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​Chapter 1- The Start of Something New
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The morning sun spilled through the thin dorm curtains, painting streaks of gold across the room. Leah sat cross-legged on the edge of her new bed, her hands still trembling slightly from unpacking the last of her boxes. A soft hum of laughter drifted in from the hallway — new students meeting, voices full of excitement.

She wanted to feel that way too. Excited. Free. Instead, her heart was steady but sore, like a bruise that hadn't quite faded.

This was supposed to be her fresh start — college, miles away from her old life, far from the memories she refused to replay. No one here knew her past. No one knew about MJ. No one would look at her with pity.

Leah ran her fingers over the small silver locket that hung around her neck — the only thing she'd kept from home. Inside was a photo of her and her mom, taken before everything had fallen apart. She took a quiet breath.

"You got this," she whispered to herself. "New start, new me."

A knock on the door made her jump.

"Hey! You must be Leah!"

A tall girl with braids and a huge smile poked her head in. "I'm Jasmine — your roommate! Hope you don't mind, I already claimed the bed by the window."

Leah smiled softly. "Not at all. I like the wall side anyway."

"Perfect! Oh — we're all heading to the campus green in a bit. There's some kind of welcome thing going on. Music, food, free shirts." Jasmine grinned. "You coming?"

Leah hesitated. Crowds made her nervous now. But maybe that was the point — to stop hiding.

"Yeah," she said after a moment. "I'll come."

The campus green buzzed with energy. Music played from speakers, students laughed, and the air smelled like fresh grass and freedom. Leah tucked her hair behind her ear and scanned the crowd — everyone looked so alive, like they belonged here.

For the first time in a long time, she felt almost... invisible.

And it felt good.

Jasmine got pulled into a conversation with some people from her major, and Leah wandered a few steps away, her eyes catching on the flutter of a banner — "Welcome Week: New Beginnings."

She smiled faintly. New beginnings. Yeah... I need that.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, breaking the moment.

When she saw the name on the screen, her stomach twisted.

MJ.

The letters glared up at her like a ghost she'd tried to bury. She hadn't blocked him — maybe part of her still needed proof he was gone for good. But she hadn't expected him to actually reach out.

Her thumb hovered over the screen. One text.

Hey Leah. Just wanted to say I'm proud of you. You look happy in your pictures. I've changed.

Her heart pounded. She didn't even remember posting pictures. She locked the phone quickly and shoved it back into her pocket, forcing herself to breathe.

Not here. Not now.

The laughter around her suddenly felt too loud, too bright. Her chest tightened — not panic exactly, just... a rush of everything she was trying not to feel.

She turned away from the crowd, toward the quiet edge of the green — a line of trees that swayed softly in the breeze. The air was cooler there, calmer.

Leah leaned against a tree trunk, pressing her hand to her chest. "He's not here," she whispered to herself. "He can't hurt you anymore."

A voice broke through her thoughts.

"Hey, are you okay?"

She turned, startled.

A guy stood a few feet away, holding a bottle of water and wearing a gentle, almost sheepish smile. Dark hair, warm brown eyes, and an energy that didn't feel demanding — just present.

"I didn't mean to scare you," he said quickly, raising his hands a little. "You just looked like you needed some air."

Leah blinked, then nodded. "Yeah, um... I'm fine. Just taking a minute."

"Good," he said softly, offering her the water. "It's hot out. Hydration is, like, ninety percent of surviving college."

That made her laugh — an unexpected, real laugh. She took the bottle. "I'll keep that in mind."

He smiled wider. "I'm Kayden."

"Leah."

"Well, Leah," he said, tilting his head slightly, "Welcome to the chaos. It gets better after the free pizza runs out."

She smiled again — small, but genuine. Something about him felt easy, safe. Like he wasn't trying to look through her or fix her — just be there.

They talked for a few minutes about classes, dorms, and how confusing the campus map was. And for the first time that day, the noise around her faded into something gentle.

When Jasmine called her name from across the field, Leah turned to wave, then looked back — but Kayden was already walking away through the trees, hands in his pockets.

He glanced back once and gave her a small nod — almost like I'll see you again.

And somehow, she knew he would.

As the sun dipped behind the buildings, Leah felt something stirred quietly in her chest — not fear, not pain... just the fragile spark of hope.

Maybe this really could be the start of something new.
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​Chapter 2- The Echo of Before
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The soft buzz of her alarm pulled Leah from sleep.

For a moment, she didn't know where she was - the white ceiling, the hum of the fan, the distant sound of dorm doors slamming. Then it clicked. College. Her new start.

She took a deep breath and stretched, feeling the soreness in her shoulders from the stress of the day before. Her phone blinked on the nightstand, a silent reminder that her peace was fragile. She ignored it for now.

"Morning, sunshine," Jasmine said, already halfway dressed. "Are you ready for day one?"

"Barely," Leah muttered with a small smile, pushing the blanket off. "What time is it?"

"Almost nine. If we don't leave now, we'll be late."

Leah nodded and got dressed quickly, pulling on a soft pink hoodie and jeans. She kept her makeup light - a little mascara, a touch of lip gloss. Just enough to feel like herself again.

When she finally checked her phone, her heart dropped.

Two new messages.

From MJ:

I know you probably don't want to talk, but I just wanted to say I miss you.

You look happy. I'm happy for you.

She swallowed hard. No threats. No apologies. Just... words.

But MJ's words always carried something beneath them - something that made her skin crawl.

She locked the phone and told herself not to respond. He's not here. He can't control you anymore.

The campus looked different in daylight - alive and busy, sunlight bouncing off glass buildings and the sound of sneakers against pavement. Leah followed Jasmine toward their lecture hall, clutching her notebook like a shield.

Halfway there, someone called her name.

"Leah!"

She turned, surprised - and there he was.

Kayden.

Jeans, dark hoodie, a backpack slung over one shoulder, his smile easy and warm.

"Hey," he said, walking up beside her. "Didn't think I'd see you this early. Surviving the chaos so far?"

Leah laughed softly. "Barely. I almost got lost twice already."

"Don't worry," Kayden said. "You get used to it. Eventually."

Jasmine grinned. "Ooooh, Leah already making friends?"

Leah rolled her eyes. "Jasmine, this is Kayden. We met yesterday."

"Ah," Jasmine said playfully, "the water bottle guy."

Kayden chuckled. "My reputation precedes me."

They all walked together toward the main building, the conversation light and easy. For the first time since she'd arrived, Leah felt something simple - normal.

Kayden opened the door for them, and she smiled in thanks. When their eyes met, there was a quiet spark. Not fireworks - just something soft. Familiar. Safe.

After class, Leah lingered in the hallway, watching students scatter like leaves in the wind. Kayden caught up to her.

"You got another class?" he asked.

"Not until two."

"Wanna grab coffee or something? There's a café across campus. Decent music, terrible prices."

Leah hesitated - not because she didn't want to, but because she wasn't sure she was ready.

Still, something in Kayden's expression - patient, kind, no pressure - made her nod. "Sure."

The café smelled like espresso and cinnamon. Indie music played softly in the background. They found a corner table by the window, sunlight pooling between them.

Kayden told her about his family, how his little sister used to hide his shoes before school just to annoy him. Leah laughed - really laughed - and the sound felt strange and wonderful.

When he asked about her, though, she hesitated. "I... moved here for a fresh start."

Kayden nodded slowly. "I get that. Sometimes starting over is the bravest thing you can do."

Something in his tone told her he meant it.

Her phone buzzed again. Leah froze. Kayden noticed the change in her expression.

"Everything okay?"

She turned the screen over, hiding the name. "Yeah," she said softly. "Just... someone I don't want to deal with right now."

He nodded, not pushing. "Well, whoever it is - don't let them ruin your coffee."

That made her smile again.

Later, walking back to her dorm, Leah finally checked the message.

You really moved on that fast?

Her stomach dropped. Another message followed before she could even react.

Guess I'll see you soon.

Her breath caught. She looked around the campus - sunlight, people, laughter - everything seemed too bright, too normal for that one sentence to feel so dark.

She turned off her phone and clutched it to her chest, her heartbeat loud in her ears.

She told herself it was nothing.

Just words.

Just a ghost from her past.

But deep down, Leah felt it -

her new beginning wasn't as safe as she'd hoped.
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​Chapter 3- The line Between Safe and Scared
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Leah hadn't realized how quickly a place could start to feel familiar.

By the end of the week she already knew the shortcut behind the library, the quiet bench near the fountain, the way the evening light slid down the dorm windows like melted gold.

Routine helped. Routine meant control.

Every morning she met Jasmine for breakfast, and every other afternoon Kayden somehow appeared beside her-at the vending machines, outside class, sometimes just walking by with that crooked smile. He never asked for more than she could give. He just... showed up.

Today, though, something in her chest wouldn't settle.

"Earth to Leah," Jasmine said, snapping her fingers. "You've been staring at that oatmeal for ten minutes."

Leah blinked. "Sorry. Just tired."

"Tired? Or overthinking?" Jasmine's voice softened. "You've been jumpy lately."

Leah forced a smile. "New place, new nerves."

It wasn't a lie, not exactly.

But she didn't tell Jasmine about the texts. The ones she deleted before bed, the ones that started as apologies and turned into questions-where are you? Why won't you answer me?

Outside, the air carried the bite of early fall. Leaves clung to the trees in patches of red and amber. Leah walked to her first class with her headphones in, music turned up just loud enough to drown out her thoughts.

Halfway across campus, someone tapped her shoulder.

She jumped, heart racing-but it was only Kayden, holding out a dropped notebook.

"You left this in psych," he said. "I figured you'd want your brilliant notes back."

Leah exhaled, half laughing. "You almost gave me a heart attack."

"Sorry," he said quickly, noticing how pale she looked. "You okay?"

"Yeah. Just... startled."

Kayden studied her for a moment, then offered a small, careful smile. "Walk you to your next class? No strings, just moral support."

She nodded. Somehow, his presence quieted the noise in her head.

They walked together under the changing trees, conversation easy. He told her about his major-communications, because he liked "figuring people out." She told him she was thinking about psychology, and he grinned.

"So you'll be able to analyze me while I analyze everyone else. Perfect teamwork."

Leah laughed, and the sound felt lighter than it had in days.

By the time they reached the lecture hall, she realized her shoulders weren't tense anymore. "Thanks," she said. "For the walk."

"Anytime." He hesitated, then added, "If you ever need to talk, you can. No pressure."

Her throat tightened. She wanted to tell him everything, but the words stayed locked behind fear and habit. Instead, she whispered, "Thank you," and slipped inside.

That night, the dorm hallway buzzed with music and laughter from down the hall. Leah sat cross-legged on her bed, scrolling half-heartedly through her phone. A new message appeared.

Unknown Number:

You think ignoring me makes you safe?

Her chest went cold. She hadn't saved MJ's number since blocking him last year, but she knew. The phrasing, the weight of it-it was him.

She turned the phone face-down, heart hammering. Jasmine's voice drifted from the bathroom, singing along to her playlist. Leah didn't want to ruin the peace, didn't want to explain.

Her phone buzzed again.

I just want to talk. I'm different now.

Her hands shook. She typed three words-leave me alone-then deleted them before sending. He'd see it as engagement. He always did.

Instead, she powered the phone off and shoved it under her pillow, pulling her knees close. The room suddenly felt too small, the shadows too long.

Then-another sound. A soft tap against the window.

Leah froze. Slowly she turned. Just wind, she told herself, branches shifting in the breeze. But her pulse wouldn't slow.

She crossed the room and peeked out between the curtains. The courtyard below was empty, silver under the lamplight. Still, her chest ached with the weight of memory-a fist against a door, a voice whispering her name through tears.

A knock at the actual door made her gasp.

"It's just me!" Jasmine called. "Kayden's here-he said you left your charger in class."

Leah opened the door, relief flooding her face. Kayden stood there holding the charger, concern etched across his features.

"You, okay?" he asked quietly once Jasmine ducked back into the bathroom.

She hesitated, then nodded. "Yeah. Just... jumpy."

He studied her for a moment, then offered a small, steady smile. "If you ever need me around-day or night-just text. I mean it."

Something in his tone-gentle but certain-settled the panic in her chest. Leah managed a shaky laugh. "You're too nice, you know that?"

"Guilty," he said softly. "But I'd rather be nice than someone you have to be afraid of."

The words hung between them, heavy and honest.

When he left, Leah watched him disappear down the hallway, her heart torn between gratitude and fear. The warmth he brought clashed with the chill MJ left behind.

She sat back on her bed, phone still off, the world quiet again.

Outside, the wind rattled the window once more.

And Leah couldn't tell if the sound meant comfort-

or a warning.
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​Chapter 4- Secrets and Shadows 
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The library was quieter than Leah expected, a soft hum of whispers and pages turning. She sank into a corner chair; textbooks stacked beside her and tried to focus on her notes.

Her mind, however, refused to cooperate. Every time she turned a page, she imagined MJ's face, imagined the words he'd texted her. I just want to talk. I'm different now.

––––––––
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THE RATIONAL PART OF her knew better. She knew she couldn't trust him.

But her chest still tightened every time her phone buzzed.

Kayden appeared moments later, holding two steaming cups of coffee. "I thought you might need this," he said, sliding one across the table.

Leah smiled softly. "Thanks."

He sat down and watched her for a moment. "You've seemed... tense lately. Is everything okay?"

She bit her lip, hesitating. No one had ever seen the side of her that trembled inside, the part MJ had broken. But something about Kayden - his patience, his warmth - made her want to trust him.

"I... had a rough past," she admitted quietly. "Before college. Some things happened... things I'm not proud of. Things that still scare me sometimes."

Kayden nodded, never interrupting. "You don't have to tell me all of it. But if you want to... I'm here."

Her throat tightened. She took a shaky breath. "I was with someone... who wasn't good for me. At first, he was... kind. Sweet. It made me feel special. But then... he changed. Controlling, abusive. Lied. Cheated. Hurt me."

Kayden's eyes darkened slightly, a mix of anger and empathy. "Leah..."

"I left him," she continued, her voice firmer. "It took everything I had, but I left. And I've tried to move on. That's why I'm here. To start over."

He reached across the table, resting a hand lightly on hers. "I'm so proud of you. You're stronger than you realize."

For the first time in a long time, she felt a flicker of safety. Not the kind that erased fear, but the kind that let her breathe anyway.

Later that evening, Leah was walking back to her dorm, feeling lighter than she had all week. Maybe it really could be safe to love again.

Then her phone buzzed.

You think you can hide from me?

Her stomach twisted. It was MJ. The words were short, sharp, and deliberate.

Leah froze, heart hammering. She looked around. The streets were dim, quiet - just the soft glow of streetlamps and the occasional rustle of leaves.

She wanted to run, to scream, to throw the phone across the street. Instead, she shoved it in her pocket and kept walking.

By the time she reached the dorm, her hands were shaking. She didn't know if it was fear, adrenaline, or anger. She told herself she wouldn't let him ruin her peace.

Kayden was waiting outside, leaning against the railing, scrolling on his phone. He looked up as she approached, concern written all over his face.

"You, okay?" he asked softly.

Leah forced a small smile. "Yeah. Just... a long day."

He studied her, his expression unreadable. "If you ever need someone to walk with you, talk to... or even just be there silently, I'll come. I mean it."

She nodded, feeling the warmth of his words like a shield against the cold fear MJ stirred.

That night, Leah lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Kayden's smile, his patience, his gentle words, replayed in her mind. But MJ's texts lingered too, like a shadow in the corner of her room.

Somewhere deep inside, Leah realized: moving on wouldn't be simple.

Love wasn't just about finding someone who made her feel safe.

It was about facing the fear that still clung to her - and refusing to let it control her.

And tomorrow... Tomorrow, she will take another step forward.
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​Chapter 5- The Shadows Close In 
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Leah's alarm buzzed insistently, pulling her from a dreamless sleep. For a moment, she didn't recognize where she was. Then the familiar walls of her dorm room reminded her: she was alive. She was free. She was trying.

Rolling out of bed, she stretched, noticing the warmth of the morning sun through her curtains. Today was another ordinary day, or at least that's what she told herself. Classes, coffee with Kayden, maybe some library time - her schedule had begun to feel like a lifeline. A reminder that life didn't have to be chaotic all the time.

By the time she reached the campus green, she was carrying a mug of tea in one hand and a notebook in the other. Students bustled past her, faces bright with energy, laughter spilling across the pathways. Leah allowed herself a small smile. She belonged here. She could breathe here.

Almost.

A flash of movement caught her eye across the green. A dark car parked just beyond the hedge. Her stomach sank. Heartbeats quickened.

No. It couldn't be.

Her pulse hammered in her ears as her eyes locked on the car. Just a glimpse - familiar, impossible to ignore. A figure sitting behind the wheel, shadowed by sunlight. Her chest was constricted. He wasn't moving yet, just... there. Watching. Waiting.

Leah's hands trembled slightly as she gripped her mug tighter. It's nothing. Just coincidence.

She took a breath and forced her steps toward her first class, trying not to glance back. But part of her knew that wasn't true. MJ was here. Her past had arrived uninvited.

Kayden appeared moments later, walking briskly toward her, backpack slung casually over one shoulder. His dark hair fell slightly into his eyes, but his familiar warm smile made her chest ache - both with relief and a strange, fragile hope.

"You okay?" he asked softly as he reached her side.

Leah forced a smile, hiding the shaking in her hands. "Yeah... just... distracted."

He tilted his head, concern deepening the lines of his face. "Distracted, good or distracted... not good?"

"Not good," she admitted quietly.

Kayden's hand brushed lightly over hers in a comforting gesture. "Do you want to talk about it?"

She hesitated, debating whether she could. Could she let him into the fear that still gripped her? Could she admit that the boy who had hurt her was here, watching her from some hidden corner of campus?

"Not really," she said finally, forcing a laugh. "Just... thinking about some stuff."

He nodded, accepting the answer without pushing. "Okay. Well... just know I'm here. Anytime. Even if it's just to sit silently."

The simplicity of his offer felt like sunlight breaking through clouds. It wasn't fireworks or grand gestures. It was steady. Safe. Exactly what she needed.

Class passed in a blur. Leah scribbled notes, but her mind kept drifting back to the black car. Every shadow outside the windows made her flinch. Every passing student seemed like a potential messenger from the past.

By the time class ended, her anxiety had tightened into a low, persistent ache in her chest. She tried to shake it off, reminding herself she was stronger now. She had survived MJ before. She could survive whatever this was.

Stepping out onto the sunlit courtyard, she saw Kayden waiting by the fountain, hands in his pockets, watching for her. Relief washed through her. She jogged the last few steps to him.

"Hey," she said breathlessly.

"Hey," he replied, smiling gently. "You look like you need another coffee. My treat?"

Leah nodded. Somehow, the mundane act of walking across campus, sipping a latte with Kayden, made the world feel slightly safer - like she could steal a few hours of normal.

The café smelled of espresso and cinnamon, the morning sunlight streaming through the large windows. They settled into a corner table, laughing quietly about small campus disasters - lost syllabi, confusing lecture hall numbers, the peculiar habits of certain professors.

It was easy. Light. Perfectly ordinary.

Then her phone buzzed in her pocket. Leah froze.

Funny running into you today. Didn't expect to see you.

Her fingers trembled as she read the words. Short. Sharp. Deliberate.

She stuffed the phone into her bag, hiding it from Kayden's view. "I... need a refill," she said, standing abruptly.

Kayden raised an eyebrow. "Everything okay?"

She forced a small smile. "Yeah. Just... caffeine withdrawal. You know how it is."

But her chest remained tight. She could feel the adrenaline buzzing beneath her skin
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