
DEDICATION

To every queer person whose only wish is to be seen, loved and heard.

You deserve the universe.
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Jasmine

I reread the newspaper article that had ruined my life before I even set foot on campus.

My fingers trembled slightly as I scrolled past the headline again. A spotlight on a promising young filmmaker. A story about resilience, talent, and overcoming adversity.

What they didn’t call it was what it actually was: an outing.

I had come to Collins for a fresh start. After years at a transphobic high school where I was bullied relentlessly for being a transgender girl, I thought university would be different. Smaller campus. New people. No history. No whispers. No questions.

For once, I just wanted to be seen as a girl—no explanations attached.

And for the most part, I passed. People didn’t question me. They didn’t stare. They didn’t ask invasive questions about my body or my transition. I could just exist.

Until now.

Now, thanks to that article—complete with a photo of me holding my Nikon camera—everyone knew. They may as well have painted a target on my back and handed out directions to all three thousand students on campus.

Collins had been my dream university for years. And the article, as kind and well-meaning as it was, had taken that dream and cracked it open.

I didn’t want to be “inspiring.”

I didn’t want to be “brave.”

I just wanted to be normal.

I didn’t want to be deadnamed again. Misgendered again. Reduced to something I had already fought so hard to move beyond. High school had nearly broken me, and it had taken therapy—months of it—for me to even begin putting myself back together.

And now this.

“Are you excited for your first day, Jasmine?” my mom, Mackenzie, asked.

I glanced at her from the backseat. She looked calm, steady—like she always did. At forty, she carried herself with a quiet confidence I envied. My other mom, Candice, sat in the passenger seat, turning slightly to look at me.

“More like petrified,” I admitted.

Candice gave me a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. I spoke to the dean about the article. He assured me Collins has a zero-tolerance policy for discrimination. They’ve assigned you a student guide too—someone who’ll help you settle in. And your roommate sounds lovely.”

Her words were meant to comfort me, but they barely touched the storm inside my chest. My palms were slick with sweat, my hands unsteady as I smoothed them over my braids.

“Can you turn the aircon up?” I asked.

Mackenzie nodded, and cool air filled the car, cutting through the heat clinging to my skin. A song by Troye Sivan played softly through the speakers—usually a comfort, but today it barely registered.

Three hours later, we pulled through the gates of Collins University.

My stomach twisted.

This was it.

The campus stretched out in front of us—wide lawns, historic buildings, students moving in clusters. It looked like something out of a movie. Perfect. Untouchable.

And I felt completely out of place.

“Hi, you must be Jasmine.”

I turned to see a tall boy walking toward us. Blonde hair, dark green eyes, easy confidence. His uniform blazer was slung over his arm, his shirt slightly unbuttoned at the collar.

“I’m Cameron Ames,” he said, offering his hand. “Head of Student Faculty. I’ll be your guide this semester. The dean paired us up since we share most classes.”

I hesitated for half a second before taking his hand.

“Jasmine Freeana Acker.”

His grip was warm, steady—his large hand enveloping mine.

“It’s nice to meet you,” he said with a smile.

And just like that, some of the tension in my chest eased.

“Let’s get you settled.”

He helped my moms and me carry my things up to my dorm. The room was simple but clean—two beds, two desks, a shared space that still felt unfamiliar. My roommate hadn’t arrived yet, her side untouched.

After unpacking, I hugged my moms goodbye, holding on a little longer than usual.

“You’ll be okay,” Mackenzie whispered.

I hoped she was right.

Once they left, Cameron showed me around campus, explaining everything with an easy charm that made it hard not to relax around him.

We eventually stopped in front of a massive building covered in murals and graffiti—colour spilling across every inch of it.

“This,” he said, “is where you’ll probably spend most of your time. The Arts Building.”

I looked up, taking it in.

“Photography, creative writing, film studies—everything’s here. Seven floors. Built in 1862, redesigned in 2009.”

“It’s beautiful,” I said softly.

He glanced at me. “You’re pretty quiet, huh?”

I gave a small smile. “Just shy.”

“Well, that’s not what your work says,” he replied. “I watched your student film.”

My heart skipped.

“You did?”

“Yeah. It was incredible. The cinematography, the storytelling... it felt real. Raw. The way you explored identity and belonging—it stuck with me.”

Warmth spread through my chest, chasing away some of the fear.

“Thank you,” I said. “That means a lot.”

“So where’d you learn to do all that?”

“Mostly online. YouTube, free courses... a lot of trial and error.” I hesitated before adding, “And a bit from my own life.”

He nodded thoughtfully.

“You mentioned foster care in your film.”

“I was in the system when I was younger,” I said. “I wasn’t abused, but... I saw things. Felt things.” I shrugged lightly. “I was also really inspired by Moonlight. I wanted to tell a story like that—but for someone like me.”

“For a trans girl,” he said gently.

I nodded.

“Well,” he smiled, “you’re phenomenal.”

And just like that, I felt it—that familiar pull.

The quick attachment. The sudden warmth.

I knew what it was. I’d felt it before.

When you spend years being torn down, anyone who treats you with kindness starts to feel like safety. And sometimes, safety feels a lot like love.

By the time Cameron finished the tour, I felt lighter than I had that morning.

But when I returned to my dorm room—now quiet, unfamiliar, mine—the feeling crept back in.

This was my first time living away from home.

No parents down the hall. No safety net within arm’s reach.

Just me.

I sat on my bed, staring at the space across from it where my roommate would eventually be.

I was scared.

Not just of university—but of everything that could happen here. Of being seen. Of being targeted. Of being alone again.

My moms were only a phone call away, but I didn’t want to be the girl who ran home the moment things got hard.

I wanted to be stronger than that.

High school had nearly destroyed me.

But this?

This was a new level.

And this time, I wasn’t going to just survive it.

I was going to own it.
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Cameron

This morning was chaos.

My mother was passed out on the couch, an empty wine bottle tipped over on the floor beside her—well, one of three. The sharp, sour smell of alcohol clung to the air as if it belonged there.

From the dining room, my father’s voice cut through the house.

“Where the hell is my breakfast?”

I ignored him.

In the kitchen, Callie stood at the counter, quietly packing her lunch like none of this was unusual. Like this wasn’t our normal.

“Morning,” I muttered, grabbing a piece of toast and shoving it into my mouth as I scanned the counter for my keys.

“Morning,” she said, not looking up.

I moved quickly, double-checking my bag, making sure I had all my textbooks. My suitcases were already by the front door—everything packed for the start of my second year at Collins.

The uniform itched against my skin.

I still didn’t understand why a university needed one. Blazer, tie, polished shoes—it felt like a leash. Like another way to control us.

“Cameron.”

I froze.

My father stood in the doorway now, already dressed for work, his expression as sharp as ever.

“You’d better not screw around this year,” he said. “Your results last semester were disappointing.”

Of course they were.

“If you expect a place at my company after graduation, you’re going to need to do better.”

I forced a nod. “Yeah. I know.”

What I didn’t say was that I didn’t want a place at his company. Not now. Not ever.

Business had never been my dream—it was his. Mine was something else entirely. Something he refused to take seriously.

Art.

Painting was the only thing that made me feel like I could breathe. The only thing that felt like mine.

When he wouldn’t give me the spare room, I took over the second garage instead. Turned it into my studio. Canvases lined the walls, paint-stained floors, colour everywhere. He hated it, of course—but he tolerated it.

Barely.

Because as long as I stayed in the business program, he could pretend I’d eventually fall in line.

I grabbed my bags and headed outside without another word.

Dean, our chauffeur, was already waiting by the car.

Callie slid in beside me, her expression tight.

We drove in silence for a few minutes before she spoke.

“Dad said Elsie can’t come home anymore.”

I didn’t like the way that hit me. “What?”

“He sent her to New York. Said she can stay there and raise the baby on her own.” Callie’s voice dropped. “He said he can’t even look at her.”

I leaned back against the seat, anger simmering under my skin.

Elsie—our older sister—was twenty-four. Pregnant. Happy, from what she told us. But to our father, that didn’t matter. All he saw was failure. A ruined future.

So he cut her off.

Just like that.

“He’s unbelievable,” I muttered.

Callie gave a small, humourless laugh. “That’s one way to put it.”

Despite everything, the three of us had always stuck together. Daily calls. A group chat that never went quiet. No matter how hard our father tried to pit us against each other, we refused to play his game.

We chose each other instead.

By the time we arrived at Collins, I felt the familiar shift settle in.

The campus was different.

Lighter. Freer. Like I could almost be someone else here.

Almost.

I checked my schedule and made my way to the main entrance, where I was supposed to meet the new student I’d been assigned to.

Jasmine Freeana Acker.

I’d already read the article about her—everyone had. It was hard not to when the university practically plastered it everywhere. After that, I’d looked up her film.

I hadn’t expected it to hit me the way it did.

It was raw. Honest. The kind of story that didn’t ask for your attention—it demanded it.

I wasn’t someone who cried easily.

But that film?

It got to me.

“Hi, you must be Jasmine.”

She turned toward me, and for a second, I forgot what I was going to say next.

She was... stunning.

Long braids pulled up into a soft style, dark brown skin glowing in the sunlight, gold-accented glasses framing wide, expressive eyes. There were freckles scattered across her nose—subtle, but impossible to ignore.

And there was something else, too.

A quietness. Not emptiness—just... caution.

Like she was holding herself back.

“I’m Cameron Ames,” I said, offering my hand. “I’ll be your guide this semester.”

“Jasmine Freeana Acker,” she replied, her voice soft but steady as she shook my hand.

Her hand was smaller than mine, warm.

“Let’s get you settled.”

As I helped her move into her dorm and showed her around campus, I found myself watching her—not in a weird way, just... noticing.

The way she listened carefully. The way she smiled was like she wasn’t used to doing it often. The way she seemed both here and somewhere else at the same time.

When we reached the Arts Building, her whole expression shifted.

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

And yeah—it was.

But I realised I wasn’t looking at the building anymore.

“You’re pretty quiet,” I said.

“Just shy.”

That didn’t match the girl who made that film.

“I watched your work,” I told her.

The way her eyes lit up—brief, but real—made something in my chest tighten.

We talked about her process, her inspirations. The way she spoke about storytelling—it wasn’t just a hobby to her. It meant something.

That kind of passion?

I respected it.

A lot.

By the time I finished showing her around, I didn’t want to leave.

Which was... new.

A year ago, I wouldn’t have cared this much about anything. I spent most of my time partying, playing soccer, and surrounding myself with people who didn’t actually give a damn about me.

And the moment I quit soccer?

They were gone.

Just like that.

Turns out, when you stop being useful to people, they stop showing up.

So yeah—this year was going to be different.

No fake friends. No pointless distractions.

Just focus.

Better choices.

And maybe—just maybe—people who actually mattered.

As I walked away from Jasmine’s dorm, I realised something.

I was already hoping she’d be one of them.
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Jasmine

I had a film meeting on the very first day of classes.

My stomach was in knots the entire time.

We sat in a circle on the small theatre stage—about twenty of us—while our lecturer introduced the department and welcomed us. I barely heard half of what she said. My mind kept drifting back to the article. Wondering who had read it. Wondering who knew.

Then came the icebreakers.

Of course.

“I hate this,” I muttered under my breath.

When it was my turn, all eyes shifted to me. I froze for a second, my throat tightening.

“Hi, I’m Jasmine,” I said finally, my voice a little too soft. “I’m an independent filmmaker. I... got the scholarship to study here. I’m excited to work with all of you.”

The words came out stiff, rehearsed.

“Hi, Jasmine,” the group echoed.

Heat rushed to my face, and I forced a small smile before sitting back down.

Across the circle, Cameron gave me a small, encouraging wave. I returned it, grateful for the tiny bit of reassurance.

After the introductions, we moved on to actual work.

“Your first assignment,” Mrs Sands began, pacing slowly in front of us, “is worth fifty per cent of your semester mark. You’ll be creating a twelve-minute film set in a single location.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“You’ll be working in pairs. Alongside your Creative Writing module, you’ll develop a script and bring it to life. Your partner assignments are in the portfolios I’ve handed out.”

My hands felt clammy as I opened mine.

Cameron Ames.

I let out a quiet breath.

“Now, find your partners and open your e-book: Filmography 101.”

I stood and made my way over to him.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” he smiled. “Looks like we’re stuck together.”

“Could be worse,” I teased lightly.

“I’m actually really glad,” he said. “I meant what I said earlier—I admire your work.”

Something warm settled in my chest again.

“Thanks.”

The class flew by after that. By the time we got to Creative Writing, we were already deep into brainstorming.

We decided on a story about two characters—Isla and Axel—on a train to Barcelona. One location. Intimate. Dialogue-driven.

“They’ve been dating for a few months,” Cameron said, scribbling notes, “but this trip kind of forces them to confront where they’re going.”

“Like... a conversation about commitment disguised as something casual,” I added.

“Exactly.”

“It should feel like Before Sunrise,” I said. “Or Marriage Story. Or even 500 Days of Summer—but quieter.”

His face lit up. “Yes. That’s exactly the vibe.”

I smiled. “Great minds.”

By the end of the lesson, we had half a script and a pretty solid concept.

For the first time that day, I felt... good.

Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

Lunch was quieter.

I grabbed a chicken salad and a soda from the tuckshop and decided to head back to my dorm instead of sitting in the crowded dining hall.

I needed a breather.

But as I walked across campus, I started to notice it.

The looks.

At first, I thought I was imagining it. A glance here. A whisper there. Two girls sitting on a bench went quiet as I passed.

Then I heard it.

“That’s her, right?”

My steps faltered.

“The girl from the article?”

“Yeah... the trans one.”

My chest tightened.

I kept walking. Don’t react. Don’t stop.

“Wait, really? I thought she was just—”

“I’m telling you, it literally says it in the article.”

A small laugh. Not loud. Not aggressive.

But sharp enough to cut.

I stared straight ahead, my grip tightening around my lunch bag. My heart pounded so loudly I could barely hear anything else.

It had started.

Just like that.

Not even halfway through my first day.

By the time I reached my dorm, my hands were shaking.

So much for a fresh start.

When I opened the door, I wasn’t expecting anyone to be there yet.

But she was.

A girl sat on the opposite bed, her suitcase open, clothes half unpacked. She looked up and smiled.

“Hi! You must be Jasmine. I’m Emily.”

She was Black, like me, with neat braids pulled into a ponytail and an easy, warm expression.

“Hi,” I said, forcing my voice to stay steady. “Nice to meet you.”

I set my food down and sat on my bed, trying to
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