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BREAK ME SOFTLY

V. F. Winter

“Everything must be destroyed so that everything may be recreated.” 

Victor Hugo

––––––––
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BLURB

My first autumn at university was supposed to be a season of hope, but instead, it became a slow, agonizing wither. I followed the man I loved, believing our shared future would be my sanctuary. But I found only cold reproaches, baseless jealousy, and walls that began to close in. French novels became my only reality; the silence of library halls my only refuge from a world rapidly falling apart.

I didn’t know that behind my back, an invisible puppeteer was already writing the finale to this drama.

He stepped into my life without knocking, hiding behind the mask of a casual acquaintance and a poisonous whisper, rotting my relationship from the inside out. He was the one holding the match to my life, watching it go up in a brilliant, painful flame. He played God, deciding he had the right to destroy my world to its very foundation—just so he could build his own temple upon the ashes.

His "salvation" was soaked in lies, but in moments of total isolation, it felt like the only way out. He offered a shoulder when I could no longer stand, hiding the truth: he was the one who had swept the floor from under my feet.

This is a story of love born from the ashes of manipulation. It’s about a man who doesn’t know how to ask for forgiveness, and a girl who must decide: can you love the architect of your own ruin?

When the masks are stripped away and the truth is laid bare, even the most powerful god must bow before the woman whose life he turned into his personal obsession.

––––––––
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SOUNDTRACK

To be listened to in the dark.


• Labrinth & Zendaya — I’m Tired

• Radiohead — Creep

• James Blake — When We’re Older

• Labrinth — Love Is Complicated

• David O'Dowda — This Is the Walk

• Labrinth — The Feels

• Labrinth & Dominic Fike — Elliot’s Song

• Leon Bridges — Coming Home

• Leon Bridges — Laredo

• SYML — Where’s My Love

• SYML — I Wanted to Leave

• Winter Aid — The Wisp Sings

• Novo Amor — Anchor

• Maple Glider — Swimming

• Tom Rosenthal — Lights Are On

• Anna Leone — My Soul I

• Maxence Cyrin — Where Is My Mind (Piano Cover)

• Maxence Cyrin — No Cars Go (Piano Cover)
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Chapter 1
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Veronika

The first autumn at the university smelled of burnt leaves and my own slowly rising despair. The golden light flooding the endless state university campus felt artificial to me—like a movie set where I had been cast in a non-speaking role. I was a freshman in the Department of Foreign Languages and Literature, a naive girl who believed that if I moved to this massive city following my boyfriend, our story would finally find a solid foundation.

He was a "veteran" here—his second year, his football team, his rules. I, on the other hand, felt like a ghost haunting the hallways, clutching a heavy volume of Hugo to my chest as if it were the only shield capable of protecting me from reality.

Last night still throbbed in my temples with a dull, aching pain.

"Staying late for French again?" He wasn’t asking. He spat the words out, standing in the doorway and blocking my exit from the room. "I’m told this professor is a bit too interested in your opinion during lectures. Why the hell are you suddenly his favorite, Roni? What is it you’re lacking?"

"It’s just phonetics... I just got here, I need to establish myself," I tried to speak steadily, but my voice betrayed me with a slight tremble. "Reed demands the same from everyone."

"Liar!" His fist slammed into the doorframe, making me flinch. "After everything I’ve done for you! I insisted you come here, I carved out a place for you in my life! And you? Why do you act this way with other men? And why, when I invite you to the bar, are you always whining about studying? What’s the point of those pennies from your translations if you don’t even know how to have fun? You’re boring, Moore. Just dead weight."

The hurt burned my throat like neat whiskey. I tried to be perfect. I tried to fit in with his new circle, his status as a football player, but every time I found myself guilty simply for the fact of my existence.

After sitting in the silence of my room for several hours, I realized I couldn't breathe in this vacuum. The tension between us had become tangible, sticky. I started dialing his number. Once. Five times. Ten. I wanted to apologize, though I didn't know for what. I just wanted to hear: "It’s fine, Roni, come over." But he didn't pick up.

On the twentieth call, someone finally answered. Deafening music roared in the background, mixed with screams and the clink of glass.

"What do you want, Moore?" A loud, vulgar female laugh erupted.

My heart skipped a beat, then began hammering somewhere in my throat.

"Where is he?" I managed to choke out.

"He’s very busy, babe. He doesn’t have time for homework right now," the girl sang out and hung up with a laugh.

The world around me began to crack. This wasn't just a fight. It was a lesson. A public punishment for daring to have my own interests, for not going with him the night before. With trembling fingers, I dialed Sophie, my roommate, who knew everything there was to know about the Columbus nightlife.

"Sophie, where is Ethan? Have you seen him?"

"Roni! We’re at Sigma Alpha! It’s an absolute madhouse!" Sophie shouted, trying to scream over the heavy bass. "Steven and I are right in the thick of it. This party is insane! Just get down here, forget the textbooks!"

I didn’t ask for details. Driven by pure adrenaline and pain, I laced up my sneakers, threw a shirt over my tank top, and ran out into the warm Ohio night. I sprinted across campus, past couples in love, past laughing groups, noticing nothing. Tears blurred my vision, turning the city lights into smeared stains. I had to see him. I had to understand why he was doing this to me.

When I reached the Sigma Alpha house, the chaos became physical. The massive mansion was literally vibrating with bass. The air hung thick with the smell of booze, sweat, and cheap cigarettes. Half-dressed bodies ground against one another in a frenzied dance. I shoved through the crowd, feeling shoulders slam into mine, catching the mocking glares directed at my disheveled state.

And then, I saw him. In the center of the living room, on a large leather sofa.

Ethan.

The girl from the phone was straddling his lap, her arms draped around his neck. Ethan had his head tilted back, roaring with wild laughter as he poured tequila down her throat straight from the bottle. She writhed in his grip while the crowd around them cheered and howled.

"Ethan!" I screamed, stepping into his space. My voice cracked, turning into a hoarse plea.

He turned his head slowly. In his alcohol-hazed eyes, there wasn't a trace of remorse—only cold, calculating fury. He carelessly shoved the girl aside like a toy he’d grown bored with and stood up, towering over me.

"Ethan, what is happening? What are you doing?!" I was choking on tears, feeling my dignity drain away onto the filthy floor.

"I’ll tell you exactly what’s happening," he spat, his voice so thick with contempt that I instinctively recoiled. "I’m sick of your little flings with professors. I’m nauseated by your 'saintly' act. Forget my name, Roni. From this second on, you’re nothing to me. A blank space. Zero. Go crawl to your professor; let him comfort you by whispering those French novels in your ear. You love being told what to do, don't you?"

He turned around, grabbed the girl’s hand with a possessive jerk, and led her up the stairs toward the bedrooms without looking back.

I was left standing in the center of the hall, pinned under the gaze of dozens of mocking eyes.

"Look at that—the teacher's pet just got dumped!" a blonde girl shrieked.

"Hey, Moore!" a guy from the team roared, blocking my path and crudely gesturing to his crotch. "Forget that old man Reed. Come here, we’ll show you some better options!"

I spun around and sprinted out of the house, stumbling and gasping for air. The night air of Columbus felt poisonous. My legs gave out, and I collapsed onto the curb right at the edge of the road. Sobs ripped through my chest. The person closest to me. The one for whom I lived in a constant state of guilt. The one who had begged me to follow him here. He had destroyed me simply because he was bored.

I sat there on the cold stone, staring at my trembling hands. People around me continued to laugh, party, and shout, refusing to leave me in peace even in this dead end. Gathering the last of my strength, I stood up and ran toward my sanctuary at the dorms—that quiet room which now seemed like the only place on earth where the pain was at least predictable.

* * *
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Three Months Later

Columbus welcomed me back with a biting January wind that sliced right through my coat, stripping away any lingering warmth from home. I pulled my scarf tighter, breathing in the frozen air of the station, thick with the scent of dampness and exhaust. The wheels of my suitcase rattled harshly against the icy platform, beating out the rhythm of my first return.

In August, when I first stepped onto this platform, the world felt like a massive gift in bright wrapping paper. I remember that day: the sun was blinding, and my bags felt weightless because they were carried by hope. I had come to conquer this city, believing in every promise and in a love that was supposed to last forever. Now, everything had changed. This was my first time back in Columbus after winter break, and instead of excitement, I felt only a hollow heaviness. The city hadn't become mine—it had become the place where I was broken.

The last three weeks in Ashland had been spent on autopilot. I smiled at my parents, exchanged gifts with friends under the glowing Christmas tree, and ate homemade pie whose flavor I could barely distinguish. I was there physically, but inside, a silence had taken root—one that neither the laughter of loved ones nor holiday hymns could pierce. I had forgotten how to be truly happy. My smile had become nothing more than a polite gesture, a shield behind which I hid my emptiness and my trampled self-worth.

In the taxi on the way to campus, I pressed my forehead against the cold glass. The city drifted by—gray, piled with dirty snow, infinitely foreign. The lights of the coffee shop where we once warmed our hands over paper cups, the bookstore sign... Every street was a landmine, ready to explode with a memory that would steal my breath away. But I forced myself to look. I had to get used to this pain, to make it the background noise of my life.

The area outside the dorms was crowded. Students were unloading bags, laughing, and shouting to one another about their break. Their excitement felt almost vulgar to me. In August, I had been just like them—sprinting up these steps, breathless with anticipation. Now, I climbed them slowly, feeling the weight of every step.

Everything here had become alien. The only thing keeping me moving was my goal. I had spent too long convincing my parents to let me come here; they had invested too much in paying the bills my scholarship didn't cover. I couldn't let them down. I kept quiet about my housing and personal expenses, taking on as many translation gigs as possible from low-budget online publishers. Late nights spent over texts were the price I paid for the right to one day disappear. I had to finish these years, become the daughter they could be proud of, and then—buy a ticket to Marseille and dissolve into the olive groves of southern France.

I pushed open the door to our small shared entryway that sat between the two rooms.

"Roni! Finally!" Sophie burst out to meet me before I could even set my bag down.

Her hug was tight, warm, and smelled of something sweet, like a vanilla latte. Sophie was the only person in this city who hadn't disappointed me, who hadn't turned away in October when my world collapsed in front of the entire campus.

"I’m so glad you’re back," she whispered, pulling away to search my face. "How are you? How was Ashland? You look... rested. Or is that just the frost?"

"Everything’s fine, Soph. Just silence, snow, and too much home cooking," I replied, forcing my usual polite smile. Lying was getting easier every day. "Better tell me, how was Florida?"

Sophie’s eyes lit up. She didn't need to be asked twice. While I dragged my suitcase into my room, she fluttered after me, leaning against the doorframe and not stopping for a single breath.

"Oh my god, Roni, it was madness! After our December freezes, being in Miami was like being on another planet. My parents and I practically lived in the ocean," she gestured wildly, mimicking a swimming motion. "And I met a guy. His name is Marco; he’s a law student at Tallahassee. He’s... well, you know, the type who quotes the classics but looks like a cover model. We spent half the night at a rooftop bar, discussing everything from politics to cat memes."

I nodded in all the right places as I unzipped my suitcase. Sophie continued to shower me with details: the texture of the sand at South Beach, the cocktails they drank, how she got sunburnt on the first day, and how her mother tried to set her up with her friend’s son. Her voice flowed in a continuous stream—vibrant, ringing, full of hope and cozy little dramas.

"...anyway, it was the best Christmas of my life," she finished, slightly out of breath, before suddenly turning serious. "Listen, I saw your schedule on the bulletin board in the hall. You’ve got Literature first thing tomorrow, right? They put my Media Theory class at the same time on the other end of campus. Looks like breakfast together is a no-go. They say this semester is going to be brutal for both our departments."

"I’m ready, Soph," I answered quietly, placing a volume of Hugo on the shelf. "Even if I have to live in the library. I just want to dive back into work and not think about anything."

"You’re always the same," she smiled softly, failing to notice my numbness. "Anyway, get unpacked. I’m going to put the kettle on. I’ve got some cookies my mom baked specifically for you. She said you need to 'sweeten up your life a little.'"

When she left, I closed the door. The click of the lock sounded like a command: Attention. I set my suitcase down and immediately went to the bookshelf. My fingertips brushed the spines—my only loyal friends. Hugo, Lamartine, Dumas... I slowly moved my hand past volumes of George Sand, Hardy, and Eliot. Wilde and Gaskell stood slightly apart, as if waiting for my return. There was more nobility in these nineteenth-century lines than in all of modern reality.

I flipped the switch on my desk lamp. A warm glow flooded the desk, and I carefully took out my camera. My parents had given it to me for graduation; it was an extension of myself. I used to love photographing people—capturing their sincerity. Now, I looked at it as a shield, something that would allow me to watch the world without having to touch it.

Having put everything in order, I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the empty suitcase abandoned at my feet. My things were on the shelves, but this place still wasn't home. Tomorrow, lectures would begin again. The hallways would be full of whispers, and there would be glances burning into my back after what happened last fall. But now, I had armor, tempered by January ice.

I walked over to the window and pressed my forehead against the cold glass, staring at the distant city lights. Columbus no longer held my heart; now it felt like nothing more than a transit station, a place I had the misfortune of being stranded in. A single directive pulsed in my mind: just survive this time.

There was a long road ahead—years of study—but I couldn't look that far forward right now. I just had to make it through this semester. I needed to become quieter than water, to turn into a gray shadow that no one noticed in a crowd. No dramas, no unnecessary movements. Solitude was the only thing I truly craved—to hide within it like a cocoon and simply exist day by day. My goal was to become transparent. To make it so that for Ethan and everyone else, I no longer existed. I just wanted to be left alone while I tried to learn how to breathe again in this terrifying silence.
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Chapter 2
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The Observer

I have never considered myself a patient man. But when it came to her, time seemed to stretch, turning into a thick, viscous substance. Patience isn’t just waiting; it’s a form of possession.

The campus was loud today. January had spat hundreds of students back onto the streets after their break. I sat in my car, watching the anthill through the tinted glass. The Audi’s engine hummed barely audibly; the cabin was warm, while outside, the wind hurled handfuls of stinging snow at passersby. Usually, everyone returned on this day, and I simply waited for that one face to emerge from the hundreds of strangers. The only one that mattered.

I parked across from the dormitory entrance. A black SUV, heavy tint. The place was crawling with cars like this; I didn't stand out, nor did I care to. I didn't need an audience today.

She appeared just as I began to think I’d miscalculated the hour.

The taxi pulled over, and I recognized her instantly—even from behind, even bundled in that heavy black coat. Veronika. She moved slower than the others, somewhat hesitantly. I watched her struggle with her suitcase, the wheels catching in the slush on the sidewalk. She stopped, exhaled, and adjusted the bag on her shoulder.

There was so much exhaustion in that single gesture that my jaw tightened for a second. Last semester, she had been different. I remember the first time I saw her: sprinting through campus, noticing no one, as if this world held zero interest for her, as if she existed only within her own. She seemed perfect to me—ideal in her detachment from the crowd. But back then, another shadow always loomed behind her. The shadow of the boy she had followed to this city, for whom she was ready to offer any degree of devotion.

I despised him. Not because he was a rival—he never was. I despised him because he possessed something he was incapable of valuing.

Now, everything felt different. Sharper. Heavier. I looked at her and felt a knot tighten inside me. I knew she was alone now. It was evident in the way that sense of a "second presence" had vanished from her movements. She no longer checked her phone every second; she didn't search the crowd for anyone's gaze. She had become almost transparent in her quiet sorrow.

I watched her blonde curls, disheveled by the wind, and I watched her face. Freckles. Tiny golden dots that she somehow always tried to hide, considering them a flaw, but which drove me absolutely insane. I wanted her to stop hiding them. I wanted her to stop hiding altogether.

In every lecture, when she answered the professors, there was this hidden strength in her. She wasn't afraid of anyone; she felt confident in auditoriums full of people. But now, after her heart had been shattered, I wasn't sure if anything was left of that Roni.

I wanted to get out of the car. To wrench that damn suitcase from her hand, the one she was dragging with such difficulty. To say something simple. But I knew: one wrong move, and she would shut down. People said all sorts of things about me at the university—status, money, and a family name always birthed a heap of gossip. If she saw me now, she would simply look right through me with that icy stare and walk away.

She cannot be taken by force. She must be studied down to her last breath.

I watched as she disappeared behind the dormitory doors, and I continued to sit there. I didn’t need to follow her now. I needed to understand her new rhythm. Was she broken for good, or was she ready to burn the past for the sake of a new chapter?

I knew a lot about her. Her routes, her habits, even the way she bites her lip when she’s nervous. But I remained in the shadows, waiting for the moment when her wounds would heal enough for her to be able to see someone else. Someone who wouldn't just fill the void, but would become her entire world.

I sat in the car for a few more minutes after she vanished into the building. The inaction burned me from the inside out. But I knew how to wait. I wanted all of her—entirely, without a trace left for anyone else. And I will achieve this, even if I have to become her only salvation in this cold city.

For now—only watching. And waiting for the moment when I stop being just a shadow behind the darkened glass.
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Chapter 3
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Veronika

Sleep had long since ceased to be a rest for me, turning instead into a sort of border zone where reality blurred with other people's fantasies. I spent nearly all night in front of my laptop screen, listening to the quiet hum of the processor. A recommendation from my high school teacher had opened the doors to the world of online publishing, and now I lived on two fronts: a student by day, and a romance novel translator by night.

I loved this work immensely. Moving words from one language to another felt like living dozens of tiny lives. Every stranger’s heartache, every happy ending or bitter finale became my own, filling the void inside me. Even though the authors were newcomers and their prose sometimes felt raw, I was happy. Happy that I didn't have to face them in person, that there was a safe wall of text between us. The work was exhausting, sometimes almost cloying in its candidness, but it was my secret territory.

The alarm hadn't even had the chance to go off when I opened my eyes. Our shared entryway-kitchen was silent. Sophie was still sleeping in her room behind a closed door—I could only see a thin sliver of light peeking out from under the frame. Trying not to make a sound, I slipped into our shared shower. The hot water helped organize my thoughts, washing away the remnants of the night's texts. Today, I wanted to disappear, to dissolve into the gray morning. I pulled on thick black leggings, my favorite cashmere sweater that felt like a soft embrace, and boots with a steady heel. The final touch was my long black coat—my portable cocoon.

Leaving the dormitory, I paused for a moment on the porch. The morning was gray and biting; the campus was only just beginning to show signs of life. A few stray students, huddled in their scarves, hurried to early lectures as patches of fog clung to the bare branches of the trees. The world looked faded, resonating perfectly with my internal state.

I headed down the familiar path to the coffee shop, feeling the cold air nip at my cheeks. Inside, it smelled of over-roasted beans and cinnamon. After getting my cup of scalding coffee, I sat by the window for a long time, watching the campus wake up. The time before lectures dragged slowly, and I managed to look over a couple more pages of my translation until the hum of voices in the shop became too loud.

Linguistics and Spanish passed in the usual rhythm—endless verb tables and phonetic exercises that I performed on autopilot. My thoughts kept drifting back to the text I had worked on last night. But all of this was merely a prelude. The real day began in the French Literature classroom.

Professor Marc Reed entered the auditorium exactly with the bell. He possessed that careless elegance that made half the girls at the university hold their breath. He was in his early forties, with the kind of looks that inspire unwarranted hope in naive students. Ethan hated Reed. My passion for languages seemed to him like nothing more than an excuse to "flirt" with the professor. He tormented me with jealousy, accusing me of completely baseless things, never understanding that the only thing that attracted me to Reed was his intellect.

The professor set his leather briefcase on the desk, carelessly draped his sweater over the back of the chair, and, picking up a piece of chalk, wrote on the board: Gustave Flaubert. Madame Bovary.

"Regardez ce nom," he began, slowly pacing in front of the first row. "Emma Bovary n'est pas simplement une femme qui s'ennuie. C'est le symbole d'une faim spirituelle que rien ne peut rassasier." (Look at this name. Emma Bovary is not simply a woman who is bored. She is a symbol of a spiritual hunger that nothing can satisfy.)

He spoke of the vulgarity of the commonplace, of how dreams nurtured on bad novels can poison reality. His voice—calm, measured—was hypnotic. He quoted entire paragraphs, savoring every French word.

"Elle cherchait dans l'adultère une issue à la médiocrité," Reed continued, stopping abruptly. (She sought in adultery an escape from mediocrity.) "Mais peut-on vraiment s'échapper de soi-même en changeant de lit?" (But can one truly escape oneself by changing beds?)

He scanned the auditorium, and suddenly, his eyes locked onto mine. "Mademoiselle Moore," he said, and in the silence, it rang out like a gunshot. "Pensez-vous qu'Emma a été victime de la société ou de ses propres illusions?" (Miss Moore, do you believe Emma was a victim of society or her own illusions?)

I felt the weight of dozens of gazes upon me, but there was no fear. Only clarity.

"Je pense, Monsieur, qu'elle n'était pas coupable de vouloir plus que ce que la vie lui offrait," I replied, feeling the words settle naturally on my tongue. (I think, Monsieur, that she wasn't guilty for wanting more than life offered her.) "Ses illusions étaient son seul moyen de respirer. Sa faute n'était pas qu'elle rêvait, mais qu'elle essayait de forcer la réalité à ressembler à ses livres. C'est une erreur fatale — confondre la poésie avec la vie." (Her illusions were her only way to breathe. Her fault wasn't that she dreamed, but that she tried to force reality to resemble her books. It is a fatal mistake—to confuse poetry with life.)

Reed froze. He held my gaze much longer than etiquette required. Something strange flickered in his eyes—either recognition or the deep empathy of a man who had made the same mistake himself. Finally, he gave a slow nod and turned back to the board.

"Précisément. La poésie est un poison si on la boit pure..." (Exactly. Poetry is a poison if you drink it neat...)

The lecture ended, but I was in no hurry to leave. I sat there, scribbling down one final thought: We are all a little like Emma. We translate our lives into a language where they sound more beautiful than they actually are. The parallel to my nightly work was too obvious to ignore. I, too, was hiding in texts—hiding from the gray campus, from Ethan, and from myself.

In the hall, I was intercepted by Audrey and Lily. We had once been part of the same circle, but now it felt as if those parties with Ethan had happened in another lifetime.

"Roni! How was the break? You and Walker... I mean, you’re back together, right?" Audrey peered into my face with a look of forced concern.

"No," I cut her off.

"Oh, what a shame... You were such a beautiful couple," Lily drawled, exchanging a pointed look with her friend. "Zoe will be thrilled to hear that. She always had her eye on him."

"Come to The Copper Shield tonight!" they called after me. "You need to blow off some steam!"

I gave them a dry goodbye, citing urgent business. In reality, I just wanted to vanish. I skipped lunch—the thought of sitting in the noisy cafeteria and catching the curious stares of acquaintances felt unbearable. Maneuvering through the crowds of students, I practically ran back to the dormitory. Once in my room, I didn't even bother to undress—I just kicked off my boots and collapsed onto the bed in my clothes. The heavy black coat pressed down on my shoulders, but I didn't care. I closed my eyes for just a second, and the exhaustion of the previous night instantly pulled me into a deep, joyless sleep.

* * *
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I woke up two hours later to the sharp crack of the front door slamming shut. It was Sophie—judging by the noise, she was buzzing with energy after her classes and lunch. I could hear her humming to herself in the common area, clattering keys and clinking bottles. A minute later, she burst into my room without knocking, already fully dressed for the night: she wore skintight leather pants and a sheer top, leaving a thick trail of expensive, provocatively sweet perfume in the air behind her.

"Roni! Are you sleeping? In the middle of the day?" She marched over to my bed and unceremoniously flipped the light switch.

I winced at the harsh overhead glare, feeling as if I’d been yanked up from the depths of the ocean. My head felt heavy, and the coat I still hadn't taken off was uncomfortably tight around my shoulders.

"Sophie, turn it off..." I muttered, shielding my face with my hand.

"Not a chance! Get up, sleepyhead. I’ve got news you simply don't have the right to refuse. Tonight at The Copper Shield, it’s not just some drinking session; it’s going to be legendary. All the hottest guys are going to be there, and the upperclassmen from the football team are coming in full force. And Steven... god, Roni, have you seen his shoulders?" She spun around in front of my mirror, adjusting her already flawless curls. "Bottom line: you need this. It’s vital. Stop hiding in this crypt. Let us set you up with someone. There’s this guy from Architecture who’s totally your type—just as serious and perpetually doubting everything."

I struggled to sit up on the bed, trying to smooth my disheveled hair. "Sophie, I’m really not in the mood for 'legendary' parties. I have to finish a chapter today, or I’ll miss my deadline. This gig was a recommendation; I can’t screw it up."

"Chapter, chapter... Roni, wake up!" Sophie stepped closer and put her hands on her hips, looking down at me. "You’re living other people’s lives in your translations while your own is gathering dust. Look at yourself—you’re pale as a ghost, and still in that coat... Did you sleep in it or something? One cocktail, a few dances—and you’ll finally feel like you have blood in your veins, not ink. Steven promised it would be fun. Come on, Roni. For me? I don't want to spend the whole night listening to nothing but Steven’s football talk."

"You have Steven and his shoulders, you won't be bored," I managed a weak smile, feeling the pull of sleep again. "Go on without me, Soph. Have enough fun for both of us. I’d rather brew some tea and work. That’s my limit for today."

Sophie rolled her eyes and gave a theatrical sigh, pulling a lip gloss from her pocket and applying a final layer. She looked so bright and alive that, standing next to her, I felt like a shadow. "You’re hopeless, Veronika Moore. A total library moth. Watch out, or one day you’ll open your eyes and realize your only memories from your best years are a list of proper French verbs. I’m out. If your sense of duty happens to fall asleep—you know where to find us. Don't be a sourpuss!"

She flitted out of the room, leaving behind one last wave of her perfume. The front door slammed, and silence descended upon the room—thick, vacuum-like, and frightening.

Several hours passed. The room had grown deathly cold; the heating was barely working, and I sat there huddled in a blanket. My fingers ached from the endless tapping on the keys, and my eyes burned from the blue light of the screen. Outside, the wind howled, throwing handfuls of dry snow against the glass. The silence was absolute, almost tangible.

A sharp vibration on the nightstand made me flinch. I shifted my gaze from the monitor to my phone. Reaching out, I picked it up and swiped the notification. A text appeared on the screen.

Sophie: "i need your help pleaseeeee iportp"

That jumble of letters at the end terrified me to my core. I dialed her number—silence, nothing but endless ringing. My imagination immediately conjured horrific images: someone attacking her or forcing the message to end. Without a second thought, I threw my coat over my hoodie, stepped into my sneakers, and ran out of the room.

Outside, the blizzard had turned into a solid white wall. The wind slammed into my chest, stealing my breath, and I doubled over as I sprinted forward. My sneakers were soaked instantly, slipping on the icy paths of the campus. I ran across the entire grounds, past dark academic buildings and empty alleys that seemed endless in the swirling vortex.

The snow bit painfully at my face, stinging my eyes and filling my mouth. I was gasping for air; the freezing wind scorched my throat with every frantic breath. Several times I nearly went down, skidding on the turns, but the terror I felt for Sophie drove me forward more than any cold ever could. I pictured her alone, in trouble, in that rowdy pub on the edge of campus. My legs felt like lead, and my long black coat billowed in the wind, dragging me down, but I didn't stop until the neon signs began to flicker ahead.

Outside the pub, it was loud and smoky. The parking lot was packed tight with cars, heavy bass thumping from their interiors. I shoved the heavy oak door open and was momentarily blinded by the strobe lights. Inside, it was pure chaos. The smell of spilled beer, cheap whiskey, and overheated bodies hit me in the face, making my stomach turn.

I clawed my way through the crowd, feeling sticky hands brush against my coat. The music was so loud that the floor beneath my feet vibrated. "Sophie!" I screamed, but my voice was instantly swallowed by the roar of the crowd and the sound of breaking glass somewhere near the bar.

I lunged between tables, peering into faces distorted by the neon glow. At one point, I was shoved so hard that my momentum sent me flying through a propped-open door. I found myself in the men’s restroom. The pungent stench of urine and bleach hit my nose. A few guys at the sinks turned around, and one of them narrowed his eyes and whistled.

"Oh, hey babe, you in the wrong place? Or did you come to keep us company? Where are you going? Come back!"

I bolted out of there, feeling nausea rise in my throat. My heart was pounding somewhere in my windpipe. I began to push my way toward the back booths, where the light was a bit dimmer. I shoved past dancing couples, ignoring the curses thrown my way, until I froze in front of a semicircular booth at the far end of the hall.

There, amidst a cloud of vape smoke and empty glasses, I finally heard it—that familiar, far too carefree laugh. Sophie was sitting on a leather sofa, surrounded by a group of guys. Next to her, sitting almost flush against her, was a heavily built blonde—Steven. His hand was draped possessively over her shoulder, and he was heatedly whispering something in her ear that made her throw her head back and laugh, looking absolutely nothing like someone who needed help.

I made one final lunge and literally burst into their booth. Gasping for air, I leaned my hands against the edge of the sticky table, trying to steady my trembling knees.

"Sophie!" my voice cracked, turning into a hoarse rasp. "What happened? Are you okay?!"

She turned her head slowly, focusing a hazy gaze on me. A blissful, drunken smile spread across her face. She looked like she was sitting on a beach, not in the epicenter of this roaring hell.

"Ooh, Roniii!" she sang my name, as if tasting it, and tried to wave her arms. "You came after all! My loyal knight! I totally forgot about that stupid text... Steven grabbed my phone to show me some video, and I didn't even realize if it sent or not. Is that why you rushed over? Your nose is all red, like a little reindeer!"

"Why... why did you write that you needed help?!" I could barely contain my fury, feeling the frost still stinging my lungs. "I ran across the entire campus! I thought you were being killed!"

"Oh, Roni, don't be mad..." Sophie giggled and pressed closer to Steven, who sized me up with a lazy, appraising look. "Steven just picked a bad time for a kiss; I flinched and spilled a damn Long Island all over myself. My top was soaked! But Steven said it was a sign from fate and that I could just take it off. See? I’m doing great!"

I shifted my gaze to my friend. Her fancy top lay discarded somewhere under the table in a puddle of spilled alcohol, while she sat there in nothing but a tiny camisole with thin straps, pressing herself against Steven’s sweaty shoulder. All my panic, that entire insane sprint through a wall of snow and freezing wind—it was all because of a goddamn cocktail stain.

"Where is your phone?" I hissed, feeling my fists clench of their own accord. "I’ve been calling you for an hour! I nearly lost my mind!"

"Oh... somewhere around here," she waved a hand dismissively toward the leather cushions of the sofa, where her iPhone screen glowed dimly among empty glasses and chip wrappers. "It’s probably on silent. Or maybe Steven tucked it somewhere... Look, Roni, since you’re already here, have a drink with us! Steve, order my friend something strong, she’s clearly frozen solid!"

Steven smirked, preparing to hail a waiter, but I took a sharp step back. A wave of loathing and stinging resentment washed over me.

Spinning around, I began to shove my way toward the exit, feeling like an utter fool. While I had been dialing her number with trembling hands, running through a blizzard and imagining the absolute worst, she was just having fun. To her, my terror was nothing more than a funny coincidence to joke about.

The crowd in the bar felt even denser and more suffocating now. Sweaty shoulders brushed against me; the stench of stale alcohol and cheap cigarettes filled my nose. Every burst of laughter from the nearby tables felt like a personal insult. Why did I even come? the thought pulsed in my head. I was back to being that "proper" Veronika, always worrying about everyone else’s well-being more than my own, while they quietly mocked me.

Near the exit, Audrey intercepted me. She emerged from the hazy blue smoke, smelling of cloying perfume and gin, and lurched toward me, trying to wrap me in a clumsy hug.

"Veronika! I knew you wouldn't be able to stay away!" her voice was too loud, almost shrill. She peered into my face, and her smile flickered for a second when she met my icy stare. "Hey, why are you so sour? Relax! Come join us, Ethan is right over—"

"I haven’t changed my mind, Audrey," I said, roughly wrenching my arm from her grip. "I have to go."

"Fine, then get lost!" her voice trailed after me, now devoid of even a drop of fake friendliness. "You’re always ruining everyone’s vibe with that martyr act of yours."

I shoved the heavy front door open and practically tumbled outside. The cold air, hitting me after the stagnant steam and sweat of the pub, slammed into my lungs so sharply that I began to cough. The blizzard hadn't died down—if anything, the wind had grown meaner, hurling stinging ice crystals directly into my eyes.

I stopped on the porch, wrapping my arms around myself. My sneakers, soaked on the way here, were beginning to freeze, and my toes went numb. Inside, I was burning with rage, while outside, I was freezing to the bone. I felt utterly lost. The dorm was a good twenty-minute run away, but I didn't have the strength left for a single step.

I stared at the parking lot jammed with cars, at the headlights slicing through the white haze, and in that moment, my only desire was to simply disappear. To become as invisible as the veil of the blizzard.

But as soon as I stepped off the porch, the pub door slammed shut behind me once again. The sharp, confident laughter of a group coming out to smoke rang out, and among those voices, I heard him. That same laugh—low, self-assured, with a slight rasp. Ethan.

I froze, terrified to turn around. He was still some distance away, about ten meters back by the entrance, obscured by swirls of blue smoke and the gloom, but I could see his silhouette. He stood with his back to me, arguing something with the guys, gesturing animatedly. I had, at most, half a minute before he would turn around, and his eyes—trained to recognize my silhouette—would pick my black coat out of the crowd.

The panic that had been smoldering inside me flared up with renewed force. Run back into the blizzard across the entire campus? He’d spot me in the open space in a second. Hide around the corner? He might head exactly that way.

My gaze darted frantically across the parking lot, scanning the rows of vehicles until it locked onto a massive black SUV parked slightly apart from the rest. The engine was running—faint plumes of exhaust steam curled into the air. A guy stood by the driver’s side door. He was smoking slowly, leaning his back against the matte finish of the body. Unlike everyone else in this place, he looked stone-cold sober and terrifyingly calm. His gaze—cool and piercing—was fixed directly on me, as if he had been watching my every move all along.

I realized: this was my only chance.

Trying to stay in the shadows of the parked SUVs, I headed toward him, almost breaking into a run. My feet, in their soaked sneakers, slipped on the ice, and my heart hammered in my throat. Behind me, Ethan’s voice was still drifting closer, growing louder by the second.

"Do you mind... if I stand here with you for a couple of minutes?" I barely recognized my own voice when I finally reached the car’s owner.

I tried to position myself so that the frame of the car would hide me from the pub entrance. The stranger slowly exhaled smoke, which the wind caught instantly. He swept a brief glance over me—from my blizzard-mangled hair to the domestic hoodie sticking out awkwardly from beneath my coat. There was no mockery in his eyes, only a strange, heavy seriousness.

He cast a quick look over my shoulder, back toward the spot where Ethan had already begun to turn around, scanning the parking lot for his next victim.

"I can drive you wherever you need to go," the guy said. His voice was low and deep. "I was just about to leave anyway."

He opened the passenger door, and without a second's hesitation, I dove into the cabin.

I had barely slammed the door shut when I saw through the glass that Ethan had noticed the movement after all. His face froze for a split second, and then he began walking briskly toward us.

"Blackwell!" he shouted, and I pressed myself back into the leather seat. "What the hell? Roni, what are you doing with him? Get out of the car!"

Blackwell... The name struck a painful chord in my memory, but I didn't have time to grasp it. The stranger calmly slid behind the wheel, flicked his cigarette butt into the snow, and without so much as a glance at Ethan—who had already raised his hand to pound on the glass—he pulled away.

I sat there, wedged into the leather, not daring to move. My palms instantly grew slick with sweat; I gripped my phone convulsively. What am I doing? Why did I jump into a car with a total stranger? Panic crashed over me with renewed force as I realized: the guy had turned onto the main road and was simply picking up speed.

He didn't ask for my address. He didn't turn his head or ask a single polite question. He just drove through the blizzard in silence, steering confidently with one hand as if he already had a precise route in mind. Fear crawled down my spine like a cold, sticky wave. Where was he taking me? Why was he just driving into the darkness without clarifying where I lived? The silence in the cabin became oppressive—almost tangible.

"Lincoln Dormitory... please," my voice came out pathetic and cracked. I hoped for some kind of reaction, but he didn’t even nod, continuing to stare at the empty road ahead.

Suddenly, he wrenched the steering wheel and pulled into a gas station. My heart skipped a beat.

"Wait a second. I need to fuel up."

"No problem," I replied quickly, though everything inside me tightened.

Why a gas station? I had managed to glimpse the digital dashboard; the tank was nearly full. He was lying. Thoughts raced through my mind: Is he luring me somewhere? I discreetly tugged at the door handle—locked. Central locking. My throat went dry. He stepped out, leaving me alone in that suffocating silence, watching his tall silhouette through the glass as he stood by the pump. Who was he? The name Blackwell conjured only fragments of frightening rumors in my memory.

He returned a few minutes later. I watched him through the windshield as he walked across the snowy asphalt—a tall, broad-shouldered figure in a dark jacket, cutting confidently through the wall of swirling snow. Every line of his body radiated a power that would make passersby (if there were any) instinctively yield the way. When the driver’s side door opened, a rush of freezing air flooded the cabin, making me shrink even further into my seat.

The guy sat down, and the space around him instantly felt smaller. He didn't rush to start the engine. Instead, he turned toward me and held out a paper cup, thick with fragrant steam.

"I could hear you shivering," he said. In the enclosed space of the car, his voice sounded even deeper, vibrating somewhere in my chest. "Drink. And stop being afraid of me. I’m taking you straight to the entrance."

I looked at his hands, then at the cup, and only now did I realize just how violently I was shaking. My teeth began to chatter, and my fingers, still gripping my phone, were nearly numb.

"Thank you," I breathed, barely hearing my own voice.

The cup was scalding hot, and that warmth was the only real sensation in this cabin that felt like a dark vault. I pressed it to my chest, trying to soothe the internal tremors, but the aroma of bergamot filling the car didn't calm me for some reason; it only intensified the sense of unreality.

I stole a glance at him. Blackwell had returned his hand to the steering wheel, lightly tapping a finger against the leather in time with some internal melody of his own. His silence weighed on me, becoming unbearable. I had to speak, if only to keep from losing my mind to my own thoughts.

"You know Ethan... Ethan Walker? You know, the one who was pounding on your car?" I asked. My voice wavered, betraying my entire state of anxiety. I nervously toyed with the edge of the plastic cup lid, not daring to meet his eyes.

"Yes, I know him," he replied curtly. I thought I detected a flash of aggression in his voice—hidden, like the growl of a beast behind a closed door. It made me shrink back into the seat even further.

I swallowed, feeling my throat go dry. "Is he a friend of yours? From your department, or your dorm?" I peppered him with questions, hoping for even the slightest lead, some explanation as to why I had ended up in this car.

"No," he replied with just a single word. Short, like a gunshot.

His indifference and refusal to explain himself began to anger me—with that sharp, desperate courage that comes when you feel you have nothing left to lose.

"Is that your answer to everything?" I asked, finally turning my head toward him. I wanted to see his face, to understand if he was mocking me or if he truly just didn't care about anything.

Blackwell slowly turned his head toward me. His gaze was unreadable, dark, and frighteningly deep.

"Yes, Veronika," he replied.

My name, spoken in that low voice of his, hit me harder than if he had slammed on the brakes. Suddenly, there was no air left in the cabin. I froze, unable even to blink. A single question hammered in my head like a drum: How? I feverishly sifted through the faces of everyone I had encountered at the university, in lectures, in the library. Nothing. I was certain—I had never seen him before. A man like him was impossible to forget and impossible to miss in a crowd. I only knew his last name—Blackwell. A name Ethan had spat out with such a mixture of malice and fear. But he... he knew me.

"Then how do you know me? Are we acquainted?" I asked. My voice broke, clear panic ringing through it. I leaned toward him, trying to make out his eyes in the gloom, searching for some kind of answer.

"We aren't acquainted," he replied curtly.

That answer confused me even more. If we weren't acquainted, where did the name come from? Where did that certainty come from? His coldness was as impenetrable as the armor of this car. I opened my mouth to ask a dozen more questions, to demand an explanation, but the words caught in my throat.

Just then, the car began to slow smoothly. We had reached the dormitory. I looked out the window and saw the familiar gates of Lincoln, barely discernible through the veil of swirling snow. He stopped exactly in front of the entrance, even though I hadn't told him the building number or even which side was better to approach from.

The snow was still falling in large, fluffy flakes, covering the windshield. It was so cozy and warm in the cabin that I didn't want to go back out at all—out into the cold and the unknown. I nervously turned the cup of tea in my hands, feeling my fingers warm against the cardboard, and watched, mesmerized, as the wipers rhythmically cleared the snow from the glass.

I stole another glance at him. He sat motionless, silently watching me, and there was something in that gaze that made my heart beat in an uneven rhythm.

His last name—Blackwell—echoed like a drum in my head. I didn’t understand why it seemed so familiar, yet at the same time, it didn't surprise me that I didn't know him personally. While I was with Ethan, no other guys existed for me. I didn't meet anyone, I didn't look at anyone—any extra smile or casual conversation would have led to another fight, and I hated them so much. I was devoted to Ethan, so in love with him that I had voluntarily built walls around myself. But now, looking at Blackwell’s profile, I realized clearly: if it hadn’t been for Ethan, I definitely would have remembered a guy like this. He was impossible not to notice.

"Thank you... you know, for the ride," I stammered, feeling the words come with difficulty. "And for helping me out there, at the parking lot. I really didn't want to run into him today."

"You have nothing to thank me for," he repeated in that low voice. "As I said, I needed to get out of there as well."

"Right. But thank you anyway. And... well, bye then," I muttered.

He simply nodded. I reached for the handle, intending to get out, but he beat me to it. Blackwell leaned across me toward the door, reaching out to open it manually. In that instant, his face was so close to mine that the world around us simply ceased to exist.

I caught the scent of his cologne. It was a calm, expensive niche fragrance: "clean skin and wood." No cloying sweetness or showy, cheap machismo—just cleanliness and noble timber. The scent was so magnetic that I didn't even notice myself holding my breath for a moment, terrified to move.

I stepped out into the piercing cold and closed the heavy door. No sooner had I reached the sidewalk than his car turned around and, kicking up a spray of snow, sped out of the campus grounds.

I stood on the empty path between the dormitories, watching the red glow of his taillights fade away. My mind was in total chaos. I couldn't comprehend what had just happened. Who was this guy? And why, despite all the fear and the strangeness of that ride, did he seem so... familiar?
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Chapter 4
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The Observer

Obsession doesn't arrive all at once. It creeps under your skin slowly, like poison ivy, until one day you find that every breath you take is saturated with thoughts of a person who doesn't even know your name.

I’d turned the guys down when they invited me to the pub. Their hollow chatter about booze and easy girls provoked nothing but a dull irritation in me. Instead, I sat in my car, parked in the shadows of the old oaks near her dormitory. The engine vibrated faintly, counting down the minutes of my voluntary captivity. I was waiting.

When her roommate, Sophie, stepped out of the doors alone and dressed light, I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white. She stayed inside. Buried in her textbooks or her work again. It infuriated me that she had to work at all. Veronika was made to be worshiped, to be carried like a rare treasure, not to waste her life on penny-ante side gigs. A plan was already forming in my mind: a hidden camera in her room. I needed to see her 24/7. To know how she sleeps, how she frowns in her dreams, how she lets down her blonde hair in front of the mirror.

I sat there for several hours, losing touch with reality, when she suddenly burst out onto the porch.

She looked lost. Too anxious. The blizzard had intensified, hurling handfuls of ice crystals at her, yet she sprinted along the snowy path, barely able to see the way. I pulled out slowly behind her, keeping my distance, cursing everything in existence because I couldn't just stop the car, get out, and wrap her in my arms. But I knew: not now. The risk of scaring her off was too great. She needed a compelling reason, something truly important, to willingly get into a stranger's car.

I watched her fly into the pub, watched her stand there among the sweaty bodies and the stench of cheap booze, trying to pull her friend from the clutches of Steven—that thickheaded football player. Veronika looked like a foreign object in that place. Pure, fragile, real. She was nothing like those pathetic girls flaunting themselves, begging for cocktails from the first stranger they met. She was above all that.

When Walker stumbled out of the pub, I felt the beast inside me wake up. That brat shouldn't have even been breathing the same air as her. I knew the time had come.

I was surprised when she approached my car on her own. My heart slammed against my ribs so hard it actually hurt for a second. I offered her a ride, forcing my voice to sound as dry and indifferent as possible. No interest. No sweetness. She needed to feel safety, not my hunger.

But the moment she sat in the cabin, I knew—I was lost.

The space inside the car was instantly filled with her scent. It wasn't like the cheap perfume of those girls at the bar. She smelled like spring rain, freshness, and something elusively sweet, like wildflowers after a thunderstorm. I wanted to breathe that scent forever, to suffocate in it.

It drove me wild how much she was trembling. And it wasn't just from the cold. She was afraid of me. That fear was physically palpable, and it was driving me insane. I wanted to lunge across the seat, wrap my arms around her, and hold her so tight that she could feel through her very skin: with me, she had nothing to fear. I would protect her. I would destroy anyone who dared to even look at her. But I remained silent, gripping the wheel, trying not to betray the storm raging inside me.

The gas station was a pretext. I didn't need fuel; I needed time. And that damn tea, just to warm her up a little from the inside.

But when I called her by her name, I realized I’d made a goddamn mistake. I wanted to seem like a random passerby, but instead, I tipped my hand. After that, I just went silent, terrified of saying too much and exposing myself even further. I didn't even ask where to take her—I already knew the way to her dorm far too well, and that silence was my only defense.

But the hardest moment was the minute I leaned toward her to open the door.

She was so close. I could feel the heat radiating from her skin. My gaze instinctively fell on the curve of her neck, on those delicate lips she had tucked between her teeth in fear. In that second, all I wanted was to press myself against her, to breathe in her scent directly from her skin, to kiss every feature of her face, every inch of that silken neck. I wanted to lock the doors and never let her out of this car. To make her mine, finally and irrevocably.

I barely forced myself to pull away.

When she stepped out into the cold and closed the door, I felt the cabin become unbearably empty. I tore away from the curb, terrified that if I stayed there for even a second longer, I would run after her and carry her back.

I was losing my mind over her. And this was only the beginning of my obsession.
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Veronika

The night passed in a feverish half-sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, the reality of the dormitory dissolved, and I found myself back in the enclosed space of the black SUV. I could feel the heavy silence pressing against my eardrums, and that strange, stirring aroma—a blend of expensive leather, frosted wood, and something sharp and masculine.

I tossed and turned, kicking off the blanket, but I couldn't shake the sensation of his gaze. In the car, he had barely looked at me, yet I felt his presence with every cell of my body. It was like static electricity in the air before a storm. Who was he? Why did he look at me as if he knew my deepest, most intimate secret? His voice—low, rumbling—echoed in my head as he spoke my name. He hadn't just given me a ride; he had forced his way into the world I had so carefully sealed off from everyone else.

I was angry with myself. Angry for allowing that moment of weakness, for getting into a stranger’s car just to escape the shadow of my past. But what scared me most was that for a fleeting moment, despite his intimidating aura, I had stopped feeling the agonizing pain my ex had left behind. Ethan’s obsession had been loud and pathetic, but this man’s power was silent and absolute.

Morning didn't break into the room with an alarm, but with the sharp, metallic click of a lock. I heard shuffling in our tiny foyer. Sophie, cursing under her breath and tripping over her own feet, predictably collided with the coat rack. I heard the pathetic jingle of empty hangers hitting the wall and the scrape of her heels against the floor as she struggled to kick off her boots. Those sounds finally forced me awake.

I sat up in bed, wrapping my arms around my shoulders. The chill from the window seeped through the fabric of my nightgown, but inside, I was burning with a feverish excitement. I needed to return to reality, to step out of this safe numbness and learn how to breathe again in air that now invisibly held the presence of that silent stranger.

I stood up, feeling the ice-cold floor sting my bare feet, and went out to meet Sophie. She was frozen in the dim light, awkwardly stuck with one boot halfway off. Her dark curls, which usually framed her face in a lush cloud, were now tangled and sticking out in every direction, and her gaze was glazed and unfocused.

"Soph?" my voice sounded raspy, almost unrecognizable in the thick morning silence. "How are you? Is everything okay?"

She flinched so hard she nearly lost her balance. Her eyes slowly cleared as she recognized me. They reflected a mix of hungover remorse and some strange, feverish news she was dying to share.

"Oh god, Roni..." she whispered, finally winning the battle with her footwear and clumsily kicking her boots into the corner. "I’m so sorry. Damn, please forgive me. I was just completely wasted yesterday. I feel so shitty thinking you had to drag yourself to that pub because of my stupidity. I didn't even realize the moment you disappeared, I just... I just drowned in all that noise and music."
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