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This is a story about refusing to sacrifice. About choosing visibility over safety. About loving someone loudly when the world demands you choose quietly.

It’s about the radical act of saying “both”—and meaning it.

— S.V.
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PART ONE

VISIBILITY

The sketch. The viral moment. The mixer. First meeting.
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THE SKETCH

Liora sat on the bench everyone avoided—back slats pressed wrong against your spine—and let her pencil move.

She wasn’t thinking about what she drew. Thinking ruined it. Thinking made her second-guess every line until the page became a war between intention and fear, and intention always lost.

So she didn’t think.

The courtyard smelled like rain still deciding whether to fall, burnt coffee drifting from the cart near the humanities building. Around her, campus moved through its morning routines—students cutting across the cobblestones with the lean of people who’d already calculated they were three minutes late, a professor balancing too many things and spilling none of them, somewhere the distant murder of leaf blowers working through dead leaves. She heard none of it.

She was inside the drawing now, inside the space between what she saw and what her fingers translated. That space was the only place where leaving a mark meant something stayed.

The guy across the courtyard had been standing there for ten minutes.

She’d noticed him peripherally—dark jacket, shoulders carrying something heavier than the cold, hands shoved deep in his pockets like he was hiding from something. He wasn’t looking at his phone. Wasn’t talking to anyone. Just standing there, watching the empty fountain with the kind of focus people usually reserved for things that mattered.

Liora’s pencil slowed, then stopped, and she glanced up to really look at him.

He had the kind of face that didn’t ask for attention—sharp jaw, dark hair that needed cutting, eyes that seemed too tired for someone who couldn’t be older than twenty-three. An engineering student, probably. They all had that look, like they were solving equations in their sleep and losing.

He shifted his weight and checked his watch, but he stayed.

Liora’s hand moved again, but now she was sketching him instead of the fountain, and she told herself it was just practice, just an exercise in capturing motion and stillness at the same time, just—

He looked up.

Their eyes met across thirty feet of wet cobblestones and October light more gray than gold.

Liora’s breath caught.

Something passed between them—older than recognition, like the moment before you remember a dream you’ve already lost. There and gone.

Then he looked away.

Liora exhaled, and only then did she notice her pencil had stopped moving. On the page, his face was half-finished, eyes sketched in but mouth still missing, like she’d captured the part that mattered and abandoned the rest.

She closed the sketchbook before she could ruin it.

The guy was gone when she looked up again. The courtyard had thinned around her—mid-morning rush done, the air settling into that particular quiet before lunch that felt like a collective holding of breath. Liora stood, slung her bag, and felt the sketchbook press against her ribs. Too many pages of people she’d never spoken to, places she’d never gone back to, moments she’d tried to make permanent because everything else felt so damn temporary.

Her phone buzzed.

Maya: studio opens at 2. u coming?

Liora: yeah

Maya: u sound thrilled

Liora: midterm project is eating my soul

Maya: poetic. also dramatic. see u there

She pocketed her phone and headed toward the arts building, cutting through the quad where the grass was still wet and the air tasted like damp leaves and something already ending.

She didn’t look back at the fountain.

Behind her, he came back and stood at the edge of the courtyard scanning the empty bench, then left without finding what he was looking for.

• • •
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Caspian had watched her for three weeks before he admitted it was a problem.

He wasn’t following her. He just happened to cross paths with her more often than probability suggested was coincidence—and probability was something he understood better than most people understood their own names.

She was always drawing.

Sketchbook open, pencil moving, head bent at an angle that made her hair fall forward like a curtain she didn’t bother pushing back. She drew in the courtyard, in the library, on the steps outside the student union where everyone else was performing something—talking too loud, checking to see who was watching—and she was just there. Thermos coffee in one hand, whatever she’d grabbed for lunch beside her untouched, all of her given to the page.

Caspian knew what it was to eat without tasting anything because something else had taken all the space inside your head.

He also knew about not being noticed. About moving through spaces without leaving a mark—learning to exist at the edges of rooms, quiet enough that people forgot to look, useful enough that they didn’t mind. About being the kind of person people looked past because looking was a choice, and nobody made that choice for him.

So he watched her and told himself it was fine, harmless, just something to occupy the space in his head not already claimed by the senior project bleeding his GPA dry, the scholarship renewal that depended on a 3.7 he was barely maintaining, the job market that had no use for engineers who were merely good when it could have exceptional—and Caspian was running out of exceptional and into territory he hadn’t planned for.

The girl with the sketchbook was a distraction he couldn’t afford.

Which was probably why he kept seeking her out.

This morning, she’d been in the courtyard again. Same bench. Same focused silence. Same way of holding her pencil like it was the only thing keeping her tethered to the ground.

Caspian had stood by the fountain longer than he meant to.

He’d been on his way to the engineering lab. Had a meeting with Professor Webb about the motor efficiency calculations that weren’t calculating the way they should. But he’d seen her through the gap in the buildings and something in his chest pulled tight, like a wire under tension, and he’d stopped.

Just to see what she was drawing.

Just to—

She’d looked up.

And damn it, damn it, she’d caught him staring.

Her eyes were darker than he’d expected. Brown, maybe, or something deeper—something that made him think of wet soil and old ink and things that left stains. She’d looked at him like he was a question she didn’t want to answer, and Caspian had looked away because looking back felt like confessing something he didn’t have words for.

When he’d returned—after the meeting, after Webb had torn apart his calculations and told him to redo the entire thermal analysis by Friday—the courtyard was empty.

But he stood there anyway, because standing there felt better than going back to the lab, and the lab felt like a cage he’d locked himself inside and thrown away the key and told himself it was ambition when really it was just fear dressed up in a better outfit. There was probably a word for what he was doing. Dev would know it. Caspian didn’t want to.

His phone buzzed.

Dev: where r u? lab closes at 6

Caspian: on my way

Dev: u said that 20 min ago

Caspian: i got distracted

Dev: by what? ur not exactly the distraction type

Caspian pocketed his phone without answering.

He took one last look at the empty courtyard, at the bench where she’d sat, at the wet cobblestones that held no trace of her—just the memory of her looking up and seeing him and looking away like it didn’t matter.

It probably didn’t.

But Caspian was an engineer. He dealt in systems and structures and the way small forces compounded over time into something that could bring down bridges or hold them up, depending on how you calculated the angles.

And something about the way she’d looked at him felt like a force he hadn’t accounted for.

He turned and walked toward the engineering building, hands in his pockets, shoulders tight against the October chill, and told himself he wouldn’t look for her again.

He was lying, and he knew it, but lying to yourself was easier than admitting you were lonely in a way that had nothing to do with being alone.
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THE LIBRARY

Liora hated the library. The building was fine — gothic stone, tall windows, light arriving in the particular color of weak tea. The atmosphere was another thing entirely: the weight of a thousand stressed students grinding themselves into dust over textbooks and laptops and caffeine habits that would require medical intervention by graduation.

But the studio was full, and her roommate’s boyfriend was in the dorm again, and Liora needed quiet the way some people needed air.

So: library.

Third floor. Far corner. The study carrels nobody wanted because the heating vent rattled and the chair had a wobbly leg and the view was just the parking lot and a dumpster that smelled like ambition meeting reality.

Perfect.

Liora spread out her materials: sketchbook, charcoal pencils, reference photos for the midterm project that was due in two weeks and still looked like a collection of ideas that hated each other. Professor Voss wanted “cohesion.” Liora had fragments. Voss wanted “emotional narrative.” Liora had anxiety with a side of imposter syndrome.

She opened the sketchbook to a blank page.

Stared at it.

The page stared back, white and empty and full of potential that felt more like a threat than a promise.

Her phone buzzed. She ignored it, picked up a pencil, set it down, picked up the charcoal one instead and held it over the page without making contact. Waiting for something. Not sure what.

Every artist went through this — the paralysis that arrived not as crisis but as quiet, the specific inertia of staring at a blank surface and feeling the surface stare back. She’d been here before. She’d get through it. That knowledge helped approximately nothing.

“Excuse me.”

Liora looked up.

It was him.

The guy from the courtyard. Dark jacket, tired eyes, jaw tight like he was grinding his teeth against something that wouldn’t break.

He stood at the edge of her carrel, holding a laptop and a stack of textbooks that looked heavy enough to require structural reinforcement.

“Is anyone sitting here?” he asked, nodding at the carrel across from hers.

Liora blinked. “What?”

“The desk. Is it taken?”

She glanced at the empty carrel. Glanced back at him. “It’s... a library. You can sit wherever you want.”

“The sign says these are reserved for engineering students during project deadlines.” He said it like he was apologizing for the sign’s existence.

“I’m not an engineering student.”

“I know.”

Something about the way he said it made her stomach drop — the sensation of falling before you know what you’re falling toward, whether it will be soft ground or concrete.

“How do you know?” she asked.

He hesitated. For a second, she thought he’d make an excuse, leave, disappear into the stacks and become another face she’d half-remember and fully forget. But then he shifted the textbooks in his arms and said, “You draw. I’ve seen you. In the courtyard.”

Oh.

Oh.

So he’d noticed her too.

Liora swallowed. “You were there this morning.”

“Yeah.”

“You were staring.”

“I wasn’t—” He stopped. Readjusted the textbooks again. “Sorry. That probably sounded creepy.”

“Little bit.”

He almost smiled. Almost. “I’m Caspian.”

“Liora.”

They stood there, separated by three feet and a silence that felt heavier than it should, until someone walked past with a coffee that smelled like burnt optimism and the moment broke.

Caspian cleared his throat. “I’ll just... find another spot.”

“You can stay.”

The words were out before Liora could stop them, before her brain could catch up to her mouth and ask what the hell she thought she was doing, inviting a stranger—a guy who’d admitted to watching her—to sit close enough that she’d be hyperaware of every breath he took and every time he shifted in his chair and every—

“You sure?” Caspian asked.

No. “Yeah.”

He sat.

The carrel groaned under the weight of his textbooks. He opened his laptop, pulled up a document filled with equations that looked like a different language—maybe they were a different language, Liora didn’t know, engineering was a foreign country and she’d never applied for a visa—and started typing.

Liora turned back to her blank page.

Still blank. Still mocking her.

She picked up the charcoal pencil. Put it down. Picked it up again. Her hand hovered over the paper, trembling slightly, and damn it — why was she so aware of him sitting there, why did his presence make the air feel different, charged with something that had started the moment he sat down?

“You okay?” Caspian asked without looking up from his screen.

“Fine.”

“You’ve been staring at that page for five minutes.”

“I’m thinking.”

“Looks more like suffering.”

She glanced at him. He was still typing, face neutral, but there was something at the corner of his mouth — wry and a little warm, like he understood something he wasn’t going to say. It made her want to throw her eraser at his head and also ask him what he saw when he looked at a blank page. If he saw potential or just emptiness.

“What are you working on?” she asked instead.

“Thermal analysis of a microgrid energy storage system.”

“That sounds... awful.”

Now he did smile. Small. Quick. Gone before she could decide if she’d imagined it. “It is.”

“Then why are you doing it?”

He stopped typing. Looked at her properly, really looked, and Liora felt something shift inside her chest — the sensation of a door opening in a room she hadn’t known was closed.

“Because if I don’t,” Caspian said quietly, “I don’t graduate. And if I don’t graduate, I don’t get a job. And if I don’t get a job, I spent four years and sixty thousand dollars in debt for nothing.”

The honesty of it hit her harder than expected.

Liora nodded slowly. “I get that.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She gestured at her blank page. “This is my midterm project. Due in two weeks. Worth forty percent of my grade. If I fail, I lose my scholarship. If I lose my scholarship, I go home. And going home feels like admitting I was never supposed to be here in the first place.”

They looked at each other across the narrow space between carrels, and something settled between them — the particular recognition of people who’ve been carrying the same weight in different rooms and have just figured it out.

“What’s the project?” Caspian asked.

“A series exploring visibility and erasure. Whatever that means.”

“What do you think it means?”

Liora set down her pencil. “I think it means I’m supposed to create something that shows what it’s like to be seen and not seen at the same time. To exist in a space and also not exist. To matter and not matter.”

“And you don’t know how to do that?”

“I know how. I just don’t know if I can make it... real. If that makes sense.”

Caspian nodded. “It does.”

He went back to typing. Liora went back to staring at the blank page. But now the silence between them felt different. Less empty. More like a presence — something alive and waiting — and when Liora finally put charcoal to paper, the first line came easier than it had in weeks.

She drew without thinking.

Drew the carrel, the warped wood and the flickering overhead light and the view of the parking lot nobody wanted. Drew the textbooks stacked like a fortress. Drew hands on a keyboard — not his hands, exactly, but close enough that it felt like theft, like taking something he hadn’t offered and hoping he wouldn’t notice.

She’d drawn strangers before — faces on benches, hands glimpsed through coffee shop windows, people who’d never know they’d ended up on her pages. This was different. Close enough to hear the rhythm of his keystrokes change when he paused to think. Close enough that drawing him felt less like observation and more like listening. She was drawing someone who was still in the room, and somehow that changed everything about how the lines came out.

She was so focused she didn’t realize he’d stopped typing until he spoke.

“Can I see?”

Liora’s hand froze. “What?”

“Your drawing. Can I see it?”

Her hand went still over the page. Then she turned the sketchbook so he could see.

Caspian leaned forward. Studied the page. His expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes did — a shift, subtle, like light moving through water.

“You drew me,” he said.

“I drew hands.”

“My hands.”

Liora swallowed. “Maybe.”

“Why?”

She didn’t have an answer that made sense. Just: you were there and I couldn’t stop. Just: you were something I wanted to figure out and drawing was the only language she had for that.

“I don’t know,” she said. “You were there.”

Caspian nodded slowly. He didn’t look away from the drawing. “It’s good.”

“It’s not finished.”

“It doesn’t need to be.”

The heating vent rattled. Someone coughed three aisles over. The library kept being a library around them, but the space between his breath and hers had gone quiet in a way that was different from the quiet before he’d sat down.

“I should go,” Liora said.

She didn’t move.

“Yeah,” Caspian said.

He didn’t either.

They sat there, sketchbook open between them, and Liora thought about visibility and erasure and what it meant to be seen by someone who looked at her like she was worth the effort of looking.

Then her phone buzzed — Maya, asking where she was, if she was okay, if she needed rescuing — and it was over.

Liora stood. Gathered her materials. “Thanks for... not being weird.”

“I was definitely weird.”

“Little bit.”

He almost smiled again.

Liora left before she could do something stupid, like ask for his number or suggest they do this again or admit that she’d been noticing him too, for weeks, and hadn’t known what to do about it.

Behind her, Caspian watched her go, then dropped his eyes to his laptop, to the equations that still wouldn’t solve, to a screen that had started blurring because he couldn’t focus anymore.

The carrel across from him sat empty, the chair still warm, and he found himself thinking about the drawing of his hands and the way she’d looked at him like he was something worth capturing.

He saved his work. Closed his laptop. Left the library with the taste of potential in his mouth and the feeling that he’d just made a mistake he’d spend the rest of the semester trying to either correct or repeat.

He wasn’t sure which one he wanted more.
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THE FORGOTTEN SKETCH

Caspian found it on Thursday.

He’d gone back to the library—told himself it was because the lab was too loud, too full of Dev asking questions Caspian didn’t have answers for. But really he’d gone back because there was a chance she’d be there, in the same carrel, with the same blank page and the same look of someone fighting a war nobody else could see.

She wasn’t.

The carrel was empty. No sketchbook. No charcoal-stained fingers. The air just air.

He sat down anyway. Opened his laptop. Stared at the thermal analysis still refusing to make sense no matter how many times he reworked the numbers. The math was sound. But something about the system design was flawed at a fundamental level and he couldn’t find where—which meant he couldn’t fix it—and not being able to fix things made his thoughts spiral in ways that were starting to feel less like engineering and more like something else entirely.

He saw the paper on the floor—small, torn at the corner, tucked half under the desk leg like it had fallen and been forgotten—and leaned down to pick it up.

It was a sketch.

His face. Quick lines, confident strokes—the kind of drawing that happened when someone wasn’t thinking about technique but about capturing something true. She’d gotten his jawline right. The way his hair fell too long over his forehead. The tiredness in his eyes that he thought he hid better than he apparently did.

But it was the expression she’d caught that made his breath stick in his throat.

She’d drawn him looking at something—someone—with an intensity he hadn’t realized he was capable of showing. Like he was seeing not just a person but a solution, an answer to a question he hadn’t known he was asking.

He’d been looking at her.

That’s what the sketch showed. Him looking at her the way she’d been looking at him when she drew his hands—with focus and want and something that hadn’t decided yet what it was.

Caspian folded the paper carefully. Slipped it into his notebook between pages of equations that suddenly mattered less than they had five minutes ago.

He should return it. Should find her—probably in the studio—and give it back, say she’d dropped it, pretend he hadn’t studied it long enough to memorize every line.

He didn’t.

He kept it. Told himself it was an accident, he’d return it later. Later turned into tomorrow and tomorrow turned into the weekend and by Monday the sketch was still in his notebook and Caspian had stopped pretending he was going to give it back.

It felt like theft.

It also felt like the only thing in his life that wasn’t about deadlines and requirements and the endless calculation of what he needed to sacrifice to get where he was supposed to go.

Dev noticed on Tuesday.

They were in the lab, breadboarding a circuit for the senior project, and Caspian’s notebook was open on the table between them. Dev reached for the multimeter, knocked the notebook sideways, and the sketch slipped out.

“Whoa.” Dev picked it up. Studied it. Looked at Caspian with both eyebrows raised. “Who’s the artist?”

“Nobody.”

“That’s clearly you, man.”

“I know.”

“So who drew it?”

Caspian grabbed the sketch back. Folded it. Shoved it into his pocket where Dev couldn’t see. “Someone from the library.”

“Someone from the library just randomly drew your face?”

“It’s not—” Caspian stopped. Exhaled. “She dropped it. I found it.”

“And kept it.”

“I’m going to return it.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

Dev grinned. “You like her.”

“I don’t even know her.”

“You kept a sketch of yourself that she drew. That’s borderline creepy or borderline romantic, and I’m leaning romantic.”

Caspian turned back to the breadboard. “It’s neither. It’s just a piece of paper.”

“Sure.” Dev didn’t sound convinced. “What’s her name?”

“Why do you care?”

“Because you’re my friend and you’ve been walking around like a ghost for three months and this is the first time I’ve seen you care about something that isn’t this godforsaken project.”

Caspian didn’t answer. He twisted wire into place, checked the connections, powered on the circuit. The LED blinked red. Wrong polarity. He switched the leads. Green. Better.

“Her name’s Liora,” he said quietly.

Dev waited.

“She’s an art student. I’ve seen her around. We talked once. It wasn’t—” Caspian stopped. “It wasn’t anything.”

“Doesn’t sound like nothing.”

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t have time for—”

“For what? Being a person? Having a life outside this lab?”

Caspian looked at Dev. “You know what happens if I don’t finish this project.”

“You finish it. You’ve never not finished something.”

“There’s always a first time.”

Dev shook his head. “You’re so scared of failing you won’t even try succeeding at anything else.”

Caspian turned off the circuit. Closed his notebook.

“I’m fine,” he said.

He wasn’t fine. But fine was easier than admitting that Dev was right—that Caspian had spent so long making himself small, invisible, nothing but grades and scholarships and the promise of a future that would make the sacrifice worth it, that he’d forgotten how to want something that wasn’t part of the plan.

And Liora felt like wanting something.

That terrified him.

• • •
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Liora noticed the missing sketch on Friday.

She’d been looking for it all week—checked her bag, her locker, the studio, the dorm, every surface she might have set it down and forgotten. It wasn’t important. Just a quick study. But it bothered her that she couldn’t find it, the way small losses always did when they represented something larger.

She’d drawn Caspian looking at her.

Or at least, she’d drawn what she remembered of the way he’d looked at her that day in the library—like she was something worth the effort of figuring out. Like looking at her was a decision he’d already made.

It was too honest—the kind of sketch she shouldn’t have drawn and definitely shouldn’t have lost.

But it was gone.

Probably thrown away. Probably buried with coffee cups and failed drafts and all the other things people discarded when they stopped mattering.

Liora told herself it was fine.

It wasn’t fine.

She kept thinking about him. About the way they’d sat across from each other in the library and somehow made silence feel like conversation. She’d gone back to the same carrel every day since, hoping he’d be there, but the space stayed empty and Liora felt ridiculous for hoping and even more ridiculous for being disappointed.

She didn’t even know his last name.

She just knew that when she drew him, her hand moved easier. More certain. Like it knew what it was doing even when she didn’t.

That probably meant something.

Liora wasn’t ready to figure out what.

• • •
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They saw each other again on Sunday.

In the campus coffee shop at 6 a.m., when the sky was still dark and the air smelled like frost and too much espresso.

Liora was there because she hadn’t slept, had spent the entire night staring at her midterm project and hating every line. Caspian was there because the lab had kicked him out at midnight and he’d walked around campus until exhaustion blurred into something that felt close enough to focus that he thought caffeine might help.

They reached for the same table.

Hands touched. Pulled back.

“Sorry,” Liora said.

“No, I—” Caspian gestured. “You were here first.”

“I wasn’t here at all.”

They stood there, both holding paper cups too hot to drink, both looking like they’d lost a fight with consciousness and barely survived.

“You look awful,” Liora said.

“Thanks. You too.”

She smiled despite herself. “Can’t sleep?”

“Can’t stop working.”

“Same.”

Caspian glanced at the table. Then at her. “We could share. If you want.”

Sharing a table felt like admitting something. But she was tired, and he was tired, and maybe tired people made the only honest decisions.

“Okay,” she said.

They sat.

Liora pulled out her sketchbook. Caspian pulled out his laptop. The coffee shop hummed around them—early risers and insomniacs and the kind of people who treated 6 a.m. like a normal hour because normal had stopped meaning anything three semesters ago.

Neither of them worked.

They just sat there, drinking burnt coffee and existing in the same space, and somehow that felt like enough.

“I lost something,” Liora said after a while.

Caspian looked up. “What?”

“A sketch. I drew it last week. Can’t find it.”

His jaw tightened. “What kind of sketch?”

“Just... someone. It doesn’t matter.”

“Was it good?”

Liora thought about the drawing. About the way she’d captured him looking at her, all that honesty she hadn’t meant to put there but couldn’t seem to avoid. “Yeah. It was good.”

“I’m sure it’ll turn up.”

She nodded. Didn’t believe him. Went back to staring at her sketchbook without drawing anything.

Caspian’s hand moved toward his pocket. Stopped. Retreated.

The sketch was there, folded carefully, edges softening from being carried around for a week. He could give it back. Should give it back. But giving it back meant admitting he’d kept it, meant explaining why, and he wasn’t ready to explain things he hadn’t finished understanding himself.

So he didn’t.

They left together when the coffee shop got too crowded, when the 8 a.m. rush turned the space from refuge into chaos. Walked across campus in the early morning cold, hands shoved in pockets, breath visible in the air between them.

“Where are you headed?” Caspian asked.

“Studio. You?”

“Lab.”

They stopped at the intersection where their paths diverged. Stood there longer than necessary, neither quite willing to be the first to leave.

“Thanks for the table,” Liora said.

“Thanks for not thinking I’m a stalker.”

“I definitely think you’re a stalker.”

He smiled. Actually smiled. “Fair.”

She smiled back.

Then Caspian turned toward the engineering building, and Liora turned toward the studio, and they walked away from each other like they had before. Except this time it felt different.

The sun finally crept over the horizon, casting long shadows across wet pavement. Neither of them looked back.

They both did.

• • •
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[image: ]


ORBITING

Monday: they passed each other near the quad.

Caspian was late for a meeting with Professor Webb, moving fast, backpack heavy with textbooks and failure. Liora was headed to her color theory class, moving slow, like she was dragging the weight of every bad decision she’d ever made.

They made eye contact.

Didn’t stop.

Both wished they had.

• • •
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Wednesday: the library again.

Liora’s usual carrel was taken. She stood there, coffee in one hand and sketchbook in the other, staring at the stranger sitting in her spot like they’d personally betrayed her.

“It’s not assigned seating, you know.”

She turned. Caspian stood behind her, laptop tucked under his arm, looking like he’d slept even less than she had.

“I know that.”

“You look ready to fight them for it.”

“Maybe I am.”

He gestured to a different section. “There’s space over there.”

“That section smells like old socks and broken dreams.”

“So does this one. You just got used to it.”

Liora followed him to the new carrels. They were worse—wobbly chairs, flickering lights, a view of the brick wall instead of the parking lot. But Caspian sat down like it was fine, like every space was equally terrible so you might as well stop caring which particular flavor of terrible you ended up in.

Liora sat across from him.

They worked in silence for an hour. Or tried to. Mostly they just existed in the same space, hyperaware of every shift
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