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​Chapter One — The New Girl
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The first day at Northridge High smelled like floor wax, perfume, and nerves. Amelia had never been more aware of her own footsteps. Every corner seemed to echo her uncertainty — a new girl in a town where everyone had grown up together, shared memories she wasn’t a part of, and whispered names she didn’t know yet.

Her mom’s words from that morning followed her through the crowded halls: “Just be yourself, Babes. You’ll find your people.”

But so far, the only thing she’d found was a broken locker handle and a classroom she was five minutes late to.

When she slipped into her seat in English, the teacher barely looked up. But someone else did — a boy in the third row, leaning back in his chair with a pencil balanced on his lip. His eyes leaned toward her, not in the obvious, teasing way boys sometimes looked, but like he was quietly curious. Like he’d already noticed something.

Micah.

She didn’t know his name then. She just knew the sharp way his gaze held hers for a heartbeat too long before he looked away, tapping his pencil twice against his desk — a habit she’d come to recognize later.

That was their first encounter.

Silent. Fleeting. But it stuck.

By the end of her first week, Amelia had met Ellis through a group project. She was friendly, talkative, and quick to joke about how “everyone in this town’s related or has dated each other,” which made her laugh. Through Ellis, she met Colton — effortlessly confident, the kind of boy who seemed to draw people in without trying.

She liked him right away. He was kind, funny, and comfortable in his own skin — something she hadn’t yet figured out how to be.

And Micah? He was always there, somewhere on the edge of the group.

If Ellis was the sun — bright, loud, warm — Micah was the quiet orbit around her, all shadow and observation. Amelia often caught him watching, not in a way that made her uneasy, but like he was studying something he couldn’t name. When their eyes met, he’d usually look away first, pretending to be busy with his phone or a joke someone else had made.

Two weeks later, Ellis invited her to a study night.

“Just a small group,” she’d said, “Colton’ll be there. Micah too. You’ll fit in, promise.”

She almost didn’t go. But curiosity — and a little bit of wanting to belong — won.

The night was easy in the beginning. They studied, shared snacks, argued about song lyrics, laughed at dumb videos. Micah didn’t say much, but every so often, Amelia would catch him nodding at something she said — subtle, like he was giving silent approval.

When she mentioned she liked reading thrillers, Micah surprised her by saying softly, “I didn’t think anyone here actually read Freda McFadden.”

She smiled, a little caught off guard. “You do?”

He shrugged, smirking. “I’ve read The Housemaid. Pretty sure I just wanted to see what everyone was obsessed with.”

The comment earned him a laugh from the group, but Amelia noticed the faint pink rising in his ears. She didn’t think much of it — not yet.

But it was the first time she realized he listened.

By October, Amelia had become part of their circle — or at least, close enough to it that people waved when she passed. She cheered for the basketball team because Colton played, she studied with Ellis after class, and she shared playlists with friends.

Micah, though, stayed the same — quiet, careful, and almost frustratingly unreadable. Sometimes he’d compliment her — “You always take the best notes,” or “That color looks good on you” — and she’d brush it off, assuming he was just being polite.

But there was something about his tone, the timing of it — always in front of everyone, always when they were walking side by side or waiting for class to start — that made it feel more intentional than it should have.

Still, Amelia refused to overthink it. She had Colton, who made her laugh until her stomach hurt. She didn’t have time to get tangled in whatever Micah’s silences meant.

At least, not yet.

The weeks rolled into months. Amelia began to shine — winning an award for creative writing, getting mentioned in the school paper, laughing louder, walking taller. She didn’t see Micah in the crowd when she accepted her award, but he was there — leaning against the back wall, clapping once the cheers died down, his expression unreadable.

He told her “Congrats” later, his voice low, his eyes briefly catching hers.

“Thanks,” she said, brushing it off.

She didn’t see how tightly his hands were clasped behind his back.

She didn’t see the way he watched her leave the room — the quiet, contained way he memorized her presence.

To her, it was harmless.

To him, it was the start of something he couldn’t yet understand.

​The first time Micah saw Amelia, it was a Friday in late September — still warm enough that the air smelled like grass and old summer.

He’d been leaning against the brick wall outside the art room, earbuds in, sketchbook balanced on his knee, when the hallway seemed to shift.

Not literally, but in that quiet, unexplainable way something changes when someone new walks into it.

She moved differently than the rest of them.

Not louder, not shy either — just... self-contained. Like she didn’t need anyone to tell her who she was.

Her hair caught the light when she passed, and her laugh — soft, a little nervous — made a few people turn their heads.

That’s when Micah noticed he wasn’t the only one staring.

Ellis elbowed him. “New girl,” she said, half a smirk tugging at her mouth. “Transfer from out of town. Heard her family just moved here from Milwaukee.”

Micah shrugged, but his eyes didn’t leave her.

STILL, SOMETHING IN him paused.

She was standing near the main office, papers in hand, a little lost but trying not to show it. Her backpack was too big for her shoulders, her hair pulled up in a messy bun that somehow looked intentional.

She was radiant — not in a way that screamed look at me, but in a way that made everyone want to. Her presence bent the air around her, like a quiet kind of gravity.

By the end of the week, everyone knew her name.

Amelia Hart.

​She joined a few clubs — yearbook, photography, creative writing. The kind of girl who wanted to belong without forcing it. The kind of girl who noticed everything.

HER NAME SPREAD FASTER than she did.

Amelia Hart — the new girl from Milwaukee, a transfer who had that kind of quiet magnetism that made people lean in without realizing it. By the second week, half the Junior class knew she wrote poetry, volunteered on weekends, and took photos like someone twice her age.

Micah noticed everything else.

The way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was nervous.

The way she chewed on pen caps while reading.

How her eyes softened when she looked at something she loved.

He noticed — and kept it to himself.

For weeks, she passed him in the hallways without a gaze of recognition.

He told himself that was fine. That it was better this way. That she was just another pretty distraction.

But when she laughed — even from across the courtyard — something inside him cracked open.

Ellis was the one who ruined his quiet obsession.

It was a late afternoon in October, and the art room buzzed with conversation. Ellis had dragged Micah along to help her paint banners for the upcoming homecoming event. Amelia had joined the same committee a week earlier.

Ellis, always the social one, waved her over.

“Amelia, right? You’ve met everyone but Micah. He’s my brother’s shadow — mostly quiet, occasionally human.”

Micah shot her a look. Amelia smiled, a little shy but curious.

“Hi,” she said softly.

That was it. Just hi.

But it landed like a match in his chest.

He nodded, muttered something close to “hey,” and went back to sketching — or at least pretending to. He couldn’t draw a single clean line. His focus kept drifting to her voice.

Ellis and Amelia fell into easy conversation, talking about classes, campus life, and books. Micah stayed quiet, listening. Amelia didn’t seem to notice how much he was watching her now — not from across a hallway, but up close.

It wasn’t until later, when she accidentally brushed his arm reaching for a paintbrush, that she seemed to finally see him.

“Oh—sorry,” she said. Her fingers lingered half a second too long.

Micah looked at her then. Really looked.

“It’s fine,” he said, and his tone made her glance up — just long enough for their eyes to lock.

Something shifted. A pause in the air.

Neither said anything after that, but both of them felt it — that slow, magnetic pull that didn’t make sense yet.

Ellis noticed, of course. She always did.

When Amelia left the room, she turned to Micah and grinned.

“Don’t even think about it,” she warned. “Colton already called dibs.”

Micah didn’t answer. He just kept staring at the door Amelia had walked through.

Because in that moment, he knew what Ellis didn’t.

It wasn’t about dibs. It was about gravity.

And Amelia Hart had already shifted his world off its axis.

​

​

​
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​Chapter Two — Gravity Doesn’t Ask Permission
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Colton always got what he wanted.

That was the unspoken rule at Northridge High.

Star athlete, student council favorite, smile sharp enough to make teachers go soft. He was the kind of boy people expected Amelia to fall for — clean, polished, predictable.

And, in a way, she did.

It started innocently. Study sessions. Walks home. Inside jokes that made her laugh until her stomach hurt. Colton was easy to like — and easy to be liked by.

He noticed her first, officially. Asked her questions no one else had. Offered her his hoodie the first time she shivered in the library.

But what Amelia didn’t know was that Micah had already offered it once.

Silently.

From across the room.

In a look he never let her see.

Micah watched it all happen like a film he couldn’t pause. Every time she smiled at Colton, something inside him knotted tighter. He wasn’t angry — not really. Just... hollow.

He told himself it was fine. That she deserved someone like Colton. Someone who didn’t live in the quiet edges of other people’s lives.

Still, his sketchbook began to fill with her.

Her smile. Her posture. The shape of her hands when she turned a page.

Lines and shadows that captured her better than any photograph could.

Ellis started noticing, of course.

“Micah,” she said one night, peering over his shoulder. “Why are you sketching the new girl again?”

He closed the book too fast.

“I’m not,” he lied.

Ellis raised a brow but didn’t push. She knew her brother too well — when to tease, when to leave him be.

Amelia and Colton made their relationship official two months later.

Micah was there when it happened — a bonfire behind the school after a football game. The smell of smoke and burnt marshmallows in the air. The laughter. The cheers.

And Colton, grinning like the world had handed him a prize, pulling Amelia in for a kiss.

Micah turned away before it happened, staring into the flames instead.

He could still hear her laugh behind him.

Ellis nudged him.

“You okay?”

He nodded once. “Yeah. Just tired.”

But he wasn’t tired. He was unraveling.

Later that night, he walked home alone, earbuds in but no music playing. His thoughts were loud enough.

He told himself he’d stop drawing her. Stop looking. Stop thinking.

But when he reached his desk, he opened his sketchbook anyway.

And in the dim glow of his lamp, he wrote under her latest portrait:

“If gravity had a face, it would look like hers.”

Micah learned early how to disappear.

It wasn’t something he practiced — it was instinct. The art of blending in, of being the shadow in other people’s stories.

So when Amelia transferred to Northridge and began lighting up every hallway she walked down, he already knew his place.

He’d watch. He’d remember. He’d stay quiet.

He didn’t mean to notice her that much at first.

It started small — a glance during art class, the way her hair caught sunlight like it was trying to keep her for itself. The way she tilted her head when she read, as if the words were whispering secrets meant only for her.

And then one day, she dropped a pencil.

Someone else might’ve just picked it up and moved on.

But Micah noticed the way her fingers trembled slightly when she reached for it — not from nerves, but from thought. She was somewhere else. He wanted to know where.

He started memorizing details without meaning to.

How she always carried two notebooks — one for notes, one for something else.

How she chewed her lip when she was deep in thought, but only the right side.

How she wore mismatched socks on days she looked happiest.

It wasn’t fascination anymore. It was rhythm.

She became the steady pulse in the background of his days.

Sometimes, he’d linger near her locker after last bell, pretending to text while she chatted with Colton.

Colton’s laugh filled the hall, big and confident — it drew attention.

Amelia’s laugh was quieter, the kind you had to lean in to catch.

Micah leaned in, even when he wasn’t close.

He didn’t hate Colton. He couldn’t. Colton was good to her — everyone saw that.

But there were moments that didn’t sit right.

Like when she’d look at Colton with a polite smile, not a full one.

Or when she’d stay quiet after a joke that wasn’t funny but felt expected.

Micah noticed all of it. He saw the fractures no one else did.

He never told Ellis. She’d call him dramatic. Maybe she’d be right.

Instead, he drew.

His sketchbook became confession and observation all at once — Amelia reaching for a book, Amelia tucking hair behind her ear, Amelia standing too long at the window during rain.

He told himself it wasn’t obsession. It was art.

Art needed truth, and she was the truest thing he’d ever seen.

Sometimes, he’d walk past the library just to make sure she was there. Not to talk — just to see her alive in real time.

Her presence was proof that the world still worked.

He didn’t need her to notice him.

He didn’t even want her to, not yet.

Because if she did, she might ruin it — the stillness, the mystery.

He’d rather keep her like this — a study in distance.

At night, when the world quieted, Micah replayed the days in his head.

How she brushed past him without realizing. How she smiled at someone else. How she didn’t see him.

He could live with that.

He told himself he could.

But deep down, he already knew the truth:

There would come a day she’d finally look at him — really look.

And when that happened, he wouldn’t know how to look away.

By winter, the secret was no longer a secret.

Amelia and Colton were official — not in a flashy or loud way, but in the way everyone already knew before they said it.

He’d walk her to class, hand brushing her shoulder like second nature.

She’d save him a seat in the cafeteria, pretending not to notice the grin that always crept across his face when he spotted her.

Their names started coming together in conversations, as if people couldn’t say one without the other.

It felt easy. Comfortable. The kind of high school love people said would fade by graduation — but that, for now, felt unshakable.

One afternoon, they were at Ellis’s house for a movie night. Everyone was piled on couches and beanbags, laughing over old inside jokes.

Colton leaned close, whispering something ridiculous in Amelia’s ear that made her burst out laughing so hard she nearly spilled her drink.

It wasn’t anything romantic — it didn’t need to be. Being around him was simple like that. She could just be herself. No pressure, no overthinking.

When he looked at her, he didn’t study her like she was a mystery to solve; he looked at her like she was already understood.

At school, the relationship took on a routine of its own.

They met between classes, sometimes walking in silence, sometimes talking about everything — music, plans, jokes, future dreams that sounded too big to say out loud.

Colton wasn’t the type to make big declarations. He wasn’t loud about how he felt. But he showed it in small ways.

A sweatshirt left in her locker when she forgot hers.

A text that just said you good? on the days she looked tired.

A small gesture — his hand resting against her back as they walked through the crowded halls — that said more than words ever could.

It wasn’t perfect, but it was real.

By spring, their relationship had become part of the background noise of high school life.

Everyone had opinions — they always did.

Some thought they were too serious, others said they looked inseparable. Amelia didn’t care either way.

She’d catch her reflection in passing windows and think, So this is what happy looks like.

Not the big, dramatic kind of happiness. Just quiet. Steady. Hers.

Ellis teased her constantly, but never unkindly.

“You’re glowing again,” she’d say at lunch, nudging her shoulder.

Amelia would roll her eyes. “It’s just hot outside.”

“Sure,” Ellis said with a grin, “hot because of Colton.”

Amelia would laugh, shake her head, and let it slide.

Because maybe it was true. Maybe she was glowing — not from anything dramatic, but from the simplicity of being seen and cared for.

By the time the year started to wind down, their connection had deepened quietly. They weren’t the couple making scenes in the hallways or posting every photo together. They didn’t need to.

There were moments — soft and unspoken — that said enough.

The way he looked at her when she was talking to friends.

The way she reached for his hand without realizing she’d done it.

The way they didn’t rush anything, didn’t need to prove what they already knew.

For the first time, Amelia felt like she belonged exactly where she was — not performing, not pretending, not searching for meaning.

Just being.

And that was enough.

​

​

​
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​Chapter Three — The Subtle Things
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It started subtly — the kind of change you almost don’t notice until it’s already there.

By the end of Senior year, Amelia and Colton had their rhythm down to a science. They didn’t fight, didn’t argue, didn’t really have reason to.

Everything still worked. It was just... quieter.

The conversations that once stretched for hours between classes now lasted a few minutes before tapering off into silence.

When they texted, she’d find herself staring at his replies — short, polite, but missing that spark that used to make her grin at her screen.

She told herself it was normal. People got comfortable. They didn’t need to fill every silence.

But sometimes, when he’d walk her to class and his hand slipped into hers, it felt like muscle memory instead of meaning.

One weekend, they met up at a local diner after practice.

Colton was tired — distracted, scrolling through his phone between bites of fries. Amelia smiled and tried to keep the conversation light, telling him about Ellis latest attempt at organizing a study group that turned into a karaoke disaster.

He laughed, but his laugh didn’t quite reach his eyes.

And that’s when she felt it — a soft sting of distance, quiet but real.

She stirred her drink and smiled anyway, deciding not to push.

Relationships weren’t all laughter and butterflies, right? This was just... growing up.

But at night, when she lay in bed staring at the ceiling, she found herself thinking about how effortless it used to be.

How the simplest look from him could pull a laugh out of her.

How now, she sometimes had to remind herself to smile.

There was no fight, no falling out. Just space.

A quiet space that kept widening, no matter how often they tried to close it.

The group still hung out often — movie nights, game nights, spontaneous drives through town when no one wanted to go home yet.

Ellis joked, Trey teased, Callum always brought snacks.

And Amelia and Colton still looked like a couple, still fit together in photos, still shared that familiar rhythm everyone recognized.

But sometimes, when the laughter died down and people’s attention shifted elsewhere, Amelia caught herself wondering when the easy joy had turned into effort.

She couldn’t pinpoint it — only that it had happened, slowly, without warning.

Colton was still good to her — that hadn’t changed.

He was kind. Attentive in all the right ways. But his eyes wandered more often now, his focus drifting toward other conversations, other people, as though the world had widened again and she was no longer the only bright point in it.

And maybe that was fair. Maybe they were both growing in separate directions.

One afternoon, Amelia sat outside on the bleachers after class, notebook in her lap, watching clouds roll lazily across the sky.

She thought about how love in movies always had these obvious breaking points — the big argument, the sudden betrayal.

But real life wasn’t like that. Sometimes it wasn’t anger that pulled two people apart — it was stillness.

Too much quiet. Too much pretending everything was fine because it was easier than saying it wasn’t.

Colton found her there a few minutes later, tossing his bag beside her.

“Hey,” he said softly.

“Hey,” she smiled, closing the notebook.

They talked. About small things. About nothing. And she laughed at his jokes like she always did.

But when he leaned in and kissed her, it felt familiar, practiced — almost rehearsed.

She didn’t pull away. But when he smiled after, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something invisible had shifted — something she couldn’t name.

That night, Amelia wrote in her journal:


“I think sometimes people drift before they realize they’re drifting.

And maybe the hardest part isn’t losing them — it’s noticing it first.”



She closed the book, turned off the light, and lay awake in the dark — pretending not to feel the ache of something slowly, quietly changing.

Amelia was used to noise — to boys talking too loud, to friends teasing her for being “too observant,” “too dreamy,” “too much.”

But Micah’s attention was different.

It was precise.

And it made her feel seen in a way that both comforted and unsettled her.

Micah never flirted.

Not the way the others did, with loud laughter and clumsy charm.

He didn’t need to. His words landed softly, quietly —

There was something magnetic about Amelia — not in an obvious way, but in how she seemed to exist slightly out of sync with everyone else. While other people tried to be seen, she just was. And somehow, that made it impossible not to look at her.

He told himself it wasn’t anything serious — just curiosity. A harmless interest. But the more time passed, the more it became a quiet routine: watching her from a distance, listening for her laugh, noting the things that made her smile.

When Ellis finally introduced them after weeks of Micah’s subtle glances, it felt strangely anticlimactic.

“Amelia, this is my brother, Micah.”

He had already memorized the way her voice curved when she said someone’s name.

Still, hearing her say his made something stir in him.

After that, Micah became good at making his presence feel casual — comfortable even.

When he offered compliments, he did it gently, almost carelessly, so she wouldn’t read too much into them.

“Your handwriting looks like a song,” he said once during study hall, peering at her notes.

She smiled, confused. “A song?”

He nodded. “Yeah. A song.”

She laughed softly, shaking her head. “You’re weird.”

“Probably,” he replied, hiding the grin that threatened to give him away.

He did it again a week later — after art class, after she’d left a smear of graphite on her cheek.

“You’ve got something right here,” he said, reaching up like he might brush it away but stopping short, just close enough for her to feel his hesitation.

She blinked, caught off guard, and wiped it herself. “Thanks.”

He smiled faintly. “You’re welcome. It suits you, though — the messy look. Makes you seem real.”

She gave a small laugh and turned back to gather her things, not realizing he was still watching.

Amelia never thought much about his words. She liked that Micah was kind — quiet, thoughtful in ways most people her age weren’t. But she never dwelled on what he said, even when it made her feel something unfamiliar under her ribs.

When he told her, “You always look like you’re halfway between dreaming and running away,” she smiled politely and brushed it off.

When he said, “You make silence look easy,” she just laughed.

And when he murmured once, almost to himself, “It’s strange how a person can change the air in a room just by being in it,” she assumed he meant it generally — not about her.

She didn’t notice the shift in him — the way his tone softened when he spoke to her, or how his eyes lingered when she looked away.

To her, Micah was just Micah — Ellis quiet brother, observant, maybe a little odd, but harmless.

So she kept brushing off his compliments, chalking them up to friendliness or his poetic way of speaking.

Even when they made her heart stutter, she forced herself not to think too much of it.

Even when a part of her wondered if he meant more than he said.

Because Amelia was happy — or at least she was supposed to be. Colton made her laugh. Her friends kept her busy.

Whatever flicker existed between her and Micah felt small enough to ignore.

And Micah never pushed.

He just smiled whenever she dismissed him, his eyes holding something she never took the time to read.

She had no idea that to him, every brush-off only made her seem more unreachable — and that, somehow, made him want her even more.

At first, Micah thought he could handle it.

He told himself what he felt wasn’t real — just curiosity. Interest. Fascination, maybe. But not attachment.

Not until Colton.

It started small.

A joke between classes. A glance in the hallway. A shared laugh that made Amelia’s face light up in a way Micah had only imagined before.

He noticed the difference immediately — how her voice softened around Colton, how she leaned closer without realizing it.

Micah watched from the distance he’d learned to live in.

He told himself he was fine. He had no claim to her. He never did.

Still, something twisted inside him when he saw Colton brush his hand against hers, “accidentally,” in the lunch line.

When Amelia smiled instead of pulling away, Micah felt it — that first sharp slice of jealousy that came disguised as curiosity.

He started studying Colton. The way he dressed, the way he joked, how easily he drew people in.

Micah wasn’t like that.

He didn’t need the room to look at him — he needed her to.

The next time he saw Amelia alone in the library, she was humming under her breath, writing in the margins of her notebook.

He sat down across from her without thinking.

“You’ve been quiet lately,” he said.

Amelia smiled, distracted. “Just tired.”

Her phone buzzed, and she lit up when she saw the name on the screen.

“Colton?” Micah asked, his tone steady.

She nodded, thumbs moving fast. “Yeah. He’s been helping me with this psych project.”

Micah forced a faint smile. “Right. He’s good at that kind of thing.”

Amelia looked up, her brow furrowing for just a second. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” he lied easily. “Just thinking.”

He didn’t tell her that lately, thinking hurt. That her laughter with Colton echoed in his head long after the day ended.

That when she wasn’t around, he caught himself replaying every conversation they’d had — searching for signs that maybe she’d once seen him too.

But Amelia never noticed.

She didn’t see how his gaze followed her, softer now but heavier.

She didn’t notice the small changes — how he stopped teasing her, how his silence grew longer, how he started avoiding her altogether when she was with Colton.

And when she did notice — when she caught him looking at her from across the room — he’d look away first, pretending she was just another face in the crowd.

One afternoon, as she walked past with Colton’s arm draped around her shoulders, Micah muttered something under his breath that even he didn’t fully understand.

It sounded like her name. It sounded like loss.

Ellis voice pulled him back. “You good, man?”

Micah nodded. “Yeah. Just—”

He stopped, watching Amelia disappear into the crowd.

“Just tired.”

That night, he couldn’t sleep.

He lay awake staring at the ceiling, hearing her laugh echo in his head, trying to convince himself he didn’t care.

But caring had already turned into something else — something sharp, possessive, and unspoken.

He told himself he’d let it go. That he’d move on.

But Micah had never been good at letting go.

And deep down, he knew it —

whatever he felt for Amelia wasn’t fading.

It was growing.

Quietly.

Dangerously.
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​Chapter Four — Homegrown Beginnings
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It almost felt unreal — how the same faces from high school halls now filled the college courtyard.

Ellis, Trey, Callum, Colton, Amelia, and Micah — all decided to stay local for college. It was cheaper, familiar, and close to everything they already knew. Their old town had a charm, and none of them were quite ready to let it go.

The first week felt easy. The air smelled like fall and independence. Classes were scattered across campus, but they all found reasons to meet between lectures — lunch breaks under the trees, late-night study sessions, weekend movie runs.

From the outside, it looked like nothing had changed.

But for Micah, everything had.

He hadn’t expected to feel that same pull the moment he saw Amelia again — walking across the quad, laughing with Colton, her hair catching the afternoon light.

She looked older, calmer, maybe even happier. But something in her had sharpened — like the world had touched her and she learned to smile through it.

Micah noticed before anyone else did.

He always did.

Amelia, though, didn’t seem to notice him much at all. She gave polite smiles, warm greetings, even light conversations — but never the kind that lingered.

Micah, on the other hand, caught himself watching too long again.

He told himself he was just observing. But old habits die quietly.

During a late study group, Trey joked about how weird it was that they all ended up here.

“It’s like high school part two — but with more debt,” he laughed.

Ellis rolled her eyes. “And more bad decisions.”

Amelia laughed with them, the sound soft and familiar. Micah glanced up from his notebook, pretending not to be caught by it.

Colton leaned over, sliding his arm behind her chair — casual, possessive.

Micah noticed that too.

He shouldn’t have cared, but he did.

He noticed how Amelia smiled differently with Colton — easy, open, but not deep. The kind of smile that said I’m fine even when she wasn’t.

Ellis had always been the observant one. She saw Micah’s gaze linger and, for a split second, raised a brow — curious, not accusing. But she didn’t say anything.

Later that night, after everyone left the library, Amelia stayed behind to finish her notes. The building was quiet except for the hum of the air vents.

Micah walked by on his way out — or maybe just to see her one last time.

“You always close the place down,” he said softly.

Amelia looked up, smiling faintly. “Someone’s got to keep the lights on.”

“Still the overachiever, huh?”

“Still the quiet observer?” she teased.

That stopped him. He hadn’t realized she’d noticed that part of him.

He smiled — slow, unreadable. “Guess some things don’t change.”

“Maybe that’s not a bad thing.”

Her voice stayed in his head long after they both left the library.

And for the first time in years, Micah let himself remember how it felt — that quiet, dangerous warmth that came with simply being seen by her.

He didn’t know it yet, but that single conversation would be the start of something neither of them could name.

Something that would blur the line between admiration and obsession all over again

The following week the campus gathered for a toast. The lights in the small campus café glowed warm that night — strings of gold and amber bulbs hanging like stars above the crowded tables. Someone had pushed the furniture aside to make room for the long table dressed in mismatched candles and confetti. It was loud, bright, alive — the kind of night that made everything feel like a movie ending.

Amelia had won the university’s Creative Arts Award — a recognition for her short fiction portfolio. Her friends insisted on throwing her a celebration dinner.

Ellis had made the reservation. Callum brought flowers. Colton came late, carrying a tiny gift bag and his usual grin that made half the girls in the café blush.

And Micah was there too, sitting quietly near the end of the table, a sketchbook balanced on his knee.

He wasn’t supposed to come — Amelia hadn’t even realized Ellis invited him until she spotted him, half in shadow, looking slightly uncomfortable with the noise. But when their eyes met, he offered a polite smile and a small nod, as if to say congratulations from across the chaos.

“Okay, everyone, shut up!” Ellis clapped her hands dramatically, standing at the head of the table with a plastic cup of soda. “We’re here to celebrate our very own word wizard — Amelia Hart — who, somehow, found time between tutoring sessions and caffeine overdoses to win a freaking campus award!”
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