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Ayan walks across campus, earbuds in, backpack slung over one shoulder, mind occupied with the next assignment due and the shift he has at the coffee shop later. The autumn air bites gently at his skin, the faint smell of wet leaves and diesel from campus buses filling the gaps between buildings. He doesn’t notice the usual cliques laughing at their phones or the stream of students trudging between lectures; his world is smaller, compressed into schedules, deadlines, and the constant awareness of money he doesn’t have.

He dodges a group lounging on the lawn, their laughter spilling over like a waterfall, and feels the weight of their carelessness pressing against him. Parties, parties, always parties—he’s heard about them, seen the photos, but he doesn’t belong there. He’s here to survive, not to shine or chase social currency. Love is a luxury he can’t afford; distraction is a liability. Every relationship he’s witnessed at school either ends in heartbreak or drama, and he can’t spare the energy for either.

The scholarship money barely covers tuition, let alone rent and groceries. He’s perfected the art of moving quietly, of blending into the background, of making his existence as efficient as possible. He takes the side streets, avoiding the main quads where the rich students gather in flashy jackets and designer shoes, laughing about vacations and spring breaks. They don’t see him, and he prefers it that way.

His part-time job at the coffee shop doesn’t leave room for socializing. Each tip is counted, each hour measured. He skips lunch sometimes, telling himself it’s better than asking his parents for money again. They left for work long ago, overseas, leaving him to navigate this strange foreign world alone. Independence is survival; attachment is weakness.

The library is his sanctuary, quiet and cold, filled with the scent of old books and polished wood. He drops his bag on a table near the window and opens his laptop. The glow illuminates his tired eyes as he types furiously, code lines and essay sentences blending together in his mind. For a moment, the world outside ceases to exist.

Then he hears it. A sudden, piercing cut through the air. Laughter. Light, melodic, commanding. He freezes. It’s not the polite giggle of someone reading a funny text; it’s different—sharp, deliberate, attention-seeking. He glances toward the source, keeping his head down, pretending to type.

He sees her. Samaira Malhotra.

She’s impossible to ignore. Even from fifty feet away, she radiates a confidence that seems unfair, like the air bends around her. Long hair spilling over designer jackets, heels clicking against the cobblestones, a group of admirers orbiting her like satellites. She laughs again, louder this time, and it cuts through his concentration like a knife. Her presence is a contradiction: magnetic, chaotic, and somehow... fragile beneath the surface. He doesn’t want to look, but the corner of his eye betrays him.

He tucks it away, focusing on his screen. Ignore. Move on. This is not his world. His reality is assignments, wages, and survival. Social politics and glamour are dangerous; they waste time and energy. Yet the sound of her voice lingers like smoke, curling into his thoughts against his will.

By mid-afternoon, he’s finished with his classes and makes his way to the coffee shop. The street is crowded, students spilling out of lecture halls, skateboarders weaving between traffic, the smell of pretzel carts and pizza stands filling the air. He moves efficiently, avoiding eye contact, head down, calculating the quickest path.

Then he notices the bright lights ahead, the pounding bass that reverberates in his chest even from fifty meters away. He knows without seeing it—it’s one of those parties he promised himself he’d avoid. But the street forks, and he takes the path that merges directly with it. Not that he’s trying to go in; fate, it seems, has other plans.

He steps through the doorway, expecting noise, music, and drunken chaos. The room hits him like a wave: a mixture of perfume, alcohol, and electricity. Conversations float over the heavy bass, laughter bouncing off the walls. Students he recognizes from classes raise drinks to friends, bodies swaying. It’s dazzling and alien.

He scans for a quiet corner, hoping for invisibility, but movement catches his eye. And there she is again—Samaira Malhotra. She leans against the staircase railing, laughing with friends, a glass in hand, hair falling perfectly across her face. He doesn’t understand why he notices the way light catches her cheekbones, or how she seems untouchable yet fragile all at once. He doesn’t want to care, and yet he can’t look away.

A friend nudges her, pointing discreetly in his direction. She looks up, smiles—a curve of amusement, challenge, something that makes him instinctively look down. He catches a glimpse of the recognition in her eyes, a spark of intrigue—or perhaps it’s amusement. He can’t tell, and he doesn’t want to.

He moves toward the exit, careful to stay invisible, but the music and chatter wrap around him like a net. The smell of champagne and perfume mixes with the heat of bodies pressed together. He feels exposed in this world he has always avoided, every luxury, every careless smile, reminding him of everything he lacks.

He hears her laugh again. This time, it’s closer, teasing, almost playful. His stomach tightens. He knows it’s directed at him. He tells himself it doesn’t matter, that he’s untouchable in his detachment. He doesn’t answer; he doesn’t look. He keeps his head down, moving past, pretending to belong to nothing.

The bass thumps beneath his feet, the laughter curling around him, pulling against the walls he’s built. He wants to vanish, to sink into the floor, but something in her gaze pins him in place for a fraction of a second too long. He doesn’t engage. He refuses. He turns the corner, leaving the crowd behind.

Outside, the cool evening air hits him like relief. The city smells different here—cleaner, quieter, more forgiving. His heart is racing, though he doesn’t understand why. He brushes his hair from his eyes and mutters to himself, It’s just a laugh. Just a sound. He clenches his backpack strap, reminding himself that survival matters more than intrigue, and loneliness is safer than distraction.

But even as he walks toward his apartment, towards the coffee shop shift, towards the late-night assignment, he knows something has shifted. That laugh, that presence, will not leave him. It’s a thread tugging at the edges of his carefully constructed life, a disruption he cannot yet name, a force that refuses to be ignored.

And far behind him, in the glow of party lights and the hum of bass, she watches him leave. Her friends laugh, but her eyes linger, calculating, intrigued, insistent. She whispers something to herself, barely audible over the music.

He doesn’t hear it. He can’t.

He keeps his head down.

He walks on.

But he hears her laugh through the music—and keeps his head down.
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Samaira leans back against the leather couch, a flute of champagne balanced in one hand, the other draped lazily across the shoulder of someone she barely knows. Around her, the room pulses with music, laughter, and the intoxicating chaos of a Friday night at Halloway Hall. Her friends chatter endlessly about spring breaks, internships, and endless brunches. She listens, but not really. Their words blur into a hum, and she smiles politely at the jokes, nods when expected, sips when reminded, but inside, nothing stirs.

It’s all supposed to feel like fun, like freedom, but she knows the emptiness beneath it. The glittering world she inhabits is curated, rehearsed, flawless. She’s adored, envied, and watched constantly. Her parents’ expectations hang over her like a chandelier, heavy and impossible to ignore. Rajeev Malhotra, her father, is a force of nature—brilliant, demanding, untouchable. Devika, her mother, is elegance and control personified, a constant reminder that image is everything. Love, connection, messiness—they are weaknesses her family doesn’t allow. Samaira learned early that she can either perform or disappear.

So she performs. Hard, fast, and loud. Every party, every reckless decision, every flirtatious glance is a scream against the hollow perfection she’s trapped in. When she dances with someone, it’s not desire, not curiosity—it’s proof that she still exists, that she can still feel. And tonight, like every other night, she feels the hum of emptiness under the strobe lights, the echo of something she refuses to name.

Her phone buzzes against her thigh. She glances down. A text from Kiara, one of her friends who thrives on gossip like oxygen.

"Did you hear about the scholarship boy? Ayan Rathore. Supposedly too arrogant to even attend parties like this."

She laughs aloud, loud enough for a few nearby to glance over. “Too arrogant to come here?” she repeats, her voice teasing, sharp. Something about the phrasing irks her. Arrogant. She doesn’t like the implication that someone could dismiss her world, dismiss her. That almost never happens.

Kiara texts again: “Yeah. Rich kids think they own the world; scholarship kids think they’re above it. Apparently he’s seen in class but never socializes.”

Samaira’s grin spreads, mischievous and deliberate. She sips her champagne and tilts her head, eyes glinting in the reflection of the disco ball. “Too arrogant, huh?” she murmurs, more to herself than anyone else. She imagines a boy walking past her, head down, invisible to this world of noise, and something inside her flickers—challenge, curiosity, irritation.

This is new. He doesn’t belong here, yet he doesn’t flinch, doesn’t look impressed, doesn’t seek attention. That rarity, that defiance—it calls to her, ignites a spark she hasn’t felt in years. Samaira, who is used to being chased, adored, acknowledged, feels the unfamiliar sting of wanting someone to notice her and not be impressed.

Her friends continue their chatter, unaware that she’s no longer listening. She excuses herself with a light laugh, weaving through the crowd with a precision that makes her feel untouchable. Every step, every sway, every glance is calculated chaos. She reaches the edge of the party where the music is softer, the crowd thinner, and leans against the railing overlooking the campus gardens.

From here, she can see the main entrance, where students drift in and out, laughter echoing off the glass walls. Her gaze drifts to the courtyard, scanning, searching. The thrill builds—anticipation, that delicious edge of confrontation she secretly craves.

The chatter returns. Kiara’s voice pierces the fog of her thoughts: “You’re going to make him notice you, aren’t you?”

Samaira smirks. “Of course. Someone like that? He deserves a little lesson.”

Lesson. The word tastes sweet, like mischief laced with challenge. She doesn’t know yet if it will be fun, or if it will consume her. She doesn’t care. Right now, it’s all she wants: to pull him out of his invisible world, to see that controlled defiance waver, even for a moment.

The night deepens. Music pounds harder. Lights flash in kaleidoscopic bursts. Samaira drifts back into the crowd, navigating through bodies and conversations with effortless grace, laughter trailing her like perfume. She scans every face with a predator’s patience, eyes searching for a shadow, a flicker of defiance that matches what she’s been told.

Then she sees him.

Ayan Rathore.

He moves through the party as if
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