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The taxi pulled away before Lily had finished looking at the gate.

It was larger than she remembered from the brochures, two stone pillars, a wrought iron arch between them spelling out a name she'd said to herself in the mirror more times than she'd admit, and beyond it, the kind of red-brick sprawl that made a person feel simultaneously important and completely insignificant. She stood there a moment longer than necessary, her backpack digging into one shoulder, a small lily-shaped keychain swinging gently against her hip.

"Okay," she said, to no one. "Okay, you're actually here."

She'd said some version of that sentence every morning for the past week, packing boxes, saying goodbye to her mother at the bus station, watching the outskirts of her hometown fold into hills and then into nothing at all. But saying it to a bus window was different from saying it standing under a clock tower old enough to have its own weather-stains, its hands currently reading 8:47.

Welcome Week banners hung between the lampposts, slightly crooked, the kind of decoration put up by student volunteers who had better things to do. Lily followed the flow of new arrivals through the gate, catching pieces of laughter from a boy struggling with two suitcases, and a girl explaining to her mother over the phone, loudly, that yes, she had eaten breakfast.

She had an hour before orientation. That was the plan, at least, orientation, then whatever came after, one manageable piece of her new life at a time.

She let herself wander.

The quad turned out to be exactly as advertised: a wide stretch of grass ringed by academic buildings, populated at this hour by a scatter of returning students who already looked like they owned the place. Two of them threw a frisbee that arced badly and landed near a flowerbed. A cluster near the coffee cart were dressed for a much warmer day than it actually was. Lily took a picture of the clock tower without really meaning to, the way you photograph things you're afraid you'll stop noticing eventually.

She had her map open on her phone, more out of habit than necessity, she'd already memorized the general shape of the campus from the digital orientation packet, but knowing a shape and knowing a place were different things. She walked with her eyes half on the screen, cutting a diagonal path across the quad toward what she hoped was the quickest route to the Social Sciences building.

She didn't see him until she'd already hit him.

It wasn't hard, exactly, more like the accidental full-body collision of someone not looking where they were going and someone else who apparently expected everyone else to be looking where they were going. Her phone nearly left her hand. She caught it against her chest with both arms, stumbling half a step, and looked up already forming an apology.

He was tall. That registered first, in the unhelpful way physical facts register before anything useful does, tall, dark hair cut close and neat, a black varsity jacket that looked expensive in the unshowy way expensive things sometimes do. He'd stopped mid-stride, and for a second neither of them moved, the way two people do after a small collision, each waiting to see whose fault it's going to turn out to be.

"Sorry, I'm so sorry, I wasn't looking," Lily said, and meant it, pressing a hand briefly to her nose where it had caught his shoulder.

He turned.

Whatever she'd expected, irritation, maybe, or the kind of automatic it's fine, don't worry about it that strangers trade so easily, wasn't what she got. His face was, unfortunately, the kind that made people stop and look twice: a sharp jaw, dark eyebrows angled just slightly downward, eyes that did something quick and assessing before settling into an expression Lily could only describe as bothered. Not angry. Worse than angry. Like she was a delay in a schedule he hadn't asked to have interrupted.

He looked at her for exactly as long as it took to decide she wasn't worth a response, and then he looked away and kept walking.

Lily stood there with her apology still half in her mouth.

"Okay," she said again, differently this time. She watched his back get smaller across the quad, the black jacket unmistakable even from a distance. "Okay, wow."

She wasn't given to holding grudges, her mother liked to say Lily forgave people so quickly it was practically a character flaw, but there was something about being ignored this completely, after apologizing sincerely, in front of God and the frisbee players, that put a small hot coal of irritation in her chest. She turned it over as she resumed walking, examining it from different angles. He hadn't even said the words people say when they don't mean them. He'd just looked at her like she'd interrupted something.

"Rude," she muttered, mostly to feel better, and made herself let it go by the time she reached the Social Sciences building, because she refused, on principle, on her actual first day, to let a stranger's bad manners follow her into the rest of it.

She found Sheila and Keisha outside the building exactly as arranged, both of them already deep in the specific anxious chatter of people who'd only met the night before in a group chat and were now trying to decide how much of themselves to reveal in person.

"Lily?" The one who spoke first had a low ponytail and the kind of open, ready-to-be-friends face that made strangers feel instantly less like strangers. "I'm Sheila, we talked about the meeting time?"

"That's me. And you must be Keisha," Lily said, and Keisha, shorter, wavy-haired, a small beauty mark under one eye, grinned like she'd been hoping to be recognized.

It took them roughly four minutes to establish where each of them was from, why they'd chosen Social Sciences, and a shared, escalating anxiety about the orientation schedule, which Keisha had pulled up on her phone and was now reading aloud in fragments. "Clubs and student orgs at ten. Then there's, oh, a welcome address from the Student Government President."

"What's he like?" Sheila asked, to no one in particular, the question of someone who has clearly already heard rumors and wants them confirmed. "I heard he's, I don't know. Compelling."

"Compelling how?" Lily laughed.

"Like, leader energy. Half the campus has a crush on him apparently."

"We'll see soon enough," Lily said, and thought, with a private flicker of amusement, that whoever this paragon was, he could hardly be ruder than the boy in the black jacket.

They joined the river of new students moving toward the auditorium, a cavernous, old-fashioned hall with wooden seats bolted in careful rows, a chandelier overhead too large for the room's actual needs, university flags flanking a stage that smelled faintly of fresh paint. Lily, Sheila, and Keisha found seats near the middle, close enough to see faces clearly, and settled in among several hundred other first-years radiating the particular nervous energy of people who don't yet know which of these strangers will become the people they eat lunch with for the next four years.

The dean spoke. A few faculty members spoke. Lily's attention drifted in the pleasant, harmless way attention drifts during long introductions, she noted a girl two rows down taking selfies mid-speech, a boy behind her already asleep, upright, with impressive commitment.

Then the emcee's voice sharpened. "Please welcome this year's Student Government President."

Applause rolled through the hall. Lily clapped along, curious despite herself, and watched a figure climb the steps to the podium with the unhurried confidence of someone who had never once doubted he belonged wherever he happened to be standing.

Her stomach dropped before her mind caught up.

It's him.

The boy from the quad. The one who'd looked at her like she was an inconvenience and walked away without a word.

"That's," she started, and didn't get to finish.

"What?" Keisha turned, following her gaze.

"That's the guy I bumped into this morning."

"What?" Sheila's whisper came out sharper than she probably intended, several heads nearby turning briefly toward them. "Him? You ran into the Student Government President?"

"I didn't know who he was," Lily said, already feeling the need to defend herself, though no one had actually accused her of anything. "I said sorry and he just, walked off. Didn't say a word."

Onstage, the boy, Jaegar, according to the screen behind him, which was now displaying his name in tasteful block letters along with a short bio, stood with his hands loosely at his sides and surveyed the room before he spoke, the kind of pause that in someone less composed would have looked like nerves and in him looked like control.

"Welcome to all our new students," he said. His voice was low, even, carrying without effort to the back rows. "My name is Jaegar. On behalf of the entire student government, congratulations on becoming part of this university."

The applause that followed was, if anything, more enthusiastic than the first round. Lily clapped along on reflex, her mind still catching up with the morning's small, stupid humiliation. Third-year Engineering, the screen said. She thought of the way he'd looked at her, cold and unbothered, and reconciled it, unwillingly, with the composed authority currently commanding several hundred strangers' attention without visibly trying.

So that's why, she thought. That's exactly why.

Behind her, a whispered conversation floated up between two girls she didn't know. "He's so good-looking, oh my god." "Yeah, but he never smiles. I heard he's basically impossible to talk to." Lily almost said something, you have no idea, and didn't, because it wasn't, in the end, any of her business what a room full of strangers thought about a boy she'd known for exactly ninety uncomfortable seconds.

She watched him finish, watched him take his seat again among the row of organization officers, watched him lean toward someone beside him to murmur something without changing his expression at all. She told herself, with the particular firmness of someone trying to convince themselves of something, that she would very likely never speak to him again. It was a big campus. He ran an entire student government. She was one new face among five hundred.

She was, for the most part, right to think so.

The orientation stretched into introductions from various clubs and organizations, a choir, a debate society, the engineering association, and near the end, a short performance from the dance team that drew one of the loudest rounds of applause of the morning. Lily watched with genuine delight, leaning slightly forward in her seat.

"I used to dance," she told Keisha, unprompted, her eyes still on the stage. "Not seriously. But it was fun."

"You should join," Keisha said.

"Maybe," Lily said, and filed the thought away somewhere she could find it again later, a small, private hope that had nothing to do with anyone she'd met that morning.

By the time the auditorium emptied out into the midday sun, Lily's feet ached pleasantly from standing and her head was full of names she was already starting to lose track of. She, Sheila, and Keisha drifted toward the cafeteria with the loose, easy momentum of people who had decided, without discussing it directly, that they would be spending a great deal of time together going forward.

The cafeteria was self-serve, long tables under windows that looked out over a garden, already loud with the specific chaos of several hundred new students discovering where the food was. They found a table by the window, trays balanced, and had just begun comparing notes on which professors sounded terrifying when a voice interrupted from behind.

"Is this the friend you were telling me about, Keisha?"

They turned. A boy stood there with a tray in one hand and an entirely unbothered smile, the kind of face that made itself comfortable in a space before it was invited.

"Elio," Keisha said, delighted. "This is Lily, and this is Sheila."

"Hi. Mind if I sit? You all looked interesting from across the room." He was already pulling out a chair, not waiting for permission so much as assuming it, though somehow without being annoying about it, there was an openness to him that made the assumption feel harmless.

"Sure," Lily said, laughing despite herself.

Elio settled in immediately, recounting, with the enthusiasm of someone who found his own misfortunes very funny, a story about getting lost for nearly half an hour that morning trying to find a lecture hall. "A senior finally took pity on me. Otherwise I'd have missed the whole auditorium thing."

"You're not the only one who's bad with directions today," Lily said. "I got so distracted looking at my map this morning I actually ran into someone."

"Ran into someone how?"

She hesitated for exactly a beat before deciding, given how comfortable the table already felt, that it was worth telling. "Turns out it was the Student Government President. Jaegar."

Elio's eyebrows went up so fast it was almost comic. "What? You ran into Jaegar?"

"I didn't know it was him," Lily said, for what felt like the third time that day. "I apologized and everything, and he just looked at me and walked off. Didn't say a single word."

Elio let out a low whistle and shook his head, unsurprised in the specific way of someone confirming a reputation rather than hearing new information. "Yeah, that tracks. He's known for being cold to people he doesn't know. I heard from some seniors during re-registration that he's genuinely hard to approach."

"How do you know so much about him already?" Sheila asked.

"Seniors love to talk," Elio said with a shrug. "Apparently he's brilliant, that's the only reason someone in third year is already running student government. But yeah. Cold. Doesn't do small talk."

Lily nodded along, feeling the last of her irritation settle into something more like resignation. "Well. I already apologized. If he wants to stay like that, that's his business."

"That's the spirit," Sheila said, laughing, and the conversation slid easily into other things, the dorm curfew, the rumor about a basketball game against a rival school in a few weeks, whether the cafeteria's fried rice was any good. Lily let herself relax into it, the morning's small sting fading under the pleasanter fact of having, in the space of one day, acquired three people who already felt like they might become important to her.

She didn't notice, because there was no reason she would have, a pair of dark eyes finding her across the room before their owner turned and walked out with his friends, unremarked and unremarkable to everyone at her table except, in some quiet unacknowledged corner of himself, to Jaegar.

He walked out of the cafeteria the way he did most things, evenly, without hurry, but his thoughts had snagged on something and refused to let go of it: a new student, panicked and sincere, apologizing for an accident that hadn't really been worth the trouble of an apology, and then visibly irritated when he hadn't given her one in return.

He couldn't have said, if anyone had asked him, why her face was the only one from that whole morning still sitting in his memory.

Interesting, he thought, briefly, and then let the thought go, the way he let go of most things that weren't immediately useful to him, filing it away instead of examining it, the way a person files away the address of a place they don't expect to visit again.

Lily's first day at the university she'd dreamed about ended, hours later, with a mix of feelings she couldn't fully separate from one another, the warm relief of new friendship, the small satisfying ache of a day well spent, and underneath it, still faintly present, the leftover irritation of a cold, handsome stranger who had looked at her like she was nothing at all.

She had no way of knowing that the irritation wouldn't stay buried nearly as easily as she hoped.
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The auditorium had a particular smell,old wood, fresh paint, and the specific mustiness of a large space that only fills to capacity a few times a year. Jaegar arrived early, not out of nervousness but out of habit. Leaders arrived before the people they led. That was the first law of student government, unwritten but understood.

He sat in the front row reserved for officers, watching the auditorium fill with the specific chaos of five hundred new students who didn't yet know where they belonged. They clustered in groups, called out to friends they'd made in the past week, took photographs. The noise built gradually, the way noise does when there's no one yet to tell it to stop.

Aydan slid into the seat beside him, already grinning. "Ready to inspire the masses?"

"I've given this speech before," Jaegar said.

"Yeah, but you haven't given this speech to these people." Aydan stretched his legs out, comfortable in the way only Aydan could be comfortable in nearly any situation. "Besides, Jaegar, you live for this. Don't pretend you don't."

It wasn't worth arguing. Aydan had known him since first-year orientation, back when Jaegar had actually been nervous about things, or at least capable of appearing nervous when the situation called for it. Now, four years later, Aydan seemed to think that any resistance to admitting Jaegar enjoyed being in charge was false modesty.

Jaegar didn't correct him. Some things weren't worth the energy.

Max and Victor found their seats in the reserved row, both of them moving with the kind of efficiency that came from having done this before,taking their places in the student government hierarchy without comment or ceremony. Victor was already reviewing notes on his phone. Max looked like he'd rather be anywhere else, which was probably accurate, given that Max viewed most official duties as obstacles between him and actual academic work.

"Jaegar," Victor said, not looking up from his screen. "The sustainability initiative? We're going with the spring date, right? Not spring semester, just spring?"

"Spring semester," Jaegar confirmed. "The garden won't be ready before May."

"That's what I said, but Kerrigan,"

"Kerrigan can wait until May."

Victor nodded, made a note, and went back to his phone. This was the texture of their friendship, at least the work-based portion of it,efficient, practical, the kind of communication that happened between people who understood each other's rhythms and didn't waste time on elaboration.

The emcee,a sophomore with more energy than was strictly necessary,began the orientation. Jaegar listened with half his attention, the other half scanning the auditorium in the way he'd learned to scan a room: noting exits, counting audience members, gauging attention. Old habits. He'd done student government for long enough that assessing a crowd had become automatic.

It was while he was in the middle of this practiced observation that his eye caught on something, or rather someone. A girl in the middle section, third row from the left, was paying genuine attention to the stage. Not the performative attention of someone trying to look interested. Real attention,the kind where you actually heard what was being said.

He didn't recognize her, which meant she was probably new, probably first-year. She had her shoulders turned slightly toward the stage, her hands folded in her lap, and an expression of focused interest that was uncommon enough in an orientation auditorium to be worth noting.

She was laughing at something the emcee said. Not loudly, just a small movement of her shoulders, a private amusement.

He couldn't have explained, if anyone had asked, why he kept looking.

"You're on," Aydan said, nudging him slightly.

Jaegar stood, straightened his jacket, and walked to the stage without turning around to see if the girl was still looking.

The speech was practiced enough that he could deliver it without thinking. "Welcome to all our new students. My name is Jaegar. On behalf of the entire student government, congratulations on becoming part of this university."

He'd designed the speech to hit certain beats,acknowledgment, pride, belonging,without sounding corny or condescending. It was a balance he'd refined over three years of student government experience. Not too familiar. Not too formal. Confident without being arrogant, though the line between the two was thinner than most people realized.

He watched the applause roll through the room and felt, as he always did, the small satisfaction of having moved a crowd in the direction he intended.

It was an easy power. Nothing dangerous about it. Just competence recognized and appreciated.

Toward the end of the orientation, there was a break. Jaegar stood to the side of the stage, talking to one of the faculty coordinators about the logistics of some upcoming event, when Aydan appeared at his elbow with two coffees.

"Thought you might need this," Aydan said, handing him one.

"How'd you know I wanted coffee?"

"Because I know you." Aydan sipped his own. "Also, you look like you're about to start calculating something unnecessarily complicated in your head, and caffeine usually prevents that."

Jaegar took the coffee. It was the right temperature, the right strength,Aydan had known him long enough to know how he took it without asking anymore. "I'm not,"

"You are. I can see it happening right now." Aydan gestured vaguely at his face. "You have that look. The one you get when you start thinking about optimization problems that don't need solving."

It wasn't entirely inaccurate. Jaegar had, in fact, been thinking about how the orientation could be restructured to allow for smaller group introductions rather than the single large auditorium speech. It would be more personal. More effective, probably.

He didn't argue about it.

The rest of orientation proceeded as planned. The student organizations performed,the choir, the debate society, the dance team with a performance that drew genuine enthusiasm from the crowd. Jaegar watched the dancers with the kind of distant appreciation someone gives to something well-executed. Good precision. Good energy. The kind of thing that made a campus feel alive.

He didn't, in that moment, think about the girl who'd been laughing at the emcee's jokes. The memory of her attention was filed away, the way memories of unimportant things got filed away,accessible but not urgent.

He was wrong about how urgent it would become, but he had no way of knowing that yet.

By evening, he was back in his dorm room, the small senior suite that came with being student government president. It wasn't luxury,the furniture was institutional, the bed narrow, the single window looked out over a parking lot,but it was private, and privacy had become increasingly valuable as his responsibilities grew.

He was reviewing notes from the orientation when his phone buzzed with a message from Aydan.

did you see that girl you were staring at during the speech

Jaegar's immediate instinct was to deny it, which would have been stupid because of course Aydan had noticed. Aydan noticed everything.

I wasn't staring.

yeah you were. third row. dark hair. looked engaged or whatever

Jaegar set his phone down without responding. There was no good answer to that. Aydan would just keep going until he was satisfied he'd gotten a rise out of him, so better to simply not engage.

The phone buzzed again.

come on. you checked her out. I saw it.

I didn't check her out.

whatever man. just saying if you're interested I could probably find out who she is

He wasn't interested. That was the accurate answer. He'd noticed someone in a crowd, the way you notice things,a detail, an observation. Nothing more significant than that.

But the detail stayed with him. The way she'd been genuinely paying attention. The small laugh. The sense that she was actually present in the auditorium rather than just occupying a seat.

He put the phone down and went back to his notes.

He had too much work to do to spend time on someone he'd never speak to anyway.

The next morning, he saw her again.

Not on purpose. He was crossing the quad on his way to a class, thinking about something one of the faculty coordinators had mentioned about budget allocation, when he nearly collided with someone cutting diagonally across the grass.

She was staring at her phone, and he was looking up, and the collision was entirely avoidable if either of them had been paying attention.

She hit him hard enough that she stumbled backward, actually made a small sound of alarm, and immediately started apologizing.

"Sorry, I'm so sorry, I wasn't looking,"

He recognized her in the same moment she looked up. The girl from the auditorium. The one who'd been paying attention. Now up close, he could see the details he'd missed from a distance,the small scar near her left eyebrow, the fact that she was shorter than he'd thought, the specific way her eyes went wider when she realized who she'd run into.

He looked at her for exactly as long as it took to assess the situation and decide what to do about it.

What he decided was nothing.

He turned and kept walking.

There were reasons for this. Primary among them: he didn't know her, she'd interrupted his morning, and he had a class in fifteen minutes. Secondary reasons: he was fundamentally not the type to engage in pleasant small talk with someone he'd never met. His social energy was reserved for contexts where it was actually useful,meetings, events, conversations that served a purpose.

A chance collision on the quad served no purpose.

He was aware, as he kept walking, that this was probably exactly the kind of coldness Aydan was always accusing him of. But Aydan confused coldness with efficiency, and Jaegar had long ago stopped correcting him.

He didn't think about it again until that evening, when he was in his room and Max texted him.

heard you were rude to a new student this morning

where did you hear that

Keisha's friend saw you basically blow past some girl who apologized for running into you

Jaegar considered this. The collision had happened. He'd kept walking. In most contexts, that was just called not having a conversation.

I had a class.

okay well apparently she felt bad about it

He set his phone down. He wasn't about to justify himself for not stopping to chat with a stranger. He'd done nothing wrong. The girl had apologized, he'd chosen not to acknowledge it. That was his right, wasn't it? No one was entitled to his attention.

But the detail stayed with him anyway. The apology. Her face when she realized she'd run into someone important enough that people noticed. The resignation in her expression, like she'd added it to a mental list of things she'd done wrong on her first day.

He told himself it didn't matter.

It probably didn't.
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A week into university life and Lily had developed what Sheila called, with mild affection, the route.

The route was specific: out of the dormitory at 7:40, down the east path because it was slightly longer but ran under trees and didn't smell like the maintenance garage, a stop at the coffee cart near the engineering building, not because the coffee was better there, but because it was always faster, then through the quad if the weather held, cutting left past the clock tower and arriving at the Social Sciences building by 8:05. Lily had not set out to develop a route. She'd simply made the same decisions several mornings in a row and discovered, on the fourth morning, that her feet already knew the way.

This was the kind of thing she found quietly satisfying about university: that a week could do so much.

She walked the route on Thursday with a coffee she hadn't quite had time to let cool, squinting slightly against the light. Sheila had a 7:30 lab section and wouldn't surface until noon. Keisha had been awake until two, working on something she refused to describe as an essay but that clearly was one, and had texted at 7:15 to say she was skipping the coffee cart on moral grounds. Elio never arrived before 8:30 regardless of what his schedule said.

So Lily walked alone, which was fine. She liked the early-morning campus when most of the noise was still just potential, the groundskeepers watering flowerbeds, a few returners crossing the quad with the unhurried confidence of people who already knew where they were going. She'd developed the habit, these past few mornings, of trying to identify which students were new. It was getting harder. A week in, many of them had stopped looking lost and started looking like they belonged, which was, she supposed, exactly what was supposed to happen.

She was thinking about this rather than watching where she was going when she arrived at the cafeteria slightly earlier than usual and found, against all her calculations, that Jaegar was already there.

Not at her table. There was no reason he'd be at her table. He was three tables away, standing rather than sitting, with a cup of something that might have been tea, talking to a boy she didn't recognize, someone with the look of a senior, shoulders squared, clearly mid-report on something organizational. Jaegar was listening in the way he seemed to do everything: with complete economy of motion, no nodding, no filler words, just stillness that communicated attention without performing it.

Lily took her usual seat by the window and told herself this was entirely coincidental and also irrelevant and also not worth noticing, then spent approximately thirty seconds noticing it anyway before Keisha arrived, apparently the moral objection to the coffee cart had been resolved, and sat down opposite her.

"You're thinking very loudly," Keisha said, stealing one of Lily's napkins.

"I'm not thinking anything."

"You're doing the face. The slightly-too-neutral face." Keisha poured sugar into her coffee. "Who are you not looking at?"

Lily moved her gaze back to the window, which was certainly not proof of anything.

Keisha turned in her chair with all the subtlety of someone who had never in her life been subtle. "Oh," she said. "Him."

"Don't,"

"I'm not doing anything." She turned back. Her expression was mild and assessing. "Have you talked to him since the orientation thing?"

"No. There's no reason to."

"Right." Keisha accepted this with a small nod. "You're just watching him through a window by accident."

"I wasn't watching through, I was looking at the window. It's a window."

"Mm." Keisha sipped her coffee. "Elio says he's not as bad as he seems."

"I didn't say he was bad."

"You didn't say he wasn't."

Lily considered this. Across the cafeteria, Jaegar finished his conversation and dismissed his companion, there was no other word for it; the other boy left with the brisk efficiency of someone who'd received a verdict, and Jaegar stood for a moment alone, looking at nothing in particular before turning toward the door.

He didn't look at Lily's table.

There was no reason he would. And she was being ridiculous. She picked up her coffee and turned her full attention to Keisha.

"Tell me about your essay," she said.

"It's not an essay."

"Tell me about your not-essay."

Keisha, delighted, started talking.

The approach happened two days later, on a Friday, just before lunch.

Lily was sitting in the cafeteria with Sheila, eating a meal they'd both agreed was acceptable without being enthusiastic about it, when the cafeteria's ambient noise shifted in that specific way it does when the person who has entered commands collective unconscious attention. Lily felt it before she registered it, a kind of altered quiet, like a ripple in water, and looked up just as Jaegar stopped beside her table.

He was in the black varsity jacket. His right hand was extended slightly, the beginning of a handshake.

"I'd like to introduce myself," he said.

He wasn't looking at Sheila. He was looking at Lily. He'd come for her, specifically.

The strange thing was that she'd known it, somehow, before he arrived. Maybe the week of half-noticed glimpses, twice across the quad, once near the library where she hadn't been sure if she'd imagined it, had accumulated into a certainty she hadn't let herself articulate yet. She looked at his hand and then at his face and then back at his hand.

"I know who you are," she said, and picked up her fork.

She wasn't rude about it. Her voice was level. She wasn't even particularly cold, she simply didn't accept the handshake, and continued eating, and let that be the whole of it.

The silence this produced was an interesting kind of silence. Around them, the cafeteria's ambient noise had not actually stopped, there were still conversations, tray sounds, someone laughing loudly two tables over, but the space immediately around their table had the quality of held breath.

Jaegar withdrew his hand at exactly the speed of someone who had expected this and was not adjusting his expectations. He said nothing further and walked away.

Sheila waited until he was at least six tables distant before exhaling audibly. "Lily."

"What?"

"That was," she searched for the word ",decisive."

"He introduced himself. I acknowledged that. The conversation was complete."

"Most people would have at least shaken his hand."

"I'm not most people." Lily ate a piece of rice. "He was rude to me on the first day."

"He looked at you and walked off. Is that really a grudge-worthy offense?"

It wasn't, exactly. She knew it wasn't. But there was something specific about how he'd ignored her apology, not the walking away, but the quality of the dismissal, the sense that she had ceased to exist the moment she stopped being an obstacle in his path, that lodged differently from ordinary rudeness.

"I didn't do it to hold a grudge," Lily said, although she wondered if that was entirely true. "I just wasn't interested in being introduced."

Sheila looked at her with the expression she reserved for things she wasn't going to argue. "Alright," she said, and went back to her lunch.

Elio arrived fifteen minutes later, out of breath, with a tray stacked beyond structural advisability. He heard about it in approximately ninety seconds. His response was to set down his tray and look at Lily with the specific combination of amusement and concern that characterized his reaction to most of her decisions.

"You know he's not used to that," he said.

"Being ignored? He seems very practiced at it."

"Being the one ignored. Completely different thing." Elio organized his tray. "I talked to some seniors again. He's not just student government president, he's the youngest one they've had in, apparently years. He got that position as a second-year."

"Good for him."

"I'm not saying it to impress you. I'm saying it because people like that don't usually take no for an answer very gracefully." Elio looked at her. "I'm saying be careful."

Lily appreciated this. Elio offered warnings the way a careful person offered them: without drama, without claiming more certainty than he had. He wasn't telling her Jaegar was dangerous. He was telling her that a person unused to rejection might take rejection as a challenge rather than information.

"Noted," she said.

"Good." He speared a piece of fried tofu. "What's his deal anyway? Did he say anything?"

"He wanted to introduce himself. I told him I already knew who he was."

Elio considered this. "That's actually kind of cold, Lily."

"Don't make me feel bad about it."

"I'm not. I'm just," He was visibly trying not to smile. ",taking a moment to appreciate you."

Sheila laughed. Lily finished her lunch.

The text came that evening.

She was lying on her bed reviewing notes for Monday's seminar, her phone face-up on the mattress beside her. The notification buzzed. Unknown number. She opened
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