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Chapter 1 — The Lecture Hall
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The morning sun spilled across the wide glass windows of the university’s humanities building, catching on the polished floors and scattering light across the faces of half-awake students. Gloria adjusted her bag on her shoulder, her fingers brushing against the smooth strap she’d had since her first year — back when her name had been Francis.

She took a deep breath before walking in. The familiar scent of chalk and coffee grounds hit her like a wave of memories — old voices, laughter, her own hesitant smile from a life that didn’t fit quite right. Now, her heels clicked softly on the floor, steady, confident. She’d fought for this steadiness, for this peace in her reflection.

She was here not as a shadow of who she’d been, but as herself. Gloria.

“Excuse me, is this seat taken?”

She turned. A man stood there, tall, with soft brown hair falling into his eyes. His voice was gentle, curious, almost musical.

“No, it’s free,” Gloria replied, smiling slightly.

He sat beside her, pulling out a notebook. “I’m Erik,” he said, offering his hand.

She hesitated a moment — not from fear, but from the unfamiliar flutter in her chest — and then took it. “Gloria,” she said.

“Nice to meet you, Gloria. Are you new to this course?”

“Yes,” she answered, tucking a lock of auburn hair behind her ear. “Switched majors. I guess you could say... I’m starting fresh.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Fresh starts can be beautiful. Sometimes the best pieces of who we are come after we break a little.”

Gloria glanced at him, surprised by his words. Something about the way he said it felt genuine — like he’d lived through his own kind of breaking too.

As the professor began the lecture, Gloria found her gaze drifting to Erik. There was something quietly radiant about him — the kind of warmth that didn’t demand attention, but gave it freely.

And for the first time in a long time, she didn’t feel like she had to hide any piece of herself.
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Chapter 2 — Shared Notes and Hidden Glances
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The lecture had ended, and students filed out into the warm afternoon. Gloria lingered, packing her notebook slowly, savoring the quiet moment.

“Hey,” Erik’s voice startled her just slightly. He approached, his notebook tucked under one arm. “I was wondering... would you like to work on the assignment together? I mean, if you don’t mind.”

Gloria felt a small thrill. Working together could be... complicated. Past experiences had taught her caution, but something in Erik’s eyes — open, honest, unhurried — made her want to say yes.

“I’d like that,” she said softly, smiling.

They walked across the campus, the crunch of autumn leaves beneath their feet keeping rhythm with the fluttering in her chest. Gloria kept her thoughts tucked close, wary of the sudden heat rising to her cheeks whenever he looked at her.

At a quiet corner of the library, they spread out their notebooks. Gloria found herself talking more than usual, explaining her ideas with a passion she hadn’t realized she’d missed sharing. Erik listened, truly listened, occasionally jotting notes and nodding with that quiet warmth that made her feel seen.

“You have a way of seeing things differently,” he said after a while, leaning back. “It’s... refreshing. Makes me think in ways I hadn’t before.”

Gloria swallowed, unsure why his words made her pulse accelerate. “Thank you... that means a lot.”

For a moment, they were just two people leaning over the same table, sharing ideas, sharing space. No past, no expectations — just the beginning of something delicate, fragile, but undeniably electric.

As the afternoon light faded, Gloria realized that a small piece of her heart, the part she had carefully shielded, had already found a home in the warmth of his attention.
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Chapter 3 — Shadows of the Past
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The next morning, Gloria arrived at campus with a sense of both excitement and apprehension. Sitting in the lecture hall, she felt the usual nerves creeping in — the memories of stares, whispers, and questions that once made her shrink. But she reminded herself: she was Gloria now. Strong. Whole.

Erik arrived shortly after, carrying his coffee and a casual smile that made her stomach flutter. He waved when he saw her, and she returned it, trying to steady her racing heart.

During the lecture, Erik leaned over to whisper, “Are you okay? You seem... a little tense.”

Gloria smiled faintly, grateful for his concern. “I’m fine. Just... old habits, I guess.”

After class, they headed toward the campus café, textbooks in hand. The warm aroma of coffee and pastries wrapped around them like a comforting blanket.

“You know,” Erik said as they waited for their drinks, “you don’t have to carry the past with you all the time. I know it’s hard, but... you deserve to be seen as who you are now.”

Gloria’s throat tightened. “It’s not easy. People... they can be cruel. Even when you try to explain, it’s like they only see what they want to see.”

Erik reached out, brushing his hand lightly over hers. “Then let me see. All of it. The past, the present, the pieces of yourself you think no one can understand. I want to know them.”

For a long moment, Gloria stared at him, her chest heavy with emotions she hadn’t fully acknowledged. His gaze held no judgment, only warmth and acceptance.

“I... I’d like that,” she whispered.

The café hummed around them, a world of ordinary life moving in contrast to the quiet intensity of the moment they shared. And for the first time in years, Gloria felt the possibility that maybe, just maybe, she could let someone in without fear.

As they walked back to the library together, their hands brushed once more. This time, neither of them let go.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 — Sparks in the Library
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The library was quieter than usual that evening, the golden light from the tall windows casting long shadows across the stacks of books. Gloria and Erik sat side by side at a large wooden table, their notebooks open, pens poised.

“You know,” Erik said, glancing at her notes, “you really have a way with words. I’ve never met anyone who explains things like this.”

Gloria felt a small warmth creep into her cheeks. “Thank you. That... actually means a lot coming from you.”

Their hands brushed as they both reached for a book at the same time. Gloria froze for a heartbeat, feeling the electricity that had been building over the past few days surge. Erik noticed but didn’t pull away. Instead, he offered a shy, lopsided smile.

“You always make the library feel... lighter,” he murmured.

Gloria looked up, meeting his eyes. There was something in his gaze — a mix of curiosity, admiration, and something deeper she couldn’t name yet. Her heart thumped, rapid and urgent, threatening to betray the careful composure she had built around herself.

“Erik...” she began, her voice softer than intended, “I—”

He held up a finger, playful yet tender. “Shh. Let’s just... enjoy this. Right now. No labels, no past, no expectations. Just this moment.”

Gloria nodded, feeling the tension ease ever so slightly. They bent back over their work, but the closeness between them was palpable. Every shared glance, every subtle brush of hands as they passed a pen or a page, sent shivers down her spine.

By the time they packed up their things, the sun had dipped low, painting the sky in shades of amber and rose. As they walked out together, the world seemed smaller, more intimate — as if it had been waiting just for these two to find each other.

And Gloria knew, deep down, that some of the pieces of herself she had hidden away were beginning to shine in ways she never expected.
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