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Chapter One

The roses felt like dead weight in Aditya's hand.

He'd bought them an hour ago from the vendor outside the college gates, and already the thorns had pricked through the cheap cellophane wrapper, drawing tiny beads of blood on his palm. He didn't care. The pain kept him grounded, kept him from turning around and throwing the whole stupid idea into the nearest trash bin.

Valentine's Day at St. Xavier's College was a circus. Pink balloons strangled the lampposts. Couples clutched each other in corners like the world might end if they let go. The air smelled like cheap cologne and cheaper chocolate, and underneath it all, desperation.

Aditya had always hated this day.

Until her.

Meera sat on the stone ledge outside the library, one leg tucked beneath her, a book open in her lap. She wasn't reading. Her eyes tracked something in the distance—probably nothing, probably everything. That's what she did. Observed. Calculated. She'd been his classmate for two years, sitting three rows ahead in Economics, and he'd memorized the way she tilted her head when Professor Khanna said something particularly stupid.

He'd memorized a lot of things he shouldn't have.

The roses crinkled as he tightened his grip. His heart hammered against his ribs, each beat loud enough to drown out the chaos around him. This was a mistake. She would laugh. She would say no. She would look at him with those dark, unreadable eyes and make him feel like an idiot for even trying.

But his feet moved anyway.

She looked up when his shadow fell across her book. No surprise registered on her face. Nothing ever did. Her expression remained smooth, controlled, like she'd known he was coming and had already decided what to do about it.

"Aditya." Not a question. Just his name, flat and neutral.

"Meera." His voice came out rougher than he intended. "Can we talk?"

She closed the book slowly, deliberately, marking her place with one finger. "We're talking now."

"Not here." He glanced around at the clusters of students, the phones recording every moment of every proposal for social media immortality. "Somewhere private."

Something flickered in her eyes. Amusement, maybe. Or warning. "Why?"

The roses felt heavier. Blood from the thorn pricks made the cellophane slick. "Just... please."

For a long moment, she didn't move. Then she stood, tucking the book under her arm. "Five minutes."

She walked toward the empty corridor behind the library without checking if he followed. Of course he did. He would have followed her anywhere, and that thought terrified him almost as much as what he was about to do.

The corridor was blessedly empty, cool and dim after the carnival brightness outside. Their footsteps echoed off the tile. Meera stopped near the notice board, turning to face him with her back to the wall. Arms crossed. Waiting.

"You brought flowers." Her gaze dropped to the roses, then back to his face. "How original."

Heat crawled up his neck. "I know it's stupid—"

"I didn't say that."

"You implied it."

"I stated a fact." She tilted her head, studying him like he was an equation she needed to solve. "What do you want, Aditya?"

Everything. Nothing. You.

He thrust the roses toward her. "These. These are for you."

She didn't take them. "Why?"

"Because it's Valentine's Day."

"So you're giving flowers to every girl in our class?"

"No." The word came out too sharp. He forced himself to breathe, to think. "No. Just you."

"Why?" she asked again, and there was something dangerous in the repetition, something that suggested she already knew the answer and wanted to see if he'd be honest.

Screw it.

"Because I can't stop thinking about you," he said. "Because you're brilliant and terrifying and you make everyone else in this college seem like background noise. Because when you argue with Khanna about market theory, I forget to breathe. Because—"

"Stop." The word cut through his confession like a blade. "Just stop."

The roses hung between them, wilting testament to his stupidity. "Meera—"

"You don't know me." Her voice remained level, but something hard had entered it, something cold. "You sit behind me in one class and you think you know me?"

"I know enough."

"You know nothing." She pushed off the wall, closing the distance between them. "You see what I let people see. That's not the same thing as knowing."

"Then let me know you." He hated how desperate he sounded, but the words kept coming. "That's all I'm asking. Let me—"

"No."

The refusal hit him like a physical blow. He stepped back, the roses dropping to his side. "Why not?"

"Because I don't date." She said it simply, like it was fact, like gravity or mathematics. "Because relationships are a waste of time and emotional energy. Because I have plans that don't include playing girlfriend to someone who's confused infatuation with actual feeling."

Anger sparked in his chest, hot and sudden. "That's bullshit."

Her eyebrows rose. "Excuse me?"

"You heard me." He closed the distance she'd created, and satisfaction flared when he saw her eyes widen slightly. "That's a bullshit excuse and you know it."

"It's the truth."

"It's a defense mechanism." The words tumbled out faster now, two years of watching and wanting spilling over. "You keep everyone at arm's length because if you don't let anyone close, they can't hurt you. That's not being smart, Meera. That's being a coward."

The slap came so fast he barely registered the movement. His cheek burned, his ears rang, but he didn't look away from her face. Fury twisted her features—real emotion, finally, raw and unfiltered.

"How dare you." Her voice shook. "You don't get to analyze me. You don't get to stand there with your stupid flowers and your stupid feelings and tell me what I am."

"Then tell me I'm wrong." His own anger rose to match hers. "Tell me you don't hide behind that ice queen act because you're scared."

"Of what? You?" She laughed, bitter and sharp. "I'm not scared of you, Aditya. I'm not scared of anything."

"Liar."

Her hand rose again, but this time he caught her wrist. The contact sent electricity through his palm, his arm, his entire body. She went still, her pulse hammering against his fingers.

"Let go," she whispered.

"Not until you listen." He loosened his grip but didn't release her. "You want to say no? Fine. I can handle rejection. But don't lie to me. Don't pretend this is about time management or career plans or any of that rational bullshit you hide behind."

"Then what is it about?" The question came out ragged, and her eyes—god, her eyes were blazing now, alive with something he'd never seen before.

"You tell me."

Silence stretched between them, taut and trembling. Her wrist felt delicate in his hand, bird-bone fragile, but he knew better. There was nothing fragile about Meera Sharma. She could tear him apart with a word, a look, a breath.

"You want honesty?" she said finally. "Fine. You scare me."

The confession hit him harder than her slap. "What?"

"This." She gestured between them with her free hand. "Whatever this is. You scare me because when you look at me, I forget to be careful. When you argue back in class, I notice. When you laugh at something stupid someone says, I want to know what you're thinking." Her voice dropped lower, rough with emotion. "And I hate it. I hate that you've gotten under my skin without permission."

His heart stuttered. "Meera..."

"I don't do this." She pulled her wrist free, but didn't step away. "I don't let people in. It's not a defense mechanism, it's survival. Every time I've cared about someone, every single time, they've left. So yes, I'm scared. Terrified. Because if I say yes to you, if I let you in, you'll leave too. They always do."

The pain in her words carved into him. He wanted to promise he'd never leave, wanted to swear he was different, but the promises stuck in his throat. She'd heard them all before. Words meant nothing.

So instead, he dropped the roses.

They hit the tile with a sad little rustle.

Then he cupped her face in both hands, tilting her head up to meet his eyes. She didn't pull away. Didn't slap him again. Just stared at him with those enormous dark eyes that held more fear and hope than he'd ever seen.

"I can't promise I won't hurt you," he said quietly. "I can't promise forever or that I'll be perfect or that this will work. But I can promise I'm not running. Not today. Not tomorrow. And if you give me a chance—just one chance—I'll prove that not everyone leaves."

Her breath hitched. "That's a terrible promise."

"It's the only honest one I have."

She closed her eyes. A tremor ran through her, visible even in the dim light. When she opened them again, something had shifted. The walls weren't gone—they were too much a part of her to simply disappear—but they'd lowered. Just enough.

"One chance," she whispered. "You screw it up, we're done. No second chances, no explanations. Done."

Relief and terror flooded through him in equal measure. "Deal."

"And pick up those flowers. You're not leaving them on the floor like some dramatic movie scene."

A laugh burst out of him, unexpected and bright. He bent down, scooping up the roses, and when he straightened, she was almost smiling. Not quite. But close.

"Coffee?" he offered.

"Tea. I hate coffee."

"Of course you do."

This time, she definitely smiled. Small and cautious, but real. "I hate a lot of things. You should probably know that upfront."

"Make me a list. I'll memorize it."

"You're an idiot, Aditya."

"Yeah." He held out his hand, and after a heartbeat's hesitation, she took it. Her palm was warm against his, her fingers slender and strong. "But I'm your idiot now."

"Don't get ahead of yourself." But she didn't let go as they walked back into the sunlight, into the chaos of Valentine's Day at St. Xavier's College, into whatever came next.

Behind them, forgotten on the notice board, a poster fluttered in the breeze.

Annual Psychology Seminar: Understanding Attachment and Trauma

Neither of them saw it. They were too busy learning how to be brave.


Chapter Two

The café was crowded, every table packed with couples celebrating in various states of public affection. Aditya hated it immediately. Too loud, too bright, too performative. This wasn't how he wanted their first... whatever this was.

Date. The word felt too big, too presumptuous. She'd given him a chance. That was all.

Meera stood beside him in the doorway, her hand still in his, surveying the chaos with an expression of pure distaste. "If you think I'm sitting here watching people feed each other cake, you're delusional."

"Agreed. This is terrible."

She glanced up at him, surprise flickering across her features. "You picked it."

"I panicked. Sue me." He pulled her back outside, into the relative quiet of the street. "Where do you want to go?"

"Somewhere quiet."

"Helpful. Narrow it down for me."

She considered, chewing on her lower lip in a way that made his concentration fracture. "There's a place near the old bookstore. No one goes there. Students think it's too boring."

"Perfect."

She led the way through the winding streets near campus, still holding his hand. He didn't know if she realized it or if her mind was elsewhere, but he wasn't about to point it out. Her palm had grown warm against his, comfortable, and he memorized the feeling in case it never happened again.

The café she brought him to was exactly as advertised—boring. Faded paint, mismatched chairs, no music, no decorations. An elderly man sat behind the counter reading a newspaper. The only other customer was a woman typing furiously on a laptop in the corner.

It was perfect.

Meera chose a table by the window, finally releasing his hand to sit down. The absence felt like loss. Aditya took the seat across from her, setting the roses on the table between them.

"Those are really dying," she observed.

"Yeah, well. They had a rough morning."

The corner of her mouth twitched. The old man appeared at their table, pad and pencil ready. Meera ordered masala chai without looking at the menu. Aditya ordered the same, not because he particularly wanted tea, but because he wanted to know what she liked.

When the man left, silence settled over them. Not uncomfortable exactly, but weighted. Full of unasked questions.

"So," Aditya said finally.

"So."

"This is the part where we talk, right? Get to know each other?"

"I suppose." She traced a pattern on the table with one finger. "What do you want to know?"

Everything. "What are you reading? The book you had earlier."

She blinked, clearly not expecting that question. "Camus. The Stranger."

"For class?"

"For me. I read it when I need to remember that meaning is something we create, not something we find."

Heavy topic for Valentine's Day, but somehow fitting for her. "Do you believe that?"

"Don't you?" She leaned forward slightly, engaged now. "That we impose structure and significance on a fundamentally indifferent universe?"

"I think some things have inherent meaning." He held her gaze. "Love. Connection. The way someone makes you feel like you're more than you were before you met them."

"That's just biology. Dopamine, oxytocin. Chemical reactions we romanticize into something profound."

"And that makes it less real?"

She opened her mouth, closed it again. The old man returned with their tea, setting down two steaming cups and a plate of glucose biscuits nobody ordered. He shuffled away without a word.

Meera wrapped her hands around her cup, steam rising to soften her features. "You really believe in all that? Romance and meaning and... connection?"

"I believe in what I feel." He took a sip of tea—too hot, too sweet, but he didn't care. "I believe that whatever this is between us, it's real. Chemistry might explain attraction, but it doesn't explain why I'd rather listen to you tear apart existentialism than do anything else right now."

"Existentialism and Camus are different—"

"See? That. Right there. You can't help yourself." He grinned. "You have to correct me, explain it properly. Most people would let it slide."

"I'm not most people."

"I know. That's the point."

She stared at him over the rim of her cup, and he could practically see her mind working, categorizing, analyzing. Always thinking. Never just feeling.

"Your turn," he said. "Ask me something."

"Why me?" The question came quickly, like she'd been holding it back. "You could have asked out anyone. There are plenty of girls who'd be easier. Less complicated."

"I don't want easy. I want you."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I have." He set down his cup. "I can't explain why you. Why your voice does something to my nervous system. Why I memorized your schedule so I'd 'accidentally' see you between classes. Why the thought of you saying yes made me brave enough to buy those stupid roses." He gestured at the wilting flowers. "Chemistry, biology, fate, randomness—I don't care what we call it. I just know I had to try."

Her eyes had gone wide again, vulnerable in a way that made him want to promise impossible things. "You memorized my schedule?"

"Don't make it weird."

"It's already weird."

"Yeah." He smiled. "It really is."

She took a long sip of tea, and when she set down the cup, some decision had been made. "I'm going to tell you something. And after I do, you'll probably want to take back your offer."

His stomach tightened. "Okay."

"I meant what I said earlier. About people leaving. It's not..." She paused, choosing words carefully. "My parents divorced when I was eight. My father disappeared. Literally. One day he was there, the next he was gone. No note, no explanation. Just... gone."

"Meera—"

"I'm not finished." Her voice remained steady, but he heard the tremor underneath. "My best friend in school, Priya. We were inseparable for years. Then her family moved to Dubai and she stopped answering my messages after a month. My first boyfriend, if you could call him that, told me I was too intense, too difficult to love. He lasted three months before deciding I wasn't worth the effort."

Each word was a small violence, carefully delivered. Aditya's hands clenched beneath the table.

"So when I say I don't let people in, when I say relationships are a waste of time, it's not abstract philosophy. It's pattern recognition." She met his eyes, unflinching. "Everyone I care about leaves. Eventually, you will too. The only question is how much damage you'll do on your way out."

The weight of her confession settled over them like fog. Aditya understood now—the walls, the ice, the careful distance. She wasn't protecting her heart. She was protecting what remained of it after too many people had taken pieces without asking.

"I'm sorry," he said quietly.

"I don't want your pity."

"Not pity. I'm sorry that people were stupid enough to leave. Their loss."

"You say that now."

"I'll say it tomorrow too. And next week. And however long you let me." He reached across the table, palm up, an offering. "I know you don't believe me yet. But I'm not them, Meera. I don't run when things get hard."

She stared at his hand like it might bite. "You don't know what you're promising."

"Then teach me. Show me how difficult you can be. I'm a quick learner."

Almost despite herself, she laughed. Soft and surprised, but genuine. "You really are an idiot."

"So you've mentioned."

Slowly, carefully, she placed her hand in his. The gesture felt monumental. Like trust made tangible.

"I have rules," she said.

"Of course you do."

"I'm serious. If we're doing this, we do it my way. Slowly. No grand gestures, no public declarations. I need to be able to control the pace."

"Okay."

"And you have to tell me. If you get tired of this, of me, you have to tell me to my face. No ghosting, no slow fade. Honesty, even if it hurts."

"Same goes for you."

She nodded. "Deal."

"Any other rules I should know about?"

A smile ghosted across her lips. "I'll let you know as we go."

They sat there, hands linked across the table, tea growing cold, while the afternoon light shifted through the window. Outside, the world continued its Valentine's Day performance. Inside, something quieter and more fragile was being built.

"So what now?" Meera asked eventually.

"Now I walk you back to your hostel. Tomorrow, if you want, we study together. Thursday there's a terrible movie playing at the Plaza. Friday—"

"You're planning a week?"

"I'm planning several. Try to keep up."

She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. Really smiling. It transformed her entire face, made her look younger, lighter. He wanted to make her smile like that every day for the rest of his life.

Dangerous thought. Way too soon.

But he kept it anyway.

They finished their tea in comfortable silence. When they finally stood to leave, Aditya picked up the roses again.

"You're really keeping those?" Meera asked.

"They're symbolic."

"They're dead."

"Symbolic of my persistence in the face of adversity."

"They're symbolic of poor planning and waste of money."

"Agree to disagree."

She shook her head, but she was still smiling as they walked out into the evening. Her hand found his again, natural now, like they'd been doing this for years instead of hours.

Maybe chemistry was just biology. Maybe meaning was constructed. Maybe he was an idiot who'd just signed up for heartbreak.

But when Meera glanced up at him, eyes bright with something that looked almost like hope, Aditya decided he didn't care.

Some risks were worth taking.

Even the terrifying ones.

Especially those.


Chapter Three

The next morning, Aditya woke to seventeen texts from his roommate Rahul, all variations on WHERE ARE YOU and DID SHE SAY YES and BRO ANSWER YOUR PHONE.

He'd stayed out past curfew walking Meera back to her hostel. They'd taken the long route, circling the campus twice, talking about everything and nothing. Books, families, the terrible cafeteria food, the way Professor Khanna always had chalk dust in his hair. Normal things. Easy things.

It had been perfect.

Now, staring at his phone screen in the harsh morning light, reality crept back in. He'd actually done it. Asked her out. And she'd said yes. Sort of. In her own complicated, conditional way.

His phone buzzed again.

Rahul: If you're dead I'm taking your laptop

Aditya: Not dead. She said yes.

The response was immediate.

Rahul: WHAT

Rahul: MEERA SHARMA SAID YES???

Rahul: TO YOU????

Aditya: Thanks for the vote of confidence

Rahul: Bro she's terrifying

Rahul: Like hot but also might murder you

Aditya: Your support means everything

He showered and dressed quickly, his mind already racing ahead. Thursday. Movie at the Plaza. He should probably figure out what was actually playing. And whether she preferred aisle or center seats. Did she like popcorn? He realized with a start how much he didn't know. How much he wanted to learn.

Economics class started in thirty minutes. Same class where he'd spent two years watching the back of her head, memorizing the way she took notes in perfectly neat handwriting while everyone else scribbled chaos. Now he'd be watching her knowing she'd said yes. Knowing she was his... something.

Girlfriend felt too presumptuous. Date felt too casual.

His phone buzzed.

Unknown Number: It's Meera. Rahul gave me your number sophomore year for a group project. Hope that's not weird.

His heart stuttered.

Aditya: Not weird. Good morning.

Meera: Is it? Seems subjective.

Aditya: You're philosophical before 9am. Noted.

Meera: I'm philosophical always. You should probably know that.

Aditya: Adding it to the list.

Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again. He stared at the screen, willing them to resolve into words.

Meera: I didn't sleep well.

His stomach tightened.

Aditya: Because?

Meera: Thinking.

Aditya: About?

Meera: You. This. Whether I made a mistake.

The words hit him like cold water. He sat down on his bed, thumbs hovering over the keyboard. Careful. This was the test. She was testing whether he'd panic, whether he'd crowd her or retreat.

Aditya: Did you?

Meera: I don't know yet.

Aditya: Fair. Want to talk about it?

Meera: Not over text.

Aditya: Before class? Library?

Meera: Okay.

He made it to the library in twelve minutes, probably breaking some kind of speed record. She was already there, sitting at their usual table near the reference section. She looked tired. Beautiful, but tired. Dark circles shadowed her eyes and her hair was pulled back in a messy knot instead of her usual neat braid.

"Hey," he said softly, sliding into the seat across from her.

"Hey." She didn't look up from the book in front of her. Psychology text. She wasn't reading it.

"Talk to me."

"I'm scared." The admission came out flat, matter-of-fact. "I went back to my room last night and I couldn't stop thinking about all the ways this could go wrong. All the ways you could hurt me. All the ways I could hurt you. The probability of this actually working is statistically minimal and I'm not..." She stopped, swallowed hard. "I'm not good at this."

"At what?"

"Being vulnerable. Trusting someone. All of it." Finally, she looked up, and the fear in her eyes made his chest ache. "What if I can't do this? What if I'm too damaged to let someone in?"

He wanted to reach for her hand, but the table was too wide. "You're not damaged."
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