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Dedication 

 

To Rachel

For every moment, every word, and every quiet smile you’ve given me. This is for the nights we stayed up talking, the mornings we woke up side by side, and the years we grew together. Thank you for teaching me that love is both resilient and tender, a journey worth taking no matter the miles or years in between.

You are my home, my heart, my everything.

Always, from pillow to pillow.

Elias
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The First Meeting 

The campus quad was quiet that October evening, the kind of quiet that only arrived in the small hours when everyone else had long since gone to bed. Rachel had wandered out here to escape the fluorescent lights of the library, hoping the cool night air might help clear her mind. She wrapped her sweater tightly around her shoulders, a stack of books balanced in her arms, feeling the bite of the autumn breeze against her skin. The midterm was only a few hours away, but despite hours of preparation, she felt no closer to understanding the hundreds of pages of theory she was supposed to know.

She glanced around the empty quad, illuminated only by the glow of scattered lampposts, and thought about heading back to her dorm. But then, she saw someone else a silhouette leaning casually against one of the old stone benches. She slowed her steps, surprised to find another soul up at this hour. He seemed lost in thought, his face partially hidden in the shadows. As she approached, he looked up, and their eyes met under the campus lights.

“You’re up late,” he said, a quiet smile breaking across his face. His voice was warm, surprisingly so, as if he’d expected to see her here all along.
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Rachel gave a small, tired laugh, nodding. “You could say that. Or maybe… early?” she shrugged, the corner of her mouth lifting in a faint smile. She hadn’t expected to run into anyone tonight, let alone someone so unruffled by her presence.

 

“Pulling an all-nighter?” he asked, glancing at the books in her arms. He took a few steps closer, into the light, and she noticed he had kind eyes, a deep brown that held a mix of amusement and curiosity.

“Psychology midterm tomorrow,” she replied, holding up her stack of textbooks as evidence. “I was hoping a little fresh air might magically make all this make sense.”

He chuckled, a rich, low sound that seemed to fill the quiet night. “That’s a good theory,” he said. “I think half the students on this campus are probably hoping for the same thing right about now.”

- 6 - Rachel grinned, feeling some of her tension ease. There was something disarmingly easygoing about him, a calmness she hadn’t realized she needed. “And what about you?” she asked, gesturing to his empty hands. “No last-minute cramming?”

“Not tonight,” he replied, shaking his head. “I’m in law, so I spend enough time overthinking in the library. Sometimes, it’s nice to just… be.”

Rachel nodded, looking down, unsure what to say. She wasn’t used to conversations that started so easily, and she wasn’t exactly in the habit of meeting people on midnight strolls. Yet there was something comfortable about him, something that made her want to linger.

“Rachel,” she said finally, realizing she hadn’t introduced herself.

“Elias,” he replied, extending a hand. His handshake was firm, his grip warm, and she felt a strange sense of certainty in that simple gesture.

- 7 - “So, what’s your story, Elias?” she asked, surprising herself with her boldness. “Why law?”

Elias shrugged, his gaze wandering to the trees lining the quad. “I guess I’ve always been drawn to rules,” he said, a hint of humor in his tone. “Not in a strict sense, but… rules are like a framework, something you can understand, navigate. They make sense, even when people don’t.”

Rachel laughed, feeling a flicker of recognition. “And you think psychology is any different?” she teased. “We just spend our time analyzing people until they seem to fit some kind of framework too.”

He grinned, nodding. “Touché. Maybe we’re more alike than we think.”

They fell into a comfortable silence, standing side by side, each watching the shadows of the trees sway in the lamplight. Rachel found herself studying him out of the corner of her eye. He had an air of calm that made her feel grounded, even though they’d just met. It was a rare thing for her to feel at ease with someone new; she was usually guarded, her mind

- 8 - constantly weighing each word, analyzing every interaction. But with Elias, the conversation felt easy, as if they’d done this a hundred times before.

After a while, she broke the silence. “So… why are you really out here?” she asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

Elias looked at her, his expression thoughtful. “Honestly? I think I just needed a break from everything. Sometimes, it feels like I’m always running toward something, but I don’t even know what it is.”

Rachel’s heart skipped a beat. She hadn’t expected such an honest answer, but it resonated with her. She thought of all the late nights she’d spent chasing grades, dreams, some undefined idea of success, and the loneliness that always lingered just beneath the surface.

“I get that,” she said softly. “Sometimes, I feel like college is just… a series of endless deadlines. You’re supposed to figure out who you are, but you’re so busy checking boxes that you forget what the point is.”
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Elias nodded, his gaze meeting hers. “Exactly. It’s like we’re all waiting for something to start, or end, or make sense.”

 

They stood in silence, each lost in their thoughts, the quiet of the night stretching out around them. Rachel glanced at her watch, feeling a pang of regret. She knew she should go back and get some sleep, but she didn’t want to leave this moment. For the first time in a long time, she felt like she wasn’t alone.

“Do you come out here often?” she asked, hoping he would say yes, that this wasn’t just a one-time encounter.

Elias shrugged, smiling. “Sometimes. When the library gets too stuffy, or when I need to clear my head.”

She nodded, looking down. “Maybe… I’ll see you around, then?”
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“Maybe,” he replied, his tone light but his eyes serious. “Or you could make it a plan. Less uncertain that way.”

 

Rachel’s smile widened, her heart skipping another beat. “I might just take you up on that.”

They exchanged numbers, an unspoken understanding passing between them. And as they said goodbye and went their separate ways, Rachel couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the beginning of something that would change her life in ways she couldn’t yet imagine.
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Falling Fast 

The weeks following their first meeting passed in a blur, each one unfolding with a kind of magic that Rachel hadn’t felt in years. The hours they spent together stretched into the early mornings, one conversation blending seamlessly into the next. They would meet in the quad at random times, as if by instinct, finding themselves drawn to the quiet corners of the campus where they could talk without interruption. Soon, it became less a matter of coincidence and more of an unspoken routine.

One Friday evening, as Rachel finished her last class of the day, her phone buzzed with a message from Elias.

**Elias:** Meet me outside the art building. Bring an extra sweater.

Rachel smiled, already feeling a flutter of excitement in her chest. She didn’t bother asking why; she’d learned quickly that Elias had a knack for planning small surprises, things that seemed inconsequential but somehow made her entire week.
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When she arrived, he was leaning against the side of the building, his face breaking into a grin when he saw her. “You came,” he said, feigning surprise.

 

She rolled her eyes, pulling her sweater tighter against the evening chill. “Of course I came. Now what are we doing?”

He took her hand, leading her toward the parking lot where his old, slightly battered car was waiting. “We’re going to the coast,” he said simply.

Rachel laughed, looking at him as if he were crazy. “The coast? Elias, it’s already six o’clock.”

“Perfect timing,” he replied, opening the car door for her with a grin. “We’ll catch the sunset on the way.”

- 13 - They drove with the windows down, the cool wind filling the car as the city faded into rolling hills and, eventually, the open road. Music played softly from the radio, a mix of old classics and songs they both claimed to be “guilty pleasures.” Rachel let her head fall back against the seat, feeling a sense of freedom that was both exhilarating and terrifying.

As they neared the coast, the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky with streaks of pink and gold. They found a deserted beach, pulling over and climbing out of the car, the soft crunch of sand beneath their shoes.

“This is beautiful,” Rachel whispered, taking in the expanse of the ocean, dark and endless against the fading light.

Elias nodded, his gaze fixed on the water. “It’s easy to forget places like this exist when you’re buried in books all day.”

- 14 - They walked along the shore, the waves lapping gently at their feet, and for a while, they didn’t speak. Rachel felt something settle inside her, a quiet certainty that she hadn’t realized she’d been searching for. She glanced over at Elias, his face softened in the twilight, and wondered if he felt it too.

Eventually, they sat down in the sand, close enough that their shoulders brushed, but neither of them said a word. The night air was crisp, carrying the faint scent of salt and seaweed, and Rachel felt as if they were the only two people in the world.

After a while, Elias broke the silence. “You ever think about what you want your life to look like?” he asked, his voice barely audible above the sound of the waves.

Rachel thought for a moment, tracing patterns in the sand with her finger. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I guess I always thought I’d figure it out as I went along. But the more I try to plan things, the more lost I feel.”
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