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THE UNEXPECTED HELLO!

〰・♡・〰

Monday mornings. Always the loneliest.

She wasn't invisible, not exactly. At Agora High School, Keera Mendoza, with her curves and a laugh that could wake the dead, was hard to miss. But invisible when it came to the kind of attention she craved. The hand- holding-in-the-hallway, stolen-glance-across-the-cafeteria kind.

A sigh escaped her lips, fogging up the combination lock. Maybe it was the oversized graphic tee clinging to her stomach, or the floral skirt that whispered "frumpy" instead of "fun." Maybe it was just her. A question mark of a girl in a world obsessed with exclamation points.

"Lost in existential dread again, Mendoza?"

The voice startled her. She whipped around. There stood a boy from her English class, leaning against his locker, a curious look in his eyes.

He wasn't exactly popular, not in the stereotypical way. He wasn't a jock, a cheerleader, or part of any clique. He was quiet, with a worn backpack and a gaze that seemed to hold a hidden world behind it. He was also undeniably handsome, with a shock of unruly hair and eyes that held a kindness Keera couldn't quite define.

She managed a retort, "Just contemplating the mysteries of the universe," trying for nonchalance. He raised an eyebrow, amusement flickering in his eyes.

They fell into a comfortable silence, a rarity for Keera in these halls. Maybe it was him, the way he didn't seem to flinch at her size, the way her clothes

strained against the seams. Maybe it was just the way his presence, unexpected as it was, felt...different.

"You know," he began, pushing himself off the locker, "sometimes the universe throws you curveballs."

His words hung in the air, heavy with unspoken meaning. Before Keera could ask what he meant, the shrill of the first-period bell shattered the quiet.

"Later, Keera," he said, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "Maybe the universe will offer some answers in English class."

He walked away, leaving Keera staring after him, a knot of confusion blooming in her stomach. Was he flirting? Was it even possible? Could a boy like him, someone who seemed to exist on a different plane than the rest, ever see past the reflection staring back at her from the dented locker door?

The bell's shrill shriek ripped Keera from her thoughts.

"Later, Keera," his voice echoed, and she realized she didn't even know his name.

"Wait!" she blurted, the word tumbling out before she could stop it.

He turned, his head tilted like a curious puppy, a single lock of hair falling across his forehead. "Yeah?"

"I, uh," Keera stammered, cheeks burning. "What's your name?"

A slow smile spread across his face, crinkling the corners of his eyes in a way that made her breath hitch. "Joshua," he said, the name rolling off his tongue like warm honey. "Joshua Parker."

Before she could stammer out a reply, a gaggle of cheerleaders, all perfectly manicured smiles and impossibly short skirts, swarmed him. They shrieked his name, their laughter laced with a saccharine sweetness that made Keera want to gag.

Joshua, for his part, looked faintly uncomfortable, his smile strained at the edges. He managed a mumbled response, his eyes flicking towards Keera before he was swept away by the pink tide.

Keera stood there, feeling even more invisible than before. So, Joshua wasn't some quiet outcast after all. He was on the fringes, sure, but still managed to garner the attention of the most popular girls in school. The knot of confusion in her stomach tightened. Had she imagined the way his eyes had lingered on her? The unexpected comfort in his presence?

People moved aside when Keera walked towards the water fountain. The whispers grew louder when everything else went silent. She touched the tap, its chilliness was very different from her warm skin. She saw herself in the shiny metal, but the image was twisted because of the round shape.

Could she even navigate the social landscape of Agora High when she couldn't escape the reality of her own body?

As she walked to English class, her oversized graphic tee suddenly felt heavier, the floral skirt more mocking than ever. Joshua's words, "Sometimes the universe throws you curveballs," echoed in her head. Was this her curveball? A fleeting moment of connection shattered by the harsh reality of high school hierarchy?

Pushing open the classroom door, she scanned the room. Joshua was already seated, a book propped open in front of him. But as their eyes met, a ghost of a smile reappeared on his lips. It was a small thing, barely there, but in that moment, beneath the fluorescent lights and indifferent gaze of their classmates, Keera felt a flicker of hope. Maybe, just maybe, the universe hadn't thrown her a curveball after all. Maybe it had thrown them both one.

The English class droned on, but Keera found herself barely registering a word of Shakespeare's sonnets. Her mind was caught in a replay of the hallway encounter, dissecting every detail with the intensity of a detective. The way Joshua's gaze had lingered on her, defying her invisibility cloak. The unexpected comfort in his presence was a stark contrast to the loneliness that usually clung to her like a second skin.

Then came the dismissal bell, its shrill ring a welcome interruption. Keera lingered behind, pretending to gather her notes, stealing glances at the door. When Joshua finally emerged, a book clutched under his arm, their eyes met again. This time, a hesitant smile played on his lips.

"Hey," he said, his voice a low rumble. "About earlier..."

"Yeah?" Keera's heart hammered in her chest. Had she imagined the whole thing?

"Well," he scratched the back of his neck, a blush creeping up his neck. "The cheerleaders, they tend to...swarm."

Relief washed over Keera. So, he hadn't meant to ignore her. "Yeah, I noticed," she managed, trying to sound casual.

"They're...not really my scene," he confessed, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "I actually prefer books to pep rallies."

A laugh bubbled up from Keera's chest, genuine and unrestrained. Maybe, just maybe, they weren't so different after all. "So, Joshua Parker, what kind of books are you into?" she asked, a newfound confidence blooming within her.

His smile widened, revealing a dimple on his cheek. "Sci-fi, mostly. Ever heard of A Fire Upon the Deep?"

Keera's eyes widened. "Are you kidding? It's my favorite!"

The conversation flowed easily after that. They talked about alien civilizations, the ethics of artificial intelligence, and the mind-blowing concept of parallel universes. As they walked out of the schoolyard, the setting sun casting long shadows, Keera realized for the first time in a long time, she didn't feel invisible.

Suddenly, Joshua stopped. "Hey," he said, a touch of seriousness in his voice. "About this morning..."

He fumbled with his words for a moment, then blurted out, "I meant what I said about the universe throwing curveballs. Maybe...maybe yours just met mine."

Keera's breath hitched. Was this a date invitation? A flutter of excitement danced in her stomach. Before she could respond, a voice cut through the air.

"Joshua! There you are!"

A tall blonde girl with a dazzling smile approached, her eyes fixed on Joshua. Keera's heart sank. Here it comes again, the swarm.

"Oh, hey Sarah," Joshua said, his smile faltering slightly. "This is Keera."

"Hey," Sarah chirped, her gaze flicking at Keera with a hint of disdain. "So, are you ready for the movie night?"

Joshua hesitated, glancing back at Keera. "Actually, I..."

The internal battle raged on his face. Before he could finish his sentence, Keera stepped forward.

"He has plans with me tonight," she said, surprising even herself.

Sarah's eyes widened in surprise. Joshua looked at Keera, a flicker of gratitude mixed with apprehension in his gaze. But before either of them could speak further, Keera continued, her voice gaining strength with every word. "Actually, we're going to have a sci-fi movie marathon. You wouldn't understand."

A beat of stunned silence followed. Then, a slow smile spread across Joshua's face. Sarah, however, scoffed and stormed off, muttering something about "freaks and weirdos."

Keera held her breath, waiting for Joshua's reaction. But instead of being scared off, he threw his head back and laughed. It was a genuine, carefree laugh that warmed Keera from the inside out.

"Well, then," he said, his eyes twinkling, "get ready for the best movie night of your life, Mendoza."

Keera couldn't help but smile back. Perhaps, this unexpected curveball from the universe wasn't so bad after all.
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A WINK AND A HEART EMOJI

〰・♡・〰

The fluorescent lights cast an unflattering yellow glow on Keera's face. She gnawed on her bottom lip, anxiety gnawing at her stomach. Had she been too forward? Had she just declared war on the most popular girl in school with a single, impulsive sentence?

Taking a deep breath, she tried to focus on the task at hand. Research for their impromptu sci-fi movie marathon. Joshua had texted her an hour ago, a list of obscure films that sent her heart racing with excitement. Titles she'd only ever dreamt of watching, hidden gems buried deep in the cinematic universe.

Suddenly, a shadow fell across the table. She looked up to find Joshua, a mischievous glint in his eyes. He held a stack of DVDs in his hand, their worn spines boasting faded alien landscapes and spaceships.

"Behold," he announced dramatically, "the holy grail of B-movie sci-fi!"

A wave of relief washed over Keera. He wasn't weirded out. He was in. A genuine smile spread across her face, chasing away the last vestiges of doubt.

"Let the rebellion of the misfits commence," she declared, grabbing a DVD from the stack.

Their movie marathon wasn't exactly glamorous. Keera's basement transformed into a makeshift spaceship, complete with an old sheet draped over the washing line for a starry sky effect and strategically placed fairy lights. Bowls of popcorn, courtesy of a daring raid on the pantry, sat precariously on overturned laundry baskets.

The first movie, a gloriously cheesy alien invasion flick, had them doubled over with laughter. As the hero, a charmingly awkward astrophysicist named Dr. Wilbur Wonkers (seriously, the writers couldn't have tried harder), fumbled his way through saving the planet, Keera found herself completely forgetting about Sarah and the invisible shield she usually carried. Here, with Joshua, laughter was their common language, and the awkward silences were filled with a comfortable ease that surprised her.

The second film, a black-and-white classic about a sentient robot yearning for freedom, took a more introspective turn. They found themselves discussing the ethics of artificial intelligence long after the credits rolled, their voices hushed in the flickering darkness of the basement.

As the night wore on, the movies became increasingly obscure, the plots more ridiculous. Yet, the enjoyment never waned. They were on their wavelength, a united front against the Sarahs of the world who wouldn't understand the joy of a malfunctioning robot sidekick or the sheer brilliance of Dr. Wonkers' strategically placed pocket protector.

The final movie sputtered to a close, leaving them both bleary-eyed and grinning like fools. Exhaustion tugged at Keera's eyelids, but a strange sense of exhilaration kept her awake.

"That was..." she began, searching for the right words. "Amazing."

"The best movie night ever?" Joshua finished, his voice a low rumble that sent a shiver down her spine.

Keera nodded, unable to tear her gaze from his face. The basement, usually a dark and lonely place, felt charged with a sudden electric tension.

Just as their eyes locked, a loud bang echoed from upstairs. It was followed by her mom's voice, laced with concern.

"Keera? Honey, are you alright down there?"

Keera's heart skipped a beat. How much time had passed? Blushing furiously, she scrambled to her feet.

"Everything's fine, Mom!" she called back, her voice a touch too loud.

Joshua chuckled, amusement dancing in his eyes. "Maybe we should call it a night before your mom stages a rescue mission."

Disappointment tugged at Keera, but she knew he was right.

"Yeah, probably," she mumbled, gathering the empty popcorn bowls.

As Joshua walked towards the basement stairs, he stopped and turned back to her.

"Thanks for tonight, Keera," he said, his voice sincere. "It was...different."

Different. The word hung in the air, open to interpretation. Keera dared to hope it meant something good, something more than just a random movie night.

"Yeah," she replied, a shy smile gracing her lips. "Different in a good way."

He held her gaze for a beat longer, then winked. "See you tomorrow, Mendoza."

With that, he ascended the stairs, leaving Keera alone in the quiet basement, the afterglow of laughter and a budding sense of something new tingling in her chest. The universe, it seemed, had a funny way of throwing curveballs.

As the basement door clicked shut behind him, a wave of silence washed over Keera, broken only by the faint hum of the refrigerator upstairs.

"Different," he'd said.

Did that mean he enjoyed their quirky movie marathon as much as she had? Or was it just different from the usual company he kept, the cheerleaders and jocks who wouldn't be caught dead in a basement den of B-movies?

Chewing on her lip, Keera grabbed her phone, the familiar weight a comfort in the sudden quiet. Should she text him? The screen remained stubbornly blank, the cursor blinking accusingly. Just as she was about to shove the

phone back in her pocket, a notification popped up. It was a text, and her heart raced inside her chest as she saw the name: Joshua.

The message displayed a single line: "Did Dr. Wonkers win you over?"

A laugh bubbled up from Keera's chest. Relief washed over her, warmer than a thousand bowls of popcorn. He wasn't just humoring her; he'd been paying attention. Her fingers flew across the screen.

"Only because his pocket protector held the key to saving humanity," she replied, adding a playful wink emoji for good measure.

A reply came almost instantly. "True love at first pocket protector, then?"

Keera bit her lip, a blush creeping up her cheeks. This wasn't how she'd imagined things going with Joshua. She'd pictured stolen glances in the hallway, maybe a nervous fumble during a group project. Not clandestine texting about a fictional astrophysicist's fashion choices.

But as she typed out her next message, a smile bloomed on her face. Maybe this, this quirky, movie-filled night, was the start of something special after all.

"Maybe," she sent, followed by a teasing emoji of a question mark.

The response came a beat later, accompanied by a heart emoji that made her stomach do a happy flip. "Maybe we should find out. How about another movie night, this time at my place? No parental rescue missions guaranteed."

Keera stared at the message, a thrill shooting through her. This was uncharted territory, a detour from the well-worn path of high school crushes. But as she typed out her answer, a single word that felt both terrifying and exhilarating, a grin stretched from ear to ear.

"Yes."
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QUEEN OF THE BASEMENT VS. HIGH SCHOOL QUEEN

〰・♡・〰

The bell shrieked, jolting Keera from her anxious reverie. She scanned the hallway, searching for Joshua's familiar shock of hair, but the corridor was empty. Disappointment gnawed at her, a bitter counterpoint to the thrill of their late-night texts. Finally, with a sigh, she made her way toward English class alone.

Pushing open the classroom door, Keera was met with an unusual sight. Desks were pushed aside, replaced by a makeshift stage adorned with glittery streamers. A hush fell over the class as she entered, all eyes turning towards her. Sarah, perched on a stack of textbooks like a smug queen, flashed a saccharine smile.

"Keera, darling, so glad you could join us!" she purred, her voice dripping with fake sweetness. "We're having a little show and tell today."

Before Keera could voice her confusion, Sarah sashayed towards the front of the class, a triumphant glint in her eyes. She plugged a flash drive into the smart TV mounted on the wall, and a flicker of dread sparked in Keera's stomach.

"Now, class," Sarah announced, her voice dripping with theatricality, "I present to you a glimpse into the life of our very own... recluse."

The screen flickered to life, and Keera's heart plummeted. It was a clip from their movie marathon – a scene where she was doubled over with laughter, popcorn spilling down her shirt. But the laughter, in the harsh light of the classroom, sounded manic, bordering on hysterical. The video was expertly edited, splicing together moments of her most goofy expressions, punctuated by canned laughter and captions like "Keera: Queen of the Basement" and "B-Movie Nightmares."

A wave of humiliation washed over Keera. The laughter that had filled the basement now echoed in the classroom, but this time it was a cruel, mocking sound. Her cheeks burned, and a metallic tang filled her mouth. She stole a glance at Joshua, who sat frozen in his chair, his face pale.

"Sarah!" she hissed, her voice barely a whisper. "What is the meaning of this?"

But Sarah just shrugged, feigning innocence. "Just sharing a little fun, Keera. Don't you have a sense of humor?"

The laughter in the room grew louder, fueled by Sarah's cruel performance. Keera felt tears prickling in her eyes, threatening to spill over. But then, a hand touched hers. Glancing down, she saw Joshua, his jaw clenched in anger.

"Alright, that's enough, Sarah," he said, his voice surprisingly firm. "This isn't funny."

A flicker of surprise crossed Sarah's face, quickly replaced by a sneer. "Oh, come on, Joshua," she scoffed. "Don't tell me you enjoyed that little basement rendezvous."

The classroom erupted in fresh guffaws. Shame burned in Keera's chest, but a spark of defiance ignited alongside it. She wouldn't let Sarah win. Taking a deep breath, she forced her voice to be steady.

"Actually," she said, her gaze fixed on Sarah, "we had a great time. Unlike some people, we don't need popularity or wealth to find enjoyment."

"A great time, huh?" Sarah smiled at her like a wicked witch. "Why don't you ask, Joshua himself?"

"What do you mean?" she stammered, her brow furrowed.

"Why don't you ask him yourself?" Sarah said with a pointed look, already pulling the flash drive from the smart TV.

Her eyes locked with Joshua's, but his face hardened. Without a word, he pivoted and walked off.

A stunned silence descended upon the class. Sarah's face contorted in fury, and for a moment, it seemed like she might lunge at Keera. But then, the classroom door swung open, and Ms. Thompson, their stern English teacher, entered.

"What in the world is going on here?" she demanded, her voice cutting through the tension like a knife.

The sight of Ms. Thompson sent shivers down Sarah's spine. She stammered an explanation about a "class presentation," but Ms. Thompson was having none of it. With a withering look that could curdle milk, she confiscated Sarah's flash drive and ordered the class to return to their seats.

As the students scrambled back to their desks, Sarah shot Keera a venomous glare before slinking back to her seat.

Keera sank into her chair, the echo of cruel laughter clinging to her like cobwebs. Humiliation turned her cheeks molten, and a fresh wave of self- consciousness washed over her. The video Sarah had shown wasn't just edited to mock her personality; it lingered on clips where her body rippled with every giggle, the way her favorite oversized shirt strained across her stomach now a source of amusement for the entire class. Hot tears welled in her eyes, blurring the image of Ms. Thompson reprimanding Sarah at the front.

Suddenly, a text notification buzzed in her pocket. It was Joshua.

"Hey," his text read, simply. "Can I talk to you after class?"

Keera stared at the message, unsure. Was this a feeble attempt at damage control, or a genuine desire to apologize? She glanced around the classroom. Whispers and giggles still flickered like dying embers, and Sarah kept stealing glances at her, a triumphant smirk playing on her lips.

Taking a fortifying breath, Keera typed back. "Sure. Outside?" The message sent, a fragile hope flickered within her. Maybe there was an explanation.

But the cynical part, the part that had been steadily growing throughout the humiliation, whispered doubts.

The bell's shrill cry seemed even harsher than before, its metallic clang echoing the hollowness in Keera's chest. As students shuffled out, Sarah lingered, her gaze locked on Keera with an intensity that sent shivers down her spine. A triumphant smirk played on Sarah's lips, a silent victory lap after publicly orchestrating Keera's downfall. Keera forced a chin tilt, refusing to give Sarah the satisfaction of seeing her crumble. Outside, the familiar oak tree, their usual meeting spot, stood sentinel. But beneath its shade, Joshua wasn't waiting with his usual lopsided grin. A knot of apprehension tightened in Keera's stomach. Had he chickened out?

Then, a rustle from the bushes caught her eye. There, hunched low, was Joshua. His face, usually radiating warmth, was etched with a pang of guilt that mirrored the turmoil in her own heart. He looked up, his eyes pleading, a stark contrast to the bravado he'd displayed in class.

"Keera," he started, his voice rough. "I—"

Keera cut him off, the carefully constructed dam of her emotions threatening to burst. "Don't," she said, her voice a choked whisper. "Don't even try to justify it."

Joshua flinched, the hurt in his eyes mirroring her own. "I had to," he mumbled, his voice barely audible.

"Had to?" Keera's voice rose, a tremor of anger lacing its edges. "Had to betray me? Had to humiliate me in front of the entire school?"

Joshua's head hung low, his shoulders slumped in defeat. Shame radiated from him, a stark contrast to Sarah's venomous performance. Keera wanted to scream, to unleash the torrent of emotions churning within her. But a part of her, a part weary from the day's ordeal, craved understanding.

"Who forced you to do this, Joshua?" she asked, her voice softer now, laced with a sliver of hope.
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THE NEW KING

〰・♡・〰

Pity clawed at Keera, a bitter aftertaste to the day's humiliation. Here was Joshua, the boy who'd made her feel seen, reduced to a trembling figure huddled beneath the oak tree – their supposed haven. His whispered defense, "I had to," echoed in her mind, a flimsy shield against the storm of betrayal.

Did his words hold a truth more terrible than Sarah's cruelty? Was there a reason, some blackmail lurking in the shadows, that forced him to throw her under the bus? A part of her, the part that had dared to hope, clung to that possibility. But the other part, the part hardened by Sarah's venomous laughter, roared for answers.

Ignoring the tremor in her voice, Keera pressed on. "Who forced you to do this, Joshua?" Her question hung heavy in the air, a challenge and a plea rolled into one.

He flinched, his head snapping up to meet her gaze. Shame radiated from him, a stark contrast to Sarah's smug confidence that had filled the classroom just moments ago. But within his remorse flickered a flicker of defiance, a spark of something Keera couldn't decipher.

"It's complicated," he mumbled, his voice barely a whisper. "It has to do with..." He hesitated, his eyes darting around as if searching for an escape route. "With my scholarship."

Scholarship. The word echoed in the clearing, a weighty explanation that left more questions in its wake. Blackmail or desperation, what bound Joshua to Sarah's cruel game? And more importantly, was there any part of him, any genuine connection that survived this betrayal?

The silence stretched, thick with unspoken emotions. The oak tree, usually a silent witness to their budding connection, now seemed to loom in judgment. Before Keera could dissect his words further, a movement at the edge of the clearing caught her eye.

Sarah. A triumphant smirk played on her lips, the ghost of her laughter still clinging to the air. She hadn't left. She'd been waiting, a predator savoring her kill.

Suddenly, the weight of the situation slammed into her. This wasn't just about a hurt ego or a public takedown. This was a game of power, a cruel manipulation orchestrated by Sarah, and Joshua, for whatever reason, was her pawn.

Keera's anger, simmering beneath the surface, bubbled over. But before she could unleash it, Sarah spoke, her voice dripping with saccharine sweetness.

"See, Keera," she drawled, taking a deliberate step closer. "There's always a price to pay for wanting to be different."

Her words hung heavy in the air, a challenge laced with a chilling truth. Sarah wasn't just the queen bee, a title easily dethroned with a well-placed rumor or a shift in social alliances. Sarah was untouchable. Her grandfather, a man with a grip on Agora High tighter than a boa constrictor around its prey held the purse strings. He funded the new wing, the state-of-the-art library, and practically everything that made Agora High gleam like a trophy on a shelf. Crossing Sarah meant crossing her grandfather, and that, in the delicate ecosystem of high school, was social suicide.

Joshua flinched his face a mask of conflicting emotions – shame, fear, a flicker of something that might have been defiance. But it was quickly snuffed out by the stark reality of his situation. His scholarship, a lifeline out of a struggling single-parent household, hung precariously in the balance. He was caught, a fly tangled in Sarah's meticulously woven web.

Keera's gaze darted between them, a cold fury hardening her resolve. Sarah, for all her power, had underestimated one crucial detail – Keera herself. She

wasn't some easily intimidated wallflower anymore. The sting of betrayal was a harsh awakening, but it also ignited a spark of defiance.

"There's always another way to play the game, Sarah," she said, her voice surprisingly steady. The tremor of fear had been replaced by a quiet determination. "And this time, the queen might not be as safe on her throne."

A shadow stretched across the clearing, momentarily eclipsing Sarah's triumphant smirk. Keera whipped her head around. There, framed by the golden light of the setting sun, stood a figure that stole the breath from Keera's lungs.

He was tall, impossibly tall, with hair the color of moonlight and eyes that shimmered like a stormy sea. Half-Korean, half-German, the rumors whispered through the grapevine later, explaining the intriguing mix of features. He moved with a languid grace, a stark contrast to the nervous energy crackling around him. New money, the whispers continued, his family having recently relocated from Frankfurt.

"Iñigo Lee," Sarah cooed, her voice dripping with practiced sweetness as she sashayed towards him. "Welcome to Agora High. I'm Sarah, student council president, and I just wanted to personally extend a warm welcome."

Did she know him? Keera wondered.

The other girls, their faces plastered with a mixture of awe and envy, practically swooned in unison. He was model material, with a face that could launch a thousand ships and a smile that could melt glaciers. Even Keera, hardened by the day's betrayal, felt a flicker of something stir within her – a forgotten spark of teenage curiosity, quickly doused by a surge of protectiveness.

This newcomer, this Iñigo, was oblivious to the storm brewing beneath the surface. He offered Sarah a dazzling smile, a touch too practiced for Keera's liking. "Thank you, Sarah," he replied, his voice a smooth baritone. "It's lovely to meet you. I must admit, Agora High seems...interesting."

His gaze flickered across the clearing, landing for a fleeting moment on Keera. A jolt of electricity shot through her, a strange mix of apprehension and a bizarre sense of...hope? Could this new arrival, this wildcard, be the key to disrupting Sarah's carefully constructed game?

One thing was certain – the dynamic in the clearing had irrevocably shifted. Sarah, for the first time all day, seemed a touch...uncertain. A tiny crease had appeared between her perfectly arched brows. The predator, for a moment, looked vaguely like prey, and a thrill of anticipation surged through Keera.

The murmur that rippled through the class the next morning was louder than the screech of Ms. Thompson's whiteboard marker. "New student," someone whispered, sending shivers down Keera's spine. Her gaze darted towards the doorway, where Ms. Thompson stood beside a figure bathed in the harsh morning light.

There he was, Iñigo Lee, even more breathtaking in person. His hair, the color of moonlight as the rumors described, fell across his forehead in a way that seemed artfully messy, and his smile, though polite, held a hint of amusement that crinkled the corners of his eyes.

"Class, this is Iñigo Lee," Ms. Thompson announced, her voice tinged with a hint of forced cheer. "He's just moved here from Frankfurt, Germany.

Please make him feel welcome."

A chorus of mumbled greetings echoed through the room, but Keera noticed Sarah, uncharacteristically silent, fiddling with a loose thread on her designer purse. Perhaps, Keera thought with a sliver of satisfaction, the arrival of Agora High's new golden boy had thrown a wrench into Sarah's perfectly orchestrated plan.

As Iñigo scanned the classroom, his gaze met Keera's for a brief moment. A flicker of recognition – or was it something more? – sparked in his eyes before he offered her a subtle nod. A blush crept up Keera's cheeks, a welcome distraction from the nervous energy thrumming beneath her skin.

Ms. Thompson continued with the tedious lesson on quadratic equations, but Keera's mind was elsewhere. Later that day, during lunch, whispers about Iñigo's family spread like wildfire. Apparently, his parents were titans of the tech industry. Their company, LeeCorp, was rumored to be the silent benefactor behind the recent renovations at Agora High, including the state- of-the-art library Sarah loved to brag about.

Suddenly, the power dynamic shifted on its axis. Sarah, whose reign rested on her grandfather's financial clout, now had a potential rival in Iñigo, whose family practically owned the school. This wasn't just a game of popularity anymore; it was a high-stakes chess match played with million- dollar investments.

Keera couldn't help but wonder where Iñigo stood in all this. Was he just another pawn, a handsome distraction his parents deployed to gain further influence? Or was there something more to him, a genuine desire to escape the gilded cage of his family's wealth?
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A CHALLENGE, A CHOICE!

〰・♡・〰

The air crackled with a nervous energy usually reserved for pop quizzes. Lunchtime buzzed with a different kind of excitement today. Sarah, usually perched on her throne at the center table, held court by the vending machines, her voice dripping with saccharine sweetness. Keera's stomach churned – the topic of her animated conversation was none other than Iñigo Lee.

"Honestly, he's practically royalty," Sarah gushed, perfectly manicured nails tapping a manic rhythm against the metal machine. "His family practically owns half the school!"

Her posse, a gaggle of girls who seemed to materialize whenever Sarah held court, hung on to her every word. Keera couldn't help but eavesdrop, her tray a flimsy shield against the sting of their laughter.

"So, Sarah, what's the plan?" one of the girls, Tiffany, with her perfectly highlighted blonde hair and a nose job that looked suspiciously recent, purred. "How are you going to snag him?"

A slow, predatory smile spread across Sarah's face. "Patience, Tiffany, patience. A conquest this exquisite requires finesse. Besides," she lowered her voice, a conspiratorial glint in her eyes, "imagine the social cred! Dating Iñigo Lee would practically make me Agora High royalty."

Keera's blood ran cold. It wasn't just about popularity for Sarah, it was about power. Dating Iñigo would be like wearing a crown, a symbol of her dominance, a way to appease her parents' insatiable hunger for status. A vision of Keera's public humiliation on the classroom screen flashed in her mind, and a surge of defiance replaced the cold dread.

Suddenly, the bell shrieked, shattering the tense quiet. Keera gathered her tray, her steps were purposeful as she navigated the crowd of students toward the library. Her haven, usually a sanctuary of dusty novels and the comforting silence of forgotten lore, felt strangely charged today.

As she pushed open the heavy oak doors, a figure hunched over a computer in the far corner caught her eye. It was Iñigo, his brow furrowed in concentration, a stray lock of his moonlit hair falling across his forehead.

He looked up as she approached, a startled flicker in his eyes that quickly softened into a polite smile.

"Hi," she started, her voice uncharacteristically shy. "I'm Keera. You must be Iñigo."

He stood smoothly, towering over her like a redwood. "Indeed," he replied, his voice a smooth baritone. "And you are...?"

"Keera," she repeated, forcing a smile. Up close, his eyes were a mesmerizing storm cloud gray, flecked with flecks of gold. "Welcome to Agora High."

An awkward silence stretched between them, punctuated only by the rhythmic hum of the fluorescent lights. She fumbled for something to say, anything to break the tension.

"So, Germany, huh?" she blurted out, immediately cringing at the silliness of the question.

A surprised laugh escaped his lips, a welcome sound that banished the awkwardness. "Ja," he replied, the single German word rolling off his tongue like a caress. "But please, call me Iñigo. Everyone does."

They talked for what felt like hours, about books and music, about his life in Frankfurt, and her love for writing. He was surprisingly easy to talk to, his humor dry and witty, his smile genuine. But beneath the surface, Keera sensed a guardedness, a hint of melancholy that lingered in his eyes.

As the final dismissal bell chimed, casting long shadows across the library floor, a pang of regret sliced through her. Keera, the self-proclaimed champion of the unnoticed, was actually enjoying spending time with the most talked-about boy in school.

"Well," Iñigo said, gathering his things, "this was...unexpectedly pleasant. Perhaps we could do it again sometime?"

Her heart did a little skip at his invitation. But before she could answer, a voice, dripping with saccharine venom, slithered into their conversation.

"Having fun, Keera?" Sarah purred, her perfectly manicured nails tapping a familiar, impatient rhythm. "Didn't realize you were such a social butterfly."

The air crackled with unspoken tension. Iñigo's gaze darted between Sarah and Keera, a flicker of something – confusion? Displeasure? – crossing his face.

Keera's throat tightened. Would Iñigo fall for Sarah's obvious ploy, leaving her exposed and vulnerable once again? She needed a response, a way to subtly warn him without making herself seem paranoid.

"Actually," she said, forcing a lightness to her voice, "we were just discussing the new Hemingway exhibit at the museum. They have a first edition copy of 'The Sun Also Rises' – fascinating stuff."

It was a complete lie, of course, but hopefully plausible enough. Iñigo's brows furrowed slightly, a flicker of recognition passing through his eyes. Was he familiar with Hemingway? More importantly, did he understand her veiled warning?

Sarah's smile faltered for a brief moment, a tiny crack in her usually flawless facade. "Hemingway, huh?" she drawled, her voice dripping with condescension. "Sounds thrilling. Maybe Iñigo needs a guide to the finer points of literature."

The emphasis on "Iñigo" hung heavy in the air, a clear attempt to mark her territory. Iñigo, however, seemed oblivious to the power struggle brewing

around him.

"Perhaps," he said with a polite smile. His gaze flickered back to Keera, a silent question lingering in his stormy gray eyes. Did he see through Sarah's charade, or was Keera just projecting her own paranoia?

Before Keera could decipher his expression, the library doors clattered open, admitting a gaggle of Sarah's posse. Their arrival was perfectly timed, a calculated move to tighten her grip on the situation.

"Sarah!" Tiffany trilled, batting her heavily mascaraed eyelashes. "We've been waiting for you. Movie night at our place tonight?"
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