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      The crystal flute was heavier than it looked, especially when balanced among dozens on a silver tray. Grayson's arm muscles burned as he weaved through the crowd, shoulders aligned just so, spine rigid enough to maintain perfect balance without appearing stiff. Three months into this catering gig, and he'd mastered the art of being present while remaining unseen.

      "Champagne, sir?" he murmured, inclining the tray toward a group of Wharton students. At Penn, invisible boundaries separated those who paid tuition and those who worked to afford it. Grayson had become adept at navigating these boundaries, sliding between worlds without disturbing either.

      The young men barely acknowledged him as they plucked glasses from his tray. Their conversation continued uninterrupted—discussions of summer internships at Goldman Sachs, weekend trips to the Hamptons, connections that would guarantee their futures regardless of GPA.

      And then, through a gap in the crowd, Grayson saw him.

      Logan Westwood stood near the main staircase, effortlessly commanding attention in a perfectly tailored navy suit. The room practically bent toward him like plants seeking sunlight. Even other wealthy students seemed to orbit him differently, approaching with careful smiles that betrayed their awareness of the hierarchy. Logan Westwood wasn't just wealthy—he was Westwood Enterprise heir, a dynasty that had its name on buildings across campus.

      "You're staring," Maria whispered as she passed by with an empty tray. Her voice carried the gentle warning of someone who'd worked service long enough to know better.

      Grayson snapped back to attention. "Just zoned out," he replied, adjusting his posture.

      "Dangerous place to zone out," Maria nodded toward Logan's group. "Those types notice everything when you don't want them to and nothing when you need them to."

      Grayson circled back toward the bar for a refill. Three more hours of this, then homework until 2 AM. The business management assignment due tomorrow wouldn't complete itself, and Professor Harmon didn't accept excuses—especially not from scholarship students who needed to maintain a perfect GPA.

      "Another round for the Westwood party," the bar manager instructed as he approached. "VIP treatment."

      Grayson accepted the freshly loaded tray, this one arranged with precisely poured whiskey. The amber liquid caught the chandelier light as he moved carefully toward Logan's group.

      He approached from the correct angle, positioning himself to be visible without interrupting. "Whiskey, gentlemen?"

      Logan's friend reached first, then another. Logan turned last, his attention finally pulled from whatever story had the group captivated. His eyes briefly connected with Grayson's—a fleeting, meaningless moment of acknowledgment.

      "Thanks," Logan said, the single word casual yet somehow weighted with authority.

      Grayson nodded, professional and detached. "Of course, sir."

      As he stepped back, he caught fragments of their conversation.

      "—summer at the lake house—" "—father says the market's shifting—" "—connections at the governor's office⁠—"

      Ordinary words that revealed extraordinary privilege. The casual mention of summer homes and political connections dropped without awareness that such things were remarkable. This was simply their reality.

      Grayson continued his rounds, an automaton in a black vest and tie. From the corner of his eye, he observed Logan laughing easily, clapping someone on the shoulder. There was something magnetic about him—not just his wealth or power, but a natural confidence that seemed almost separate from his circumstances.

      During a brief moment at the service station, Grayson overheard two other servers.

      "Westwood's apparently taking over his family's foundation after graduation." "Already? Isn't he our age?" "That's how their world works. Born knowing they'll run empires someday."

      Grayson's fingers tightened around the edge of his tray. He wasn't envious of Logan's wealth—not exactly. What gnawed at him was the effortlessness. The assurance that doors would always open, that failure wasn't a possibility but merely a delayed success.

      Near midnight, the event winding down, Grayson was clearing abandoned glasses when Logan's group moved toward the exit. He stepped aside, averting his eyes as protocol demanded. But something made him look up.

      Logan had paused, checking his phone. In that unguarded moment, something shifted in his expression—a flicker of something that looked remarkably like uncertainty. For a heartbeat, he seemed like any other twenty-one-year-old trying to figure out his place in the world.

      Then a friend called his name, and the mask of Westwood confidence returned seamlessly. Logan pocketed his phone and strode out, back straight, head high.

      After the event, Grayson sat alone on the campus shuttle, tie loosened, feet aching. He stared at his reflection in the darkened window. His features looked shadowed, indistinct.

      What would it be like to move through the world as Logan did? To never question whether you belonged? To have the universe rearrange itself around your presence?

      His phone buzzed with a reminder about his 8 AM shift at the campus coffee shop. Six hours of sleep if he was lucky. He closed his eyes, still seeing the opulent event hall, still hearing the casual laughter of those born into privilege.

      One day, he promised himself, people like Logan Westwood would see him. Really see him. Not as someone holding a tray or pouring coffee, but as someone who deserved to be in the room.

      One day, he would step through those invisible boundaries not as someone serving the elite but as someone among them.

      As the shuttle rumbled toward his off-campus apartment, Grayson Hart made a promise to himself that would shape the years to come. He would build something of his own. And when he finally entered those glittering rooms on his own terms, it would be with the certainty that he had earned his place there.

      Even if he had to forge the invitation himself.
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