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CHAPTER ONE

The examination hall smelled like anxiety and floor polish.

Reyansh sat three rows from the back, his pen moving mechanically across the answer sheet. Question fourteen. Fifteen. The words blurred together, economics theories he'd crammed at three in the morning now bleeding out onto paper in half-coherent sentences.

His throat burned.

He swallowed, but there was nothing left. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, dry as chalk. The water bottle at his feet had been empty since the first hour, drained in nervous gulps before he'd even written his name on the exam sheet.

Two more questions. He could last two more questions.

Across the aisle, she shifted in her seat.

Reyansh didn't look up, but he felt it. The small movement of her chair scraping linoleum. The whisper of fabric against skin. She'd been sitting there for the past three hours, and he'd been aware of her for every single minute—aware in the way you're aware of a storm building on the horizon, all charged air and inevitability.

Myra Kapoor.

He wrote another line. Crossed it out. His hand was shaking.

The thirst was getting worse, a physical ache now, radiating from his throat down into his chest. He pressed his tongue against his teeth, trying to manufacture saliva. Nothing.

Glass clinked softly.

His eyes flicked up without permission.

She'd reached for the water glass on her desk—transparent, half-full, condensation beading on the outside. The examination hall provided them. One glass per student, filled from the communal pitcher the invigilator wheeled around every hour.

Myra lifted it to her lips.

Reyansh watched her throat move as she swallowed. Once. Twice. Three times. A small drop of water clung to her bottom lip before her tongue swept it away. She set the glass down with a soft clink, right at the edge of her desk.

Then she went back to writing.

His chest tightened.

The glass sat there, still half-full. She wasn't going to finish it. She never did. He'd noticed that on the first day of exams, then hated himself for noticing, for cataloging her habits like some kind of obsessive.

She always left water in the glass.

He forced his attention back to his paper. Question seventeen. The letters swam. His throat constricted, and he had to suppress a cough.

"Fifteen minutes remaining," the invigilator called from the front.

Fifteen minutes. He could make it fifteen minutes.

Except he couldn't think. Couldn't focus. Every breath felt like swallowing sand.

Myra stood.

The movement jerked his attention up again. She walked to the front, handed in her paper with that same fluid grace she did everything with, and headed toward the door. She didn't look at him. She never looked at him.

But as she passed his desk, her fingers trailed along the edge of her own desk.

The water glass wobbled.

Reyansh's hand shot out on instinct. He caught it before it fell, his fingers wrapping around the cool glass, steadying it.

She paused. He felt rather than saw it, his eyes fixed on the glass in his hand.

Then she kept walking. The door closed behind her with a soft click.

The glass was cold against his palm. Wet from condensation. He could see the imprint of her lips on the rim, a faint smudge of whatever she'd been wearing. Something glossy. Clear.

His throat burned.

The water inside caught the fluorescent light, perfectly clear, perfectly still.

Jhutha.

The word rose unbidden. Hindi, from his grandmother's warnings about sharing food, about intimacy, about the invisible lines between people that shouldn't be crossed.

This was her water. Her glass. Her mouth had touched that rim.

He should put it down. Should raise his hand and ask the invigilator for his own glass.

Instead, he lifted it to his lips.

The water was lukewarm, tasteless. It soothed his throat like a blessing. He drank it all, every last drop, his eyes closing briefly in relief.

When he opened them, she was standing in the doorway.

Watching him.

Their eyes locked. Hers were dark, darker than they should be from this distance, and something moved in them he couldn't name. Shock, maybe. Or anger. Or something else entirely, something that made his stomach drop and his pulse spike.

She'd seen.

The glass slipped in his grip, and he set it down too hard. It cracked against the desk.

"Ten minutes," the invigilator droned.

Myra turned and disappeared into the hallway.

Reyansh sat frozen, his heart hammering against his ribs. The water sat heavy in his stomach, suddenly nauseating. What the hell had he been thinking? What had he just done?

He grabbed his pen, forced himself to finish the last question. The words meant nothing. He was writing on autopilot, his mind replaying that moment—her eyes on his, the glass at his lips, the recognition in her expression.

She knew.

"Time. Pens down."

He stood on numb legs, gathered his paper, stumbled to the front. The hallway outside was too bright, the afternoon sun streaming through high windows. Students clustered in groups, comparing answers, complaining about the difficulty.

He didn't see her.

Then he did.

She stood at the end of the hallway, backlit by sunlight, arms crossed over her chest. Waiting.

His feet carried him toward her without conscious decision. Each step felt like walking toward the edge of a cliff.

She didn't move as he approached. Didn't speak.

Up close, he could see the tight set of her jaw. The rapid pulse at her throat. She wore a simple white kurta, dark jeans, silver studs in her ears. No makeup except that gloss he'd seen on the rim of the glass.

Still saw, when he blinked. Burned into his retinas.

"Are you serious right now?" Her voice was low, controlled. Dangerous.

"I was thirsty." The words came out rough. Defensive.

"There was a pitcher. Right there." She gestured sharply toward the examination hall. "You could have asked for your own glass."

"I didn't think—"

"Clearly." She stepped closer, and he caught her scent. Something clean and sharp. Lemon, maybe. It made his head swim. "Do you have any idea how invasive that was?"

"Invasive?" Heat crawled up his neck. "It's water. I was dying of thirst and there was a glass right there—"

"A glass I drank from."

"I know."

The words hung between them. Charged. Loaded.

Her eyes narrowed. "You know. So you did it anyway."

"I wasn't thinking about—" He stopped. What could he say? That he hadn't thought about the intimacy of it? That would be a lie. The moment his lips touched that rim, he'd thought of nothing else. "Look, I'm sorry if I—"

"If?" Her laugh was sharp, brittle. "There's no if. That was completely inappropriate."

"You're right. I'm sorry." He meant it. The panic in his chest was real, acidic. But underneath it, something else curled. Something he didn't want to examine. "I wasn't trying to—it wasn't some kind of—"

"Some kind of what?" She stepped even closer. He could see gold flecks in her dark eyes now. "What exactly were you trying to do, Reyansh?"

His name in her mouth stopped his breath.

He hadn't realized she knew his name.

"I don't know," he said honestly. Too honestly.

Something flickered across her face. The anger was still there, but beneath it, something rawer. More vulnerable.

"You don't know." She repeated his words slowly, tasting them. "You do something that—that intimate, and you don't even know why?"

"Do you always overthink everything?" The words came out sharper than he intended, a defense mechanism. "It was a glass of water, Myra. Not a marriage proposal."

She flinched. Actually flinched, like he'd struck her.

The hallway was emptying around them. Voices faded. Footsteps echoed and disappeared.

"You think I'm overthinking." Her voice had gone quiet. That was worse than the anger. "You think I'm being irrational."

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't have to." She looked away, jaw working. When she looked back, her eyes were bright. Not with tears—he didn't think Myra Kapoor cried. With something fiercer. "Do you know what people say about me, Reyansh? Do you have any idea?"

He didn't answer. Couldn't.

"They say I'm cold. Untouchable. They say I think I'm too good for anyone here." Her hands clenched at her sides. "And maybe I let them think that because it's easier than the alternative. Easier than letting anyone close enough to—"

She stopped. Bit her lip.

The gesture did something to his chest. Cracked something open.

"Close enough to what?" His voice came out rough.

"To hurt me." The words were barely a whisper. "To take something I didn't offer."

Guilt slammed into him. Real, crushing guilt.

"Myra—" He reached for her without thinking.

She stepped back. "Don't."

His hand fell.

"You don't get to do that," she said. "You don't get to cross my boundaries and then act like I'm overreacting. That's not how this works."

"You're right." He swallowed hard. "You're absolutely right. I'm sorry. Really sorry. What I did was—it was wrong. I wasn't thinking about how you'd feel, and that's on me."

She studied his face, searching for something. He held still, let her look.

"Why did you do it?" she asked finally. Softer now.

Because I can't stop thinking about you.

Because I've watched you for three months and I don't know how to stop.

Because when I saw that glass with the mark of your lips on it, I wanted—

"I don't know," he lied.

Her expression shifted. Closed off. "Right."

She turned to leave.

"Wait." The word burst out of him. "Just—wait."

She paused but didn't turn around.

"I do know," he said to her back. "I just don't know how to say it without sounding like a complete creep."

That got her attention. She turned, eyebrows raised. "Try."

His heart was trying to break out of his chest. "I notice you. I've noticed you since the first day of term. The way you drink your coffee black. The way you always leave water in your glass. The way you bite your pen when you're thinking. And I know that makes me sound obsessive, and maybe I am, but when I saw that glass..." He exhaled shakily. "I didn't think. I just wanted—"

"What?" Her voice was barely audible. "What did you want?"

To taste what you taste. To be close to you in the only way you'd allow.

"To feel closer to you," he said. "Even if it was just for a second. Even if you'd never know."

The silence stretched between them, taut as a wire.

"But I did know," she said.

"Yeah."

"I came back." She stepped closer. "I'd forgotten my phone. I came back, and I saw you, and I—" She stopped, her chest rising and falling rapidly. "I should have been disgusted. I should have been angry."

"You were angry."

"I was." Another step. They were inches apart now. "I am."

"Okay."

"But I'm also—" Her eyes searched his, vulnerable and fierce all at once. "I don't know what I am."

He could feel the heat of her body. Could see the pulse jumping in her throat. Could smell that clean, sharp scent of her.

"Myra," he breathed.

"This is insane," she whispered. "You're basically a stranger."

"I know."

"I don't even like you."

"I know."

"I should walk away right now."

"You should."

Neither of them moved.

Her eyes dropped to his mouth. His breath caught.

"This doesn't mean anything," she said. "This doesn't mean I forgive you."

"I understand."

"And if you ever do something like that again without my permission—"

"I won't. I swear."

She swayed closer. Or maybe he did. The space between them disappeared.

"My boundaries," she whispered. "You don't cross them. Not ever. Not unless I invite you."

"Never," he promised. "I swear. Never."

Her hand came up, fingers hovering near his jaw. Not touching. Almost.

"I'm going to regret this," she said.

Then she kissed him.


CHAPTER TWO

The world narrowed to the press of her mouth against his.

Myra's lips were soft, softer than Reyansh had imagined in the countless times he'd tried not to imagine them. She tasted like mint and something sweeter, something that made his head spin and his hands clench at his sides because he didn't know if he was allowed to touch her.

She made a small sound against his mouth—frustration or desire or both—and then her hands were in his hair, pulling him closer, and he stopped thinking entirely.

His hands found her waist. Tentative at first, ready to pull back at the first sign of resistance. But she pressed into him instead, her body a line of heat against his, and his grip tightened reflexively.

Wrong. This was wrong. They were in a hallway. Anyone could see.

He didn't care.

She pulled back first, breathing hard. Her lips were swollen, her eyes wide and dark and completely unreadable.

"Oh my God." The words came out shaky. "Oh my God, what did I just—"

"Myra—"

"No. No, no, no." She stepped back, her hand flying to her mouth. "That was—I didn't mean to—"

"Hey." He kept his voice gentle, even though his heart was trying to break through his ribs. "It's okay."

"It's not okay." Her eyes were wild now. Panicked. "I don't do this. I don't just kiss people in hallways. I don't kiss people at all, not like—" She made a choked sound. "What is wrong with me?"

"Nothing's wrong with you."

"You don't know that. You don't know anything about me."

"I know you take your coffee black," he offered quietly. "I know you leave water in your glass. I know you bite your pen when you're thinking."

She stared at him. "You really have been watching me."

"Yeah."

"That should terrify me."

"Does it?"

She was quiet for a long moment. Students walked past them, a cluster of girls laughing about something. Neither of them moved.

"No," she said finally. "That's what scares me. It doesn't terrify me at all."

His chest ached. "Myra—"

"I have to go." She was already backing away. "I have to—I need to think. I need to process this."

"Okay. Can I—" He swallowed. "Can I call you? Can we talk about this?"

"I don't know. Maybe. I—" She shook her head. "I don't know."

Then she turned and ran.

Reyansh stood in the empty hallway, his lips still tingling, his hands still warm from her waist, and watched her disappear around the corner.

What the hell had just happened?

He made it back to his apartment in a daze. His roommate, Karan, was sprawled on the couch, controller in hand, some first-person shooter paused on the screen.

"How was the exam?" Karan asked without looking up.

"Fine."

"You look weird. You look like you've seen a ghost. Or like you finally talked to that girl you've been stalking."

Reyansh threw a pillow at him. "I'm not stalking her."

"Right, you just happen to know her entire schedule and her coffee order and that thing she does with her hair when she's stressed." Karan grinned. "Totally normal behavior."

"Shut up."

"Oh shit." Karan sat up, eyes widening. "You did talk to her. What happened? Did she file a restraining order?"

"She kissed me."

The controller clattered to the floor.

"She what?"

"You heard me."

"Myra Kapoor. Ice Queen Myra. Hasn't-dated-anyone-in-three-years Myra. She kissed you."

"Yeah."

"In what universe? How? Why? What did you do? Did you slip something in her water?"

Reyansh flinched. Too close to the truth.

Karan's eyes narrowed. "What did you do?"

So Reyansh told him. All of it. The water glass, the confrontation, the kiss. With every word, Karan's expression cycled through disbelief, horror, and something that might have been reluctant admiration.

"You're an idiot," Karan said when he finished.

"I know."

"Like, a massive idiot. That was such a creepy thing to do."

"I know."

"But she kissed you anyway."

"I know."

"So she's either an idiot too, or..." Karan trailed off, thinking. "Or she's been watching you the same way you've been watching her."

Reyansh's heart stuttered. "That's impossible."

"Is it? Did you ever think that maybe you're not as subtle as you think? That maybe she's noticed you noticing her?"

He hadn't. Hadn't let himself consider it.

"What do I do?" he asked.

"You give her space. You let her process. And if she reaches out, you grovel appropriately and then try not to screw it up." Karan picked up his controller. "Also, you might want to figure out why Myra Kapoor, of all people, kissed you in a hallway after you violated her boundaries. Because that's not normal behavior for her."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, everyone knows her story, man. Everyone knows why she doesn't date."

Ice trickled down Reyansh's spine. "What story?"

Karan looked uncomfortable. "It's not my place to say. But if she's letting you in even a little bit, even after what you did, then something about you got past her walls. And you need to be careful with that. With her."

"You're being cryptic."

"I'm being respectful of her privacy. Which is more than you did today." Karan's expression softened. "Look, I'm not trying to be a dick. I'm trying to say that Myra's not like other girls. She's got reasons for those walls. So if you actually care about her, you need to respect that."

Reyansh nodded slowly. His phone was in his pocket, heavy and silent.

She didn't call that night.

Or the next day.

Or the day after that.

Three days later, Reyansh was in the library, trying and failing to focus on his macroeconomics textbook, when someone slid into the seat across from him.

Myra.

She looked tired. Shadows under her eyes, hair pulled back in a messy bun, wearing an oversized sweater that swallowed her frame. She clutched a coffee cup like a lifeline.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi." His voice came out strangled.

They stared at each other.

"I've been thinking," she said finally. "About what happened."
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