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​Chapter 1 — Arrival & the First Circle
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The chairs were already in a circle when Talia came in.

They always were.

Not because anybody ordered it that way. Not because there was a rule posted on a wall. It just felt wrong when they weren’t. Like the room itself refused to breathe until the shape closed.

The air smelled faintly like lemon cleaner and something sweet burned a little too long in the kitchen. Someone had tried to make the place feel special tonight. Which usually meant cake. Or music. Or somebody crying in the bathroom before coming back smiling like nothing happened.

Family Night energy.

But first... this.

Talia stood in the doorway a little longer than she needed to.

Not because she was nervous.

Because she was counting.

Mari was upside-down in her chair, knees hooked over the armrest like gravity had personally offended her. Nia sat cross-legged, re-braiding her own hair out of pure boredom. Eliza was already still, hands folded neatly, eyes fixed somewhere only she could see. Rose leaned back like she absolutely did not care, even though her leg bounced just enough to give her away. Jada stood at the edge of the circle fixing chairs that weren’t actually crooked. Vinna traced little shapes on her jeans with one finger, whispering something no one else could hear.

One chair sat empty.

That chair meant today was different.

Talia stepped in.

And like it always did, the room reshaped around her without trying. Someone shifted a little. Someone scooted. Someone learned. She ended up in the middle again.

Not because she picked it.

Because the circle did.

Jada checked the wall clock and clicked her tongue softly. “She’s nervous.”

“No she’s not,” Mari said. “She’s just new.”

“That’s the same thing,” Nia said.

Eliza didn’t look up. “Nervous feels different. New feels louder.”

Before anyone could respond, a small knock landed against the wood.

Not confident.

Not weak.

Just asking.

Jada crossed the room and opened the door.

The girl standing there wore her backpack too tight and held the straps like they might try to escape without her. She hovered in the doorway the way people do when they don’t yet know if they’re allowed to take up space.

“Hey,” Jada said softly. “You’re in the right place.”

The girl blinked like she’d been afraid that wasn’t true.

She stepped inside.

The air moved with her.

Not in a dramatic way. Not magical.

Just... adjusted.

Talia stood.

Not grand. Not sudden.

Just enough to make room.

“You can sit here,” she said, touching the chair beside her. “It’s the best spot.”

The girl hesitated.

Mari leaned forward too fast and nearly fell out of her seat. “It’s okay! We’re cool, I swear. Except Nia. But only emotionally.”

“Excuse you,” Nia said. “I’ve been in therapy energy for at least a month now.”

The girl laughed, small and unsure, and finally sat.

The circle closed.

Jada went back to her chair. “Okay. Same thing we always do. We start with names. Then why you’re here. Then one thing you’re thankful for. You can pass on anything except your name.”

Mari raised her hand immediately. “No one ever passes their name.”

Nova glanced at her. “I’m Nova.”

“Cool,” Nia said. “Strong.”

Nova swallowed. “I’m here because my aunt couldn’t keep me. And I’m thankful that she tried.”

Nobody rushed her.

Nobody filled the silence.

They nodded.

That was the rule you couldn’t write down.

Jada went next. “Jada. I’ve been here a long time. I’m thankful for doors that close and stay closed when they’re supposed to.”

Rose snorted. “Of course you are.”

Then she cleared her throat. “Rose. I’m thankful for mirrors. Even when they don’t like me.”

Nia raised two fingers like she was swearing into court. “Nia. I’m thankful for food that comes in family sizes and secrets that don’t ruin people.”

Mari nearly bounced out of her seat. “Mari! I’m thankful for sleepovers, and lip gloss, and Talia’s sweaters because they smell like home.”

Eliza’s voice came quiet and clean. “Eliza. I’m thankful for patterns. They make random things make sense.”

Vinna barely looked up. “Vinna. I’m thankful for colors that don’t exist.”

The room shifted toward one last voice.

Talia didn’t rush.

“I’m Talia,” she said. “I’ve been here most of my life. And I’m thankful for tomorrow.”

Something invisible exhaled.

Jada stood.

Then everyone did.

Hands reached without asking. Warm. Familiar. Steady.

Together, they said it like they always did.

Not loud.

Not soft.

Just true.

“If today was bad... there’s always tomorrow.”

For a moment, nothing else in the world existed.
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​Chapter 2 — Nova’s First Night
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Nova didn’t know where to stand.

The hallway was louder than she expected — not because people were shouting, but because life had volume when too many girls shared one building. Laughter bounced off doorframes. Someone argued about a missing hoodie. Music played from a speaker that sounded like it had seen better years.

It didn’t feel like an orphanage.

It felt like a sleepover that never ended.

She hovered near the doorway of the common room with her backpack still on, hand curled tight around one strap like it might vanish if she let go.

“Do you wanna take that off?” Mari asked, like it was the most normal question in the world.

Nova jerked slightly, then nodded. “Yeah. Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Mari said. “First-night backpacks are emotional support items.”

Nova snorted before she meant to.

Mari pointed at the couch. “You can throw it there. No one will steal your stuff. Except maybe Nia. But only on accident.”

“Not on accident,” Nia called from the kitchen. “I steal with passion.”

Nova laughed again, quieter this time.

Jada appeared by her side like she’d always been there. “Come on. I’ll show you where you’re sleeping.”

Nova followed her up a staircase that creaked in specific places, like the building had opinions.

The room waiting for her was full.

Not in a messy way.

In a lived-in way.

Beds lined the walls with blankets that didn’t match and pillows that looked like they’d been hugged into submission. There were posters taped crookedly and fairy lights strung across the ceiling like stars had been captured and refused to leave.

“This one’s yours,” Jada said, pointing to a bed near the window.

Nova stared at it like it might disappear.

“Do I get... any rules?” she asked.

Jada smiled. “Don’t be a jerk. Clean your stuff. Tell someone if you’re hurting. And if you wake up in the middle of the night and can’t breathe? You can come find someone. Any of us.”

Nova blinked.

“Okay,” she said softly.

Downstairs, the smell of sugar and chocolate followed her like a promise.

Family Night was waiting.

The table was loud, crowded, and absolutely unbothered by her existence.

Which somehow made it easier.

“Sit by me!” Mari said, dragging out a chair with both hands.

Nova sat.

Someone passed her plate.

Someone else slid her a paper napkin folded into terrible art.

Cake appeared in front of her like magic.

“Is this... normal?” Nova asked quietly.

“Normal?” Rose said. “No. This is chaos with consent.”

Nova smiled into her fork.

Later, the lights dimmed — not all the way, not enough to feel small. Just enough to feel softer.

They gathered in clumps with blankets and drinks and half-told stories.

Talia appeared beside Nova on the couch without warning.

“Hey,” she said gently.

“Hey,” Nova replied.

They sat like that for a moment, watching the room exist.

“You okay?” Talia asked.

Nova nodded. Then shook her head. Then laughed weakly. “I think so. I don’t know yet.”

“That’s fair,” Talia said. “No one safe ever feels safe right away.”
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