybe that girl was trapped in something similar to me.

I get that. 

I just hated that Reed suffered because of it. 




I turned up the volume in my headphones and kept walking. 

The quad had become unbearable—chanting, clapping, shouting bouncing from every direction until it felt like my skin couldn’t breathe properly.

I didn’t want conversation.

Didn’t want sympathy.

Didn’t even want eye contact.

I just wanted quiet.




By the time I reached my dorm, exhaustion finally crashed into me.

I collapsed face-first onto my mattress fully dressed, my bag still hanging halfway off my

shoulder while my shoes kicked somewhere across the room. 

Lights off. 

Door locked. 

Headphones still on. 

I don’t know how long I lay there. 

But I know I didn’t cry. 

That part’s gone. I don’t cry anymore. 

I just lie still and hope that sleep comes before the memories do. 
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Andromeda Pov

Weeks passed like spring in the mountains: fast, cold, and just a little bit heavy. 

Midterms came, and with them, the kind of stress that made even my planner look nervous. I’d just finished my last test for the day, handed it in with a silent prayer that I’d survive grading, and stepped outside, relieved to breathe in air that didn’t smell like disinfectant and pencils. 

The protest was still happening. 

They hadn’t moved. Not really. Same signs, same chants, same faces. It wasn’t as loud today, more like a low, pulsing hum in the background of campus life. Some students ignored them. Some cheered. Others rolled their eyes. 

I just sat. 

There was a bench under a tree, shaded and half-cracked from years of college kids carving initials into it. I sat down without really thinking. The kind of sitting you do when you’re not ready to go anywhere yet, even if you don’t know why. 

I was staring at the dirt patch beside my shoes, watching a trail of ants carry crumbs that didn’t belong to them back to their territory, trying to clear my mind that was fuzzy. Still wired from the test, still too loud inside to relax. 

Then a voice broke through the static. 

“It’s a lot, right?” 

I blinked. Turned. 

A girl sat beside me. Had been sitting beside me, apparently. She wore an oversized hoodie and wide-legged jeans. Hair braided back. Calm face. Clear voice. 

She looked at me, not like she was waiting for a response. Just… acknowledging me. 

I didn’t answer. 

She didn’t seem offended. indicated by the fact that she kept talking. Why do people do that? 

“They’re trying to make women’s voices be heard, you know,” she said, nodding toward the group across the quad. “Sometimes we’re heard but not helped. And sometimes?  We’re not even heard.” 

I stayed quiet. 

She didn’t. Ugggh, Lord help me! 

“No one really listens when a woman says she was harassed for wearing ‘too little’ as they would say. But they are not only about that, the group is about something so much bigger. This is also about kids, too you know; victims have no age range, everyone knows that. So we also want kids who have been assaulted to have somewhere to go and get help when their family is not doing anything to help, or if the abuser is family. We want a place for people like that. Somewhere to go when home is the problem.” 

That made my heart stutter. 

Still, I didn’t let it show. 

She leaned back slightly, her gaze remaining on the scene ahead of us. “Some people think that because humans are animals, it gives them an excuse to act like one. But we’re not wild animals. We know right from wrong. Men need to be taught to keep their hands to themselves, and to be
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